
The Book of Proverbs, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 9: Integrity, the Poor, and Discipline

Proverbs 19:1–21:31

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

What is doctrinally at stake in this lesson is the providence of God over a world of genuinely free 
and responsible people. The hinge verses are 21:1, the king’s heart is a stream of water in the 
hand of the LORD, and 19:21, the purpose of the LORD that will stand. Proverbs teaches a real 
and sweeping sovereignty: God turns the hearts of kings, overrules the plans of men, and brings 
His own purpose to pass so that no counsel can stand against Him (21:30). The teacher must let 
this comfort land, because a believer who thinks history is finally in the hands of tyrants and 
accidents has no rest. Yet this sovereignty must be taught without sliding into determinism. 
Proverbs everywhere assumes that people truly choose their way, that the lazy and the diligent, 
the honest and the crooked, the kind and the cruel make real decisions for which they will 
answer. God is not the author of sin, and no hidden decree forces a man to lie, get drunk, or 
oppress the poor. He governs the whole, even bending evil choices to His good ends, while each 
person remains accountable for the choice itself.

Alongside providence stands the lesson’s second great concern: that true religion is a matter of 
the heart and the hands, not mere ritual. To do righteousness and justice is more acceptable to 
the LORD than sacrifice (21:3). The God who hates a false balance (20:23) and counts kindness 
to the poor as a loan to Himself (19:17) is not impressed by religious performance that leaves a 
man dishonest in business and hard toward the needy. The teacher should be careful here. We 
do not bind Old Covenant sacrifice or tithe on Christians, but the principle stands and deepens in 
Christ, who quoted Hosea twice: I desire mercy, and not sacrifice. Empty ritual without justice 
and mercy is offensive to God in any age.

Formationally, the aim is that students would walk away both settled and stirred. Settled, 
because the purpose of the Lord will stand and their lives rest in His hands, not in the hands of 
kings or chance. Stirred, because that same God watches how they treat the poor, how honest 
their scales are, how they handle the bottle, and how they give and receive loving correction. 
Above all, the aim is to lead them to Christ, in whom God’s saving purpose stood firm through 
the free and guilty choices of men (Acts 2:23), who is the true sacrifice and the friend of the 
poor. The teacher should pray that students leave trusting God’s rule and living lives of integrity, 
mercy, and justice before His face.

Question 1

Student Question:



In 19:1 and 20:7, why does Proverbs insist that a poor person of integrity is genuinely better off 
than a prosperous fool, and what does this teach about how God measures a life?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Proverbs opens this stretch with a verse that quietly overturns the world’s scorecard: better is a 
poor person who walks in his integrity than one who is crooked in speech and is a fool (19:1). 
The comparison is deliberate and uncomfortable. It does not pit the poor against the rich, but 
the person of integrity against the person of crooked words, and it declares the honest poor 
man the winner. Wealth has not made the fool better off; his crookedness has made him poor in 
the only currency that finally counts.

Chapter 20 says the same thing from the other side: the righteous who walks in his integrity, 
blessed are his children after him (20:7). Integrity is not only a private virtue; it casts a long 
shadow of blessing over a household. Children inherit many things from a parent, and a settled, 
dependable uprightness is among the richest of them.

The Hebrew idea behind integrity is wholeness, a life that is all of one piece, the same on 
Tuesday as on Sunday, the same in the dark as in the daylight. The opposite is the divided life of 
the fool whose speech is crooked, who is one man in public and another in private, forever 
managing which version of himself is on display.

Proverbs is not romanticizing poverty or condemning wealth. Elsewhere it honors diligence and 
warns against laziness. The point is one of priority. If a person must choose between keeping his 
integrity and gaining an advantage, wisdom says keep the integrity every time. What you are will 
outlast what you have.

