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OLD TESTAMENT WISDOM


by Katharine J Dell
Matthew 2 – the ‘wise men’ (magi) come to visit Jesus.

Links up with ‘mantic wisdom’ cf Daniel.

1.  Coining and Collecting Proverbs

A cultural norm.  Product of oral culture cf ancient Sumer.

The proverb at the heart of the wisdom enterprise.

‘the distillation of observation and experience into a short and meaningful saying’.

Eg Proverbs 20:14 (statement of fact); 24:1-2 (exhortation); 24:20 (condemnation); 11:8 (antithetical comparison); 14:7 (command); 9:8 (antithetical command); 26:14 (simile); 15:9 (metaphor) 25:23 (comparison with natural world); 16:7 (relationship with the divine).

From ancient Sumer – “A people without a king is like sheep without a shepherd” (Assrian collection iv: 14-15); fables; religious admonitions; rhetorical questions.

From Egypt – instruction texts.

Wisdom of Ahiqar (Aramaic) – proverbs, numerical sayings, personification of wisdom.

Proverbs 10ff.- good/wicked; righteous/fool; good behaviour; communication skills; making friends; family problems; money through hard work or laziness and poverty.

Choices – the smooth or rough path; fear God/trust own judgement.  Wisdom on offer.

Tribal nomadic origins – family.  Mothers taught children (Prov 30-31).

Learning by experience.  Address to ‘young men’.

Collection and writing down in circles of the educated, the literary, the court.

Proverbs 1-9 – preface. Solomon (I Kgs 4:33) and Hezekiah (Prov 25:1).

Educated men at the court with leisure to put collections together – courtier/administrator context.  Court school – wider school system?

Egyptian parallels – court administrators versed in wisdom.

Instruction – wise words of dying Pharaohs – copied in school contexts.

Ancient Sumer – educational and scribal role.

Can we extrapolate for Proverbs? – close parallels with instruction forms.  Cultural interchange?

 Solomonic enlightenment? Or Hezekian enlightenment?

 Ancient Sumer – scribal function – similar in Israel?

2.  Characterizing Wisdom

The genre of wisdom.  Where does God come in?  Boundaries of the literature?

Profound theological themes in Proverbs – good rewarded/wicked punished; contradictory nature of human experience. 

Clusters of proverbs that mention God.  ‘Fear of Yahweh’ in Prov 1-9.  

Woman Wisdom and Woman Folly. Wisdom’s path; unique relationship with God.

God as creator – Israel never mentioned!  Hidden order of the world.  Human experience understood within the wider context – societal order.

Sayings and instruction elsewhere – eg Amos 3:3-8.

How to define wisdom – closely or broadly?  Wisdom psalms? (eg 37, 49, 73).

Wisdom narratives? Joseph (Gen 37-50); Succession narrative (2 Samuel 9-20 - I Kgs 2).

3.  Questioning the wisdom tradition

The book of Job - the reward of the righteous and punishment of the wicked.  

What happens if this equation doesn’t work?  

Job as a test case.  A challenge to the wisdom worldview of order and patterns.

Prose narrative/poetic dialogue. Heavenly wager.  

Disinterested righteousness: “Does Job fear God for nothing?” (Job 1:9)

Job passes the test “Shall we receive the good at the hand of God and not receive the bad?”  (Job 2:11)  His reward in the epilogue – a new set of children!

Job known to Ezekiel (14:14f),  cf. Epistle of James 5:11: “the patience of Job” .

‘A later author (the main one) saw the potential of this simple tale to make a much more profound theological point and undermine the easy optimism of early wisdom.’

Job the impatient! (Job 3) The character comes alive! God is held to account.

Three friends with stock answers – Job must have sinned to be punished.

Job – I am innocent!   Confrontation between Job and God.

God appears, ignores Job’s questions and asks him where he was at creation.

An answer to Job in God’s presence?  A tyrannical God?

Theological profundity – the meaning of suffering and nature of God.

Protest – but Job 42:7 rebukes the friends and suggests that Job was right to question.

Job grew in his faith through suffering. Irony. Disillusionment with wisdom tradition.

Ecclesiastes – challenge to certainty.  Resigned.  Contradictions.  

Preoccupation with death.  Glimpses of hope in enjoyment.

God behind the scenes – elusive yet praiseworthy.  

Epilogue suggests ‘fear God’ (Eccl 12:13).

     Questioning books – really wisdom?  Later than Proverbs.

Wisdom plus self-critique – Job rather different.

Many genres in Job – psalmic laments parodied (eg Ps 8:4/Job 7:17-19).

ANE parallels to questioning of Job and Ecclesiastes in Mesopotamian literature.

4.  Wisdom in the Apocrypha

Ecclesiasticus – identifies wisdom and law.  Wisdom loses its universalism – now on offer just to those who keep the Isarelite law.

Like Proverbs – topics include duties of sons; attitudes towards women; sayings on the art of government; table manners.  Historical references eg Sir 44:50 (famous men)

Allusions to saving history.  Poems and prayers.  Fear of God.  Hymns.

Nature of role of a wise man – advisor to the powerful.

Wisdom of Solomon – personification of wisdom – hypostasis - closer to the godhead.  Mediator figure.

Wisdom combined with historical concerns eg election of chosen people; salvation history; religious concerns.  Curriculum of the wise man in Wisd 7:1-7 includes cosmic, astrological and astrological elements as in mantic wisdom.  Prayers and psalms.  Links with Persian and Greek ideas and with Israelite prophecy.  Wisdom watered down.

5.  Wisdom’s later influence

Qumran – fragments of biblical wisdom books;  documents inherited by or composed by the community.

Sapiential Work A – a wisdom instruction like Prov 1-9 – advice on reward and punishment, honouring parents, family relations, bank loans!  Legal texts used to instruct.  God seen as source of all goodness.  Preoccupation with a mystery that is to come…eschatological.  Divine plan from creation to final judgement.

Jesus – a wise man?  Used wisdom genres in his sayings – focus on ethical matters.  Eschatological aspect.

Influence of wisdom on Paul? Epistle to the Hebrews.

6.  Conclusion Different developments.  A continuing tradition.

Separate category in the canon; later the boundaries became indistinct.

Various contexts – theological becomes more important – challenges from Job and Ecclesiastes.
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