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“Being sensible that I am unable to 
do anything without God’s help, I do 
humbly entreat him by his grace to 

enable me to keep these resolutions, 
so far as they are agreeable to his 

will for Christ’s sake.”

—Preamble to Jonathan Edwards’s 
“Resolutions”



“My son, if you will receive my words and treasure my 
commandments within you, make your ear attentive to 

wisdom, incline your heart to understanding; for if you cry for 
discernment, lift your voice for understanding; if you seek her 
as silver and search for her as for hidden treasures; then you 

will discern the fear of the LORD and discover the knowledge of 
God. For the LORD gives wisdom; from His mouth come

knowledge and understanding.”

—Proverbs 2:1–6



“Intellectual Virtues”

“By intellectual virtues I mean qualities such as wisdom, 
understanding, foresight and love of truth. These are deeply 

anchored habits of mind that contribute to the success of our 
many intellectual endeavors and ultimately to our ability to 

lead excellent lives.” 

—W. Jay Wood, Becoming Intellectually Virtuous, 7



• The book of Proverbs helps us understand the “intellectual 
virtues” necessary for the sanctified use of the mind.

I. Acquisition Virtues

II. Application Virtues

III. Cultivation Virtues

IV. Communication Virtues 

= seeking knowledge (truth)

= seeking wisdom (life)

= seeking consistency (growth)

= seeking influence (mission)



• Acquisition virtues: the habits necessary for seeking 
knowledge. 

• These are the “cluster of dispositions and qualities” that enable 
one increasingly to conform his understanding to God’s reality.

• These habits are necessary for correcting existing thoughts and 
gaining new ones in the process of mind renewal (Rom 12:2).

• Proverbs identifies five primary acquisition virtues: (1) fear;    
(2) humility; (3) desire; (4) teachableness; and (5) persistence.



• Knowledge: “a thought that corresponds to reality as God has 
determined it to be.”

• To know something truly is to think about it in a way that 
reflects God’s thoughts about that thing.



• Wisdom: “the skill of correctly 
connecting knowledge to living.”

• To be wise is to have the ability to 
act rightly in different situation, 
to apply truth to real life and to 
act according to principle.



I. Fear

• Reverence, acknowledging that Yahweh alone is the source 
and standard of all truth.

• Prov 1:7 – “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of 
knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.”

• Prov 9:10 – “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, 
and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.” 

• The acquisition of true knowledge is theological (related to 
Yahweh); exclusive (from Yahweh alone); and relational 
(dependent on a right relationship with Yahweh). 



“In order to the attaining of all useful 
knowledge this is most necessary: that 
we fear God. We are not qualified to 

profit by the instructions that are 
given us unless our minds be 

possessed with a holy reverence of 
God, and every thought within us be 

brought into obedience to Him.”

—Matthew Henry 



“The worst sort of clever men are those 
who know better than the Bible.”

—Charles Spurgeon



• Prov 2:6 – “For the LORD gives wisdom; from His mouth come
knowledge and understanding.”

• Cultivating fear requires . . . 

▪ knowing who God is as He has revealed Himself to be;

▪ recognizing our own identity and status in relation to 
Him—seeing ourselves according to His light; 

▪ acknowledging that all learning must be God-centered;

▪ approaching all learning as an act of worship.



II. Humility

• Self-abasement, expressed in sincere admission, “I don’t 
know,” and even “I am stupid” (Prov 30:2).

• Prov 3:7 – “Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD

and turn away from evil.”

• Prov 11:2 – “When pride comes, then comes dishonor, but 
with the humble is wisdom.”

• “Pride” = exaggerated, presumptuous self-reliance.

• “Humility” = cautious, modest self-awareness.



“It is to be feared that many Christians 
spend all their lives in too unhumbled 
and conceited a frame of mind ever to 
gain wisdom from God at all. Not for 
nothing does the Scripture say, ‘with 
the lowly is wisdom’ (Prov 11:2 KJV).” 

—Packer, Knowing God, 101
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“The first and worst cause of errors that 
abound in our day and age is spiritual 

pride. This is the main door by which the 
devil comes into the hearts of those who 

are zealous for the advancement of 
Christ. It is the chief inlet of smoke from 
the bottomless pit to darken the mind 

and mislead the judgment. . . .”