For the believer this is sharpened by the example of Christ, who had nowhere to lay His head 
and yet was the one truly whole human being, perfectly the same in heart and word and deed. 
To follow Him is to value being right with God above being well off in the world.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Integrity outweighs wealth in God’s reckoning of a life (19:1).
 The contrast is the honest poor versus the crooked fool, not poor versus rich.
 An upright life blesses one’s children after him (20:7).
 Integrity means wholeness, the same person in public and in private.
 Proverbs honors work too; the point is priority, not the praise of poverty.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does Proverbs call the honest poor man ‘better’ than the crooked fool?
 What does it mean that integrity is a kind of wholeness?
 How does a parent’s integrity become a blessing to children (20:7)?



Question 2

Student Question:

Reflecting on 20:7, the righteous who walks in his integrity, where is there a gap right now 
between the person you appear to be and the person you actually are when no one is watching?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question turns 20:7 into a mirror. The righteous who walks in his integrity is whole, 
undivided, the same all the way through. Most of us, if we are honest, carry some gap between 
the self we present and the self we actually are. The aim here is not shame but the freedom that 
comes from closing that gap.

Help students locate the gap specifically. It may be a private habit no one knows about, a way of 
speaking about others behind their backs, a softness with the truth on certain subjects, or a 
difference between the patience shown at church and the temper unleashed at home. Naming 
the place is the first step toward wholeness.

Integrity is built in small, unseen choices far more than in grand public moments. The honest 
word when a lie would be easier, the receipt returned when too much change was given, the 
kept promise no one would have noticed if broken. These quiet acts knit a divided life back 
together.

Keep the tone hopeful. None of us is perfectly whole this side of glory, but the person who is 
willing to name one gap and take one step toward integrity is already letting the fear of the Lord 
do its slow, healing work.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Integrity is wholeness, the same person inside and out (20:7).
 Most of us carry some gap between the presented self and the real self.
 Naming the specific gap is the first step toward closing it.
 Integrity is built mostly in small, unseen, ordinary choices.

Discussion Prompts

 Where is there a gap between who you appear to be and who you are?
 What small, unseen choice would move you toward wholeness?
 Why is integrity built more in private than in public?

Question 3

Student Question:



According to 19:17, what does it mean that whoever is generous to the poor ‘lends to the LORD,’ 
and how does caring for the poor become a way of honoring God Himself (compare 14:31)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Few verses in Proverbs are more striking than 19:17: whoever is generous to the poor lends to 
the LORD, and He will repay him for his deed. The God of heaven puts Himself in the place of the 
poor man and treats kindness shown to the needy as a personal loan made to Himself. The 
implication is staggering. The trembling hand that receives your gift belongs, in some real sense, 
to the Lord.

This is reinforced by 14:31, whoever is generous to the needy honors Him, and by the warning of 
21:13, whoever closes his ear to the cry of the poor will himself call out and not be answered. 
How we treat the poor is never merely a social matter; it is a spiritual one, bound up directly 
with our relationship to God.

The word ‘lends’ deserves attention. To lend to the Lord is to trust His character and His timing. 
The generous person is not throwing money away; he is entrusting it to the most reliable hands 
in the universe, confident that the God who sees will not forget. The poor cannot repay, but God 
can and will, in His own way and time.

We must guard this from a prosperity reading. Proverbs is not promising that every dollar given 
to the poor returns as two dollars in the bank. The repayment may be in this life or the next, in 
material provision or in joy, peace, and the smile of God. This is a principle of God’s faithful 
character, not a transaction we can manipulate.

For the believer, all of this comes to a point in the words of Jesus: as you did it to one of the 
least of these My brothers, you did it to Me (Matthew 25:40). The Lord who is repaid for 
kindness to the poor is the very Christ who identifies Himself with the hungry, the stranger, and 
the needy. To serve them is to serve Him.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Kindness to the poor is counted as a loan to the LORD Himself (19:17).
 Generosity to the needy honors God; ignoring their cry has consequences (14:31; 21:13).
 To ‘lend’ to the Lord is to trust His character and His timing.
 This is not a prosperity transaction; repayment is in God’s way and time.
 Christ identifies with the poor; serving them serves Him (Matthew 25:40).

