Old Sayings, Timeless Wisdom:
By Marc Silver
A Journey Through Proverbs
This morning, while watching Live with Kelly and Mark on NBC, I heard them talking about old sayings. Kelly admitted she didn’t understand some of them and wanted to know where they came from. It got me thinking.
“A penny saved is a penny earned.” “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.” These are the kinds of lines we’ve all absorbed so completely they feel like natural law. But why these particular phrases? Why do some survive for centuries when so much else gets forgotten?
Since I enjoy digging into questions like this, I thought—why not.

The Architecture of Folk Wisdom
Proverbs are the original pocket-sized wisdom. Before people could read, before self-help books or podcasts, they had these short, memorable phrases to guide them. They weren’t just folksy sayings; they were survival tools—easy to remember, easy to repeat, and flexible enough to fit almost any situation.
Take “Don’t put all your eggs in one basket.” It may have started as advice for farmers, but it applies just as well to investing, career planning, or even dating. That’s the magic of a proverb: simple words that stretch across contexts.
They also serve a few psychological purposes. They act as shortcuts for decision-making, they comfort us by reminding us others have faced the same problems, and they create bonds when someone says, “Well, you know what they say…” That little phrase doesn’t just deliver advice—it carries the weight of generations.

Ancient Foundations
Some of the oldest proverbs come from humanity’s earliest writings.
The biblical Book of Proverbs, compiled around 500 BCE, gave us: “Pride goes before destruction” and “A soft answer turns away wrath.” These endure because they capture timeless lessons about pride, anger, and consequence.
The Greeks left their mark, too. “Know thyself,” inscribed at Delphi, and “Nothing in excess” weren’t just clever lines—they were guiding principles that shaped Greek philosophy.
From Asia, “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step” is often credited to Confucius but actually comes from Laozi’s Tao Te Ching. That little mix-up shows how sayings travel across cultures, sometimes picking up new names along the way.
Indian traditions preserved in the Panchatantra and other Sanskrit works add their own wisdom. “Even a small lamp dispels deep darkness” reminds us that even modest efforts can make a real difference.
Across all these cultures, the themes echo each other. Different words, same concerns.

The English Tradition
English is full of proverbs, many shaped during the medieval and early modern periods.
Benjamin Franklin didn’t invent “A penny saved is a penny earned.” Earlier versions appeared in Richard Steele’s Spectator (1711) and Richard Capel’s Tentations (1637). But Franklin’s phrasing in Poor Richard’s Almanack (1737) stuck. Replacing “got” with “earned” made the line stronger and more moral.
“A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush” reflects medieval falconry, where a trained bird in hand was worth more than uncertain prey. It passed through Latin and English forms before John Ray gave us the familiar version in 1670.
“Don’t count your chickens before they hatch” comes straight from Aesop’s fable of the milkmaid who dreams of chickens she’ll buy, only to spill her milk and lose it all. The moral hasn’t aged a bit—don’t assume success before it’s certain.
“When in Rome, do as the Romans do” is tied to Saint Ambrose in the 4th century and recorded by Augustine. Originally about adapting to church customs, today it’s used for everything from tourism to business etiquette.
You’re a Dead Ringer” is a very obscure saying that has evolved over the decades. Originally, a bell was hung by the grave of a newly buried person with a line running inside the casket. If someone was mistakenly buried alive, they could tug the rope and ring the bell, signaling for help.
Over time, the phrase shifted. “Dead ringer” moved from its morbid roots to describe a perfect double or exact duplicate. By the late 19th century, it was used in horse racing slang to mean a substitute horse passed off as another—a ringer. Add “dead” for emphasis, and suddenly the phrase meant an exact copy. That’s how we got from a lifesaving bell to calling someone the spitting image of someone else.
It’s a good reminder of how sayings don’t just survive, they transform—sometimes in ways no one would expect.

Global Perspectives
Every culture came up with its own versions of the same truths.
In Japan: “The nail that sticks up gets hammered down”—a warning about standing out too much. In Russia: “Trust, but verify”—a balance between faith and caution, later quoted by Ronald Reagan during the Cold War.
Spain gives us: “Camarón que se duerme, se lo lleva la corriente”—the shrimp that falls asleep gets carried away by the current. It’s the same as “You snooze, you lose,” but with a seafaring image.
West Africa says: “Wisdom is like a baobab tree; no one person can embrace it.” The Arab world advises: “Trust in God, but tie your camel,” a perfect mix of faith and responsibility.
And Sweden reminds us: “Shared joy is double joy; shared sorrow is half sorrow.” Few proverbs put community into words so simply.
Different metaphors—shrimp, camels, nails, baobab trees—but the lessons underneath are universal.

Why They Endure
Why do proverbs survive while so much else fades? Memory plays a part. They’re built with rhyme, rhythm, or vivid images that stick.
They’re also flexible. “Counting your chickens” once meant farming; now it applies to finances, sports, or almost anything.
And they connect us. Quoting a proverb signals shared understanding—it’s cultural shorthand that needs no explanation.
Finally, they carry authority. A proverb doesn’t feel like one person’s opinion; it sounds like the wisdom of many voices over time. That makes them persuasive, which is why politicians, teachers, and parents still use them.

The Digital Evolution
The internet didn’t kill proverbs—it just gave them new clothes.
“Pics or it didn’t happen” is a direct heir to “Seeing is believing.” “YOLO” (you only live once) echoes the much older “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.” Even “It is what it is,” though modern, feels as ancient as any saying about fate.
Memes play the same role. The cartoon dog calmly saying “This is fine” in a burning room captures resignation just as neatly as any traditional phrase about enduring hardship. Hashtags like #FOMO or #blessed do the same—they’re modern shorthand for familiar human experiences.
The difference is that older proverbs were tested by centuries of use. Whether today’s catchphrases last is still an open question.

The Shadow Side
Of course, not every proverb deserves respect. Some reinforce outdated thinking. “Boys will be boys” excuses bad behavior. “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me” dismisses the real harm words can do.
Even neutral phrases can be limiting. “It is what it is” may provide comfort, but it can also shut down thought.
Part of engaging with proverbs today is knowing when they carry genuine wisdom—and when they don’t.

Living Wisdom
At their best, proverbs still do what they always have: condense experience into words small enough to carry in your pocket. They aren’t about being literally true; they’re about capturing the patterns of life that repeat across generations.
They also bridge time. When a grandmother tells her grandson “Good things come to those who wait,” she’s not just giving advice—she’s passing along a piece of cultural continuity, connecting him to centuries of shared human experience.

Final Thoughts
From TV banter to ancient texts, proverbs survive because they speak to what doesn’t change about being human. They’re not relics from the past; they’re living language, still adapting, still relevant.
Whether it’s Franklin’s thrift, Japanese conformity, African communal wisdom, or internet memes, the impulse to shrink life lessons into a memorable phrase never goes away.
So the next time someone drops an old saying into conversation, pause for a second. You’re not just hearing a throwaway line—you’re hearing part of the longest-running conversation humanity has ever had.
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