16

“Pride is the main handle by which he has hold of Christian 
persons and the chief source of all the mischief that he 

introduces to clog and hinder a work of God. Spiritual pride is 
the main spring or at least the main support of all other 

errors. Until this disease is cured, medicines are applied in vain 
to heal all other diseases.”

—Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, 1:398



• Cultivating humility requires . . . 

▪ willingness to acknowledge errors and weaknesses—
and therefore the need for change;

▪ awareness of the lurking danger of “the illusion of 
mastery” (“I already know that”);

▪ self-forgetfulness, where knowledge is not sought for 
making oneself great (1 Cor 8:1b); 

▪ readiness to be a “perpetual pupil”—to reside at the 
feet of teachers.



III. Desire

• Inquisitiveness, especially as expressed by the verb “seek.”

• Prov 2:3–5 – “for if you cry for discernment, lift your voice 
for understanding; if you seek her as silver and search for 
her as for hidden treasures; then you will discern the fear of 
the LORD and discover the knowledge of God.”

• Prov 4:7–9 – “The beginning of wisdom is: acquire wisdom; 
and with all your acquiring, get understanding. Prize her, 
and she will exalt you; she will honor you if you embrace
her. She will place on your head a garland of grace; she will 
present you with a crown of beauty.”



• Prov 15:14 – “The mind of the intelligent seeks knowledge, 
but the mouth of fools feeds on folly.”

• Cultivating desire requires . . . 

▪ fostering discontent with one’s present state;

▪ resolve to set the will in motion—desire will follow;

▪ refusal to settle for substitutes (short-cuts, half-truths, 
ear-tickling);

▪ effort to fan the flames of a passion for lifelong 
learning.



IV. Teachableness

• Receptivity, especially to the instruction and correction of 
others.

• Although resistance to counsel is common among young 
people, it is not limited to them.

• Prov 1:5 – “A wise man will hear and increase in learning, 
and a man of understanding will acquire wise counsel.”

• Prov 9:9 – “Give instruction to a wise man and he will be 
still wiser, teach a righteous man and he will increase his
learning.”



▪ Prov 12:15 – “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but 
a wise man is he who listens to counsel.”

▪ Prov 15:31 – “He whose ear listens to the life-giving reproof 
will dwell among the wise.”

▪ Prov 19:20 – “Listen to counsel and accept discipline, that 
you may be wise the rest of your days.”

▪ Prov 22:17–18 – “Incline your ear and hear the words of the 
wise, and apply your mind to my knowledge; for it will be 
pleasant if you keep them within you, that they may be 
ready on your lips.”



“The sages felt that mistakes provided opportunities for 
learning. They also apparently assumed that everyone 

would make mistakes along the way. What they could not 
tolerate, however, was an attitude of defensiveness that 

refuses to admit mistakes. True learners, truly wise 
persons, are those who desire to know when they have 

done wrong so that they can change their behavior.”

—Tremper Longman, Proverbs, 269



“Truth carries with it confrontation. Truth demands 
confrontation: loving confrontation, but confrontation
nevertheless. If our reflex action is always accommodation 
regarding the centrality of truth involved, there is 
something wrong.”

—Francis Shaeffer, 
The Great Evangelical Disaster, 64



• Cultivating teachability requires . . . 

▪ willingness to admit mistakes; 

▪ courage and skill to craft good questions;

▪ patience in waiting for opportunities and answers;

▪ eagerness to learn from the real people in your life, 
not just books or recordings or “men at the top”;

▪ appreciation for those bold enough to confront you.



V. Persistence

• Resolve, expressed in the habit of plodding rather than in 
impulsive spurts of effort.

• Acquiring real knowledge in this world will be difficult.

• Prov 2:4–5 – “If you seek her as silver and search for her as 
for hidden treasures; then you will discern the fear of the 
LORD and discover the knowledge of God.”

• Prov 8:17 – “I love those who love me; and those who 
diligently seek me will find me.”



• Prov 19:27 – “Cease listening, my son, to discipline, and you 
will stray from the words of knowledge.”

• The greatest predictor of success is not IQ, but persistence.

• Cultivating persistence requires . . .

▪ an expectation of obstacles and opposition; 

▪ a resolve to keep your seat in the chair, to finish 
reading the book, to finish the project you started;

▪ a focus on and contentment with small successes;

▪ a refusal to be mastered by the flesh’s desire for ease. 



How then shall we respond?



ACQUISITION VIRTUES

Fear

Humility

Desire

Teachableness

Persistence