Discussion Prompts

 What does it mean that giving to the poor is ‘lending to the LORD’?
 Why must we guard 19:17 from a prosperity reading?
 How does Matthew 25 deepen this teaching for the believer?



Question 4

Student Question:

Looking honestly at 19:17 and 21:13, who are the ‘poor’ within your reach right now, and what is 
one concrete way you have been postponing generosity toward them?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question presses 19:17 and 21:13 into honest action. It is easy to admire generosity in the 
abstract and never give a dime. So the first task is to make ‘the poor’ concrete. Who, within 
actual reach, is genuinely in need? The widow down the pew, the struggling family in the 
neighborhood, the stranger at the corner, the brother quietly behind on his bills.

Proverbs warns in 21:13 about closing the ear to the cry of the poor. Often our failure is not 
cruelty but distraction and delay. We mean to help eventually, we intend to give later, and the 
moment passes. The verse calls us to actually hear the cry rather than tuning it out behind our 
busyness.

Help students name the postponed step. Perhaps it is a gift long intended, a meal never quite 
delivered, a conversation with someone in need that keeps getting put off, a portion of income 
that has never actually been set aside for the poor. Generosity that stays in the realm of good 
intentions blesses no one.

Move toward one concrete action this week. The widow’s mite teaches that the size of the gift 
matters less than the heart and the doing of it. A single real act of generosity, chosen and 
carried out, begins to break the grip of a tight and self-protective heart.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Generosity must move from admiration to concrete action (19:17).
 ‘The poor’ must be named specifically, within actual reach.
 Our common failure is delay and distraction, not open cruelty (21:13).
 One real act of giving matters more than large intentions.

Discussion Prompts

 Who are the ‘poor’ within your actual reach right now?
 What act of generosity have you been postponing?
 What one concrete step will you take this week?

Question 5

Student Question:



In 20:1, why does Proverbs call wine ‘a mocker’ and strong drink ‘a brawler,’ and what is this 
saying about the folly and danger of being mastered by drink?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Proverbs 20:1 is blunt: wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler, and whoever is led astray by it is 
not wise. Notice the personification. The drink itself is given a character, and it is the character 
of a mocker and a brawler, something that makes a fool of a man and stirs up strife. The danger 
is not in a substance sitting in a cup but in the substance taking control of a person.

The verse targets being ‘led astray,’ being mastered. Proverbs paints elsewhere a vivid picture of 
the drunkard, with his woe and sorrow, his strife and complaining, his wounds without cause 
and his bleary eyes (23:29–35). The wisdom warning is clear: drink that masters a man robs him 
of judgment, dignity, and self-control, the very things wisdom prizes.

Chapter 21 adds a related caution: whoever loves pleasure will be a poor man; he who loves 
wine and oil will not be rich (21:17). The pursuit of comfort and indulgence as the goal of life is 
folly. It hollows out a person and a household, always promising satisfaction and always leaving 
the cupboard emptier than before.

This is wisdom literature, so it speaks in terms of folly and consequence. The point for us is 
sober self-honesty about anything that masters us. Scripture warns plainly against drunkenness, 
and the principle reaches to every appetite or substance that takes the controls of a life that 
ought to be governed by the fear of the Lord.

The deeper invitation is to find our comfort and joy in God rather than in what only mocks us in 
the end. The mocker promises happiness and delivers a hangover; the Lord offers a joy that does 
not betray. Wisdom learns where true satisfaction is found.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Drink is personified as a mocker and a brawler; the danger is being mastered (20:1).
 Being ‘led astray’ by it robs a person of judgment and dignity.
 Loving pleasure and indulgence as life’s goal impoverishes (21:17).
 This is a wisdom warning about anything that takes control of a life.
 True and lasting joy is found in God, not in what finally mocks us.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does Proverbs personify drink as a ‘mocker’ and ‘brawler’ (20:1)?
 What does it mean to be ‘led astray’ or mastered by something?
 Where does wisdom finally locate true comfort and joy?

