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<Abstract>

Sapiential Self-reservation:

Rhetoric of the Numerical Sayings in Proverb 30

Prof. Sun Myung Lyu
(Backseok University Divinity School)

Prov 30:15-33 as a whole is considered a loose collection
of sayings that sits somewhat awkwardly between compositions
that have remarkable literary features. Compared to its literary
neighbors in Prov 30 namely the Words of Agur (30:1-9), the
Teaching of Lemuel’s Mother (31:1-9), and further the stylized
acrostic poem of The Woman of Valor (31:10-31), this
“miscellany of epigrams” appears to have little cohesion (M.
Fox), except that they are gathered along the common form
of numerical sayings (R. Murphy). R. Van Leeuwen has argued,
successfully albeit with limited scope, that sayings in 30:21-23
describe abnormal situations that betray “the world upside
down.”

This study aims to show that Van Leeuwen’s dictum can
be applied to the entirety of the numerical sayings, with the
implication that the sage-editor(s) behind these sayings meant
to express the frustration of watching their sapiential outlook
of the world being challenged and mocked to their displeasure.
Couched in the form of numerical saying typically used to
convey the sense of order and harmony, these sayings in the
canonical shape show how the wisdom teaching is frustrated
in the areas of familial loyalty (15-17), sexual morality (18-20),
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social positioning (21-23), nobility in public service (24-28),
and integrity of kingship (29-31).

Although it does not register disillusionment found in
Qohelet, the passage nevertheless reveals ethos of self-reservation
in contrast to the general optimism of Proverbs regarding the
power of wisdom shaping ethical (“righteous”) and prudent
(“wise”) characters. The tint of cool detachment and sarcasm
in that reflection makes the passage stand out when seen in
the light of the pietistic Agur, the elitism and traditionalism
of Lemuel’s Mother, and the harmonized serenity of Prov
31:10-31. As a layer of final additions to the main body of
proverb collection, the numerical sayings in 30:15-33 add depth
to the sages’ teaching as it shows how one can look straight
into the world facing the challenge to his cherished system of
belief. This deserves to be called true wisdom at work.
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