Question 6

Student Question:



Considering 20:1 and 21:17, where are you most tempted to look for comfort, escape, or 
pleasure in something that promises happiness but quietly takes control, and what would real 
freedom there look like?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question makes 20:1 and 21:17 personal without singling out one sin. Nearly everyone has 
some place they go for comfort, escape, or pleasure, something that promises relief and then 
quietly asks for more and more control. For one it is the bottle; for another it is the screen, the 
spending, the food, the constant numbing of a feeling we do not want to face.

Help students notice the pattern Proverbs describes. The mocker promises and then betrays. 
What began as a harmless pleasure starts setting the terms, organizing the day, demanding its 
place. The mark of a master rather than a servant is that we no longer feel free to say no.

Ask gently where the controls have slipped. Not every comfort is sinful, but anything that 
masters us has taken a place that belongs to God alone. The honest question is not only what 
we do but what we cannot seem to stop, what we reach for first when we hurt.

Move toward the better source. Real freedom is not white-knuckled deprivation but a heart that 
has found something better. As students bring these things into the light and into prayer, they 
begin to trade the mocker’s empty promise for the steady joy of God Himself.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Everyone has some place they go for comfort, escape, or pleasure (21:17).
 The ‘mocker’ pattern is to promise relief and then take control (20:1).
 The test of mastery is whether we still feel free to say no.
 Freedom comes not by mere deprivation but by finding a better joy in God.

Discussion Prompts

 Where are you most tempted to seek comfort or escape?
 Has any pleasure begun to set the terms of your day?
 What would real freedom there actually look like?

Question 7

Student Question:

Proverbs 20:10 and 20:23 call differing weights and a false balance an abomination to the LORD. 
Why does God react so strongly to dishonest business, and what does this reveal about His 
character and His concern for justice in everyday dealings?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Proverbs returns more than once to the scale at the marketplace: unequal weights and unequal 
measures are both alike an abomination to the LORD (20:10), and again, unequal weights are an 
abomination to the LORD, and false scales are not good (20:23). In the ancient world, merchants 
weighed goods against stone weights, and a dishonest seller could keep two sets, a heavy one 
for buying and a light one for selling, quietly cheating everyone who trusted him.

The strength of the word ‘abomination’ should arrest us. This is the language Scripture reserves 
for things God finds deeply offensive. God does not regard cheating in business as a minor 
matter, a clever bit of sharp dealing. He hates it, because it is a lie told with a tool, a betrayal of 
trust dressed up as ordinary commerce.

Why does God react so strongly? Because dishonest scales are an assault on justice and on the 
neighbor, often the poorest neighbor who can least afford to be robbed a little at a time. The 
God of Scripture is passionately committed to justice in the ordinary exchanges of life, not only 
in courtrooms but in shops, contracts, and the daily handling of money.

This also reveals something about God’s presence. The merchant with the false balance assumes 
no one notices the thumb on the scale. But the LORD sees, and to Him the rigged measure is 
loud. The honest weight, by contrast, is a quiet act of worship, a declaration that this person 
believes God is watching and that His approval matters more than the extra profit.

For us, the principle reaches into every form of modern dealing: padded invoices, shaded 
contracts, fudged hours, hidden defects, deceptive sales. The believer’s integrity in business is 
not a side issue but a real test of whether the fear of the Lord has reached the cash register.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Dishonest weights and measures are called an abomination to God (20:10,23).
 ‘Abomination’ is strong language; God hates cheating in business.
 Rigged scales are an assault on justice and on the neighbor, often the poor.
 God sees the hidden thumb on the scale; honesty is quiet worship.
 The principle reaches every modern form of deceptive dealing.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does God react so strongly to a false balance (20:23)?
 How does dishonest dealing harm the neighbor, especially the poor?
 Where does business integrity test whether we fear the Lord?

Question 8

Student Question:



Thinking about 19:18 and 20:30, how does Proverbs frame correction and discipline as loving 
formation rather than cruelty, and where in your own life have you resisted the kind of loving 
discipline, from God or others, that was actually for your good?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

These chapters take up the hard subject of discipline and frame it as love. Discipline your son, 
for there is hope; do not set your heart on putting him to death (19:18). The verse is sobering: to 
leave a child entirely uncorrected, to refuse the work of formation while there is still hope, is a 
kind of ruin. Real love accepts the harder task of shaping.

Chapter 20 widens the lens to all of us: blows that wound cleanse away evil; strokes make clean 
the innermost parts (20:30). The picture is of correction that hurts in the moment but heals at 
the depth, the way a painful but necessary treatment cleanses a wound. Discipline is not 
pleasant, but rightly given and received, it does deep good.

We must read these carefully, in light of all Scripture, which forbids provoking and exasperating 
children and roots all correction in love, patience, and the child’s good. The language of the rod 
and of cleansing blows stands for loving, consistent, formative discipline, never for cruelty, rage, 
or abuse. A parent who corrects in anger has misread the proverb entirely.

The deeper truth is that loving discipline shapes a soul. Children, and indeed all of us, do not 
naturally drift into wisdom; we must be formed, and formation sometimes requires correction 
that stings. The wise parent, like the wise God, disciplines not to crush but to cleanse, aiming 
always at the heart and the lasting good of the one corrected.

Most beautifully, this mirrors how God deals with His own children. The LORD disciplines the 
one He loves, and He does it for our good, that we may share His holiness (Hebrews 12:5–11). 
When we resist His correction, we resist our own healing. To receive discipline as love is to trust 
that the Father who allows the painful stroke is committed to making us clean.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Discipline is framed as love and hope, not cruelty (19:18).
 Correction can hurt in the moment yet cleanse at the depth (20:30).
 The language stands for formative discipline, never rage or abuse.
 Scripture elsewhere forbids provoking and exasperating children.
 Earthly discipline mirrors God correcting those He loves (Hebrews 12:5–11).
 To resist loving discipline is to resist our own healing.

Discussion Prompts

 How does Proverbs frame discipline as love rather than harshness?
 What does it mean that strokes ‘cleanse the innermost parts’ (20:30)?
 Where have you resisted correction that was actually for your good?



Question 9

Student Question:

Proverbs says ‘the king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the LORD’ (21:1), ‘many are 
the plans in the mind of a man, but it is the purpose of the LORD that will stand’ (19:21), and ‘no 
wisdom, no understanding, no counsel can avail against the LORD’ (21:30). Taking these 
together, how does God truly govern kings, plans, and history so that His purpose stands, while 
people still genuinely choose and remain fully accountable, so that God is sovereign yet never the 
author of sin? And how does 21:3, that righteousness and justice please the LORD more than 
sacrifice, guard us from a religion of empty ritual?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal weight of the lesson, and it gathers up the deepest current in these 
chapters: the providence of God. The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the LORD; 
He turns it wherever He will (21:1). In the ancient world the king was the most powerful and 
least controllable man alive, and yet Proverbs pictures his heart as easily directed by God as a 
farmer directs water through his field. The mightiest human will is no obstacle to God’s purpose.

This is reinforced from two directions. Looking inward at our own lives, many are the plans in 
the mind of a man, but it is the purpose of the LORD that will stand (19:21). We plan, and we 
should; but our plans are not the final word. Looking outward at all rival powers, no wisdom, no 
understanding, no counsel can avail against the LORD (21:30). There is no scheme clever 
enough, no coalition strong enough, to defeat what God has determined to do. For the believer 
this is profound comfort. History is not finally in the hands of tyrants or accidents.

Yet this sovereignty must be held exactly as Scripture holds it, without sliding into determinism. 
Proverbs everywhere assumes that people genuinely choose. The same chapters that exalt 
God’s purpose hold the drunkard, the cheat, the sluggard, and the oppressor responsible for 
their choices. God turning a king’s heart does not mean God forces a man to sin. He is not the 
author of sin. Rather, the all-wise God governs the whole, weaving even free and guilty human 
choices into His good and unstoppable purpose, while each person remains fully accountable for 
the choice he actually made. We see this most clearly at the cross, delivered up according to the 
definite plan and foreknowledge of God, and yet crucified by the hands of lawless men who 
were truly guilty (Acts 2:23). God’s purpose stood; the men who carried it out chose freely and 
answered for it. This is the biblical balance: real sovereignty, real responsibility, no hidden 
decree compelling anyone to evil.

Set within this is 21:3, to do righteousness and justice is more acceptable to the LORD than 
sacrifice. The God who rules all things is not a God to be bought off with religious performance. 
He is not impressed by ritual offered up by a man who cheats with false scales and ignores the 
poor. What He wants is a life of righteousness and justice that flows from a heart that truly fears 



Him. This guards us from the deadly counterfeit of empty religion, going through the motions 
while the heart and the hands remain unjust.

For the believer, both truths come together in Christ. He is the One in whom God’s saving 
purpose stood firm through the free and guilty choices of men, and He is the One who twice 
quoted Hosea, I desire mercy, and not sacrifice (Matthew 9:13). We are not under the old 
sacrificial system, but the principle deepens: the God who rules the universe asks not for empty 
ritual but for hearts made just and merciful through His Son. To rest in His sovereignty and to 
live in His justice is the double wisdom of these chapters.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God turns even a king’s heart wherever He wills (21:1).
 Our plans are real, but the LORD’s purpose is what finally stands (19:21).
 No counsel or scheme can prevail against the LORD (21:30).
 Sovereignty is taught without determinism; God is not the author of sin.
 People genuinely choose and remain fully accountable (Acts 2:23; Ezekiel 18:20).
 Righteousness and justice please God more than empty ritual (21:3).
 In Christ, God’s purpose stood firm and mercy outweighs mere sacrifice (Matthew 9:13).

Discussion Prompts

 How does God’s rule over kings and plans comfort the believer?
 How do we hold God’s sovereignty without making Him the author of sin?
 How does 21:3 guard us against a religion of empty ritual?

Question 10

Student Question:

Looking back across Proverbs 19–21, name one specific way Jesus, who fed the hungry, lifted the 
poor, and offered Himself as the true sacrifice, 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 19–21 and asks students to let it form them 
in Christ. We have walked through integrity over riches, kindness to the poor, the mocking 
power of drink, honest scales, loving discipline, and the great current of God’s providence over 
kings and plans and history. Now the question is simply: how is the Lord using all of this to shape 
me?

Point clearly to Jesus, in whom every theme of these chapters finds its home. He is the poor 
man of perfect integrity, who had nowhere to lay His head yet was wholly true. He is the friend 
of the poor who said that kindness to the least is kindness to Him (Matthew 25:40). He is the 



One in whom God’s sovereign purpose stood firm even through the guilty hands of men (Acts 
2:23). He is the true and final sacrifice who nonetheless declared that God desires mercy, and 
not sacrifice (Matthew 9:13). 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 closing a gap between the 
public and private self, a concrete act of generosity to someone poor, surrendering a comfort 
that has begun to master, an honest correction of some shaded dealing, receiving with humility 
a discipline that has been resisted, or simply resting one anxious plan in the hands of the God 
whose purpose stands. What is the one truth that searched the student most, and what will 
obedience to it look like this week?

End in hope. The God who turns the king’s heart like a stream of water holds each student’s life 
in the same hand, and that same God invites them to live with integrity, mercy, and justice 
before His face. 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 poor man of integrity, the friend of the needy, the true sacrifice.
 In Christ, God’s purpose stood firm through free and accountable choices (Acts 2:23).
 Formation requires one specific, concrete step of obedience.

Discussion Prompts

 Which truth from Proverbs 19–21 searched your heart most?
 How is Jesus, the friend of the poor and the true sacrifice, forming you?
 What is your first concrete step of obedience this week?


