
A God for Life, and Not Just for Christmas! The Revelation of
God in the Old Testament Wisdom Literature.

Crais Bartholornew.

Pages 39-57 in The Trustworthiness of God: Perspectives on the lVature of
Scripture. Edited by P. Hehn and C. Trueman. Grand Rapids: Williarn B.
E,erdnrans ,2002.

Posted online by perrnission of the publisher.
This essay is printed in The Trustsaorthiness of God: Perspectives on the l{ature of
S c r i pture (www. eerdmans. com/shop/product.asp?p_key:978 08 028495 I 9) and
mav be purchased fiom www.eerdmans.com.



G O R I ) O N  N I c C O N \ / I L L E

When rve accept  these rathcr  loose- f l t t ine pararneters,  i t  fo l lorvs that
the message of Je rerniah tor today (anltot be deflned narrorn'ly. Hovn-
ever ,  the star t rng point  is  the buok as book;  thar  is ,  the theologiz ing
that  has produced the lbrrn(s)  o i the book knorvn to us is  i r revocablv
par t  of  the comrrunicat ion event  bcqueathed to h is tor l ' .  That  being
so, rnodern reapplopriations are bounc'l to reckon rvith its reassertron
of the rule of God in history, his incomparable pou.er despire the ap-
pearance of  the opposi te,  h is  i r re.ducib le ins isrence on r ight ,  and h is
rvil l  to savc, rcaching beyond h.hate\,er rnight betall, vet rvithout com-
prolx is ing h is  readi r - ress to deal  r r , i th  cvr l .  This  nruch should be heard
loud and c lear  rv i th in bel iev ing conrntuni t ies.  "second audiences"
(\Valter Brueegeurann, Ricoeur) mai, eavesdrop on this divine dis-
course and even be asked b,v bc l ievers to exerc ise an rmaginat ive s) ,m-
pathv rv i th  thenr  in  hear ing the text . r ;

45.  l .acocquc  and R icoeur ,  I l r r r r l , i r rq  Ihb l i co l l | . ,  p .  x r i r ;  . rn t l  : t ' e  r r .  29
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God for Life, and I'trot ]ust for Christmas!
The Revelation of God in the

OId Testament Wisdom Literature

Craie G. Bartholomew

lntroduction

it is ivell knorvn that the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament has had a

checkered reception in the nir.reteenth and twentieth centuries'l The domi-

nant historical interests oi historical crit icism and the seerning lack of the-

olog.v in the Wisdom ltooks conspired to foster their neglect. A weicome

characteristic ofthe last third ofthe trventieth century has been a renewal of

interest in the Otd Testament Wisdom Literature, and at the turn oI thc mil-

. lennium a spate of comn-rentaries on /ob, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes have

appeared. Without doubt wisdom is back on biblicai studies'agenda!
And so it ought to trel OT rvisdom is an indispensable part of the oider

testament and a vital part of the backgrouncl to the )esus tradition of the

NT.r Neglect of thc Wisdonr books may sav rather more about the defl-

l .  See H. G. Revent lorr ' ,  Pt t tbLents o l  OldTtstLtntent  Theology in t l rcTvent ieth Century
(Lonc ion :  SCNI ,  1935 r ,  pp .  l 68 f f .

2. B. \\'itherington {/c-i!rs the Sttge: The Ptlqrinnge ttf Wisdorn iEdinburgh: l. & ll

Clarke,  1994],  p.  l5(r l ,  tbr  exrnrple,  suggests lhat  somc l0 Percent  of ' the Jesus t radi t ion has
i ts background i r )  OT \ . ' isdonr.  \ot  a l l  N' I  scholars * 'ould agree rv i th Wither ington's Por-
t rava) of  Jesus as a sage, but  thrs g ives us som€ rdea of  thc importancc of  the Ol '  Wjsdom Li t -
erature for  the NT.
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cier.rcics of our own theologies than about the deficiencies of these books.r

The Wisdon'r books are a vital part of toto Scriptura and t irr tdarnental to a

fu l l -o rbed v iew o f  God and humank ind .  In  th is  chapter  mt '  a im js  to  re -

f- lect po.sit ively on horv the Wisdom books help us to knorv and fol lorv

God.

A God for AII of Life: Wisdom and Creation

An important element in wisdom's renaissance was W. Zimmerli 's 1964 es-

say on the place and lirnit of wisdom in OT theology, in rvhich hc argued

tl 'rat OT u'isdom is theological through and through in its presupposition

of the doctrine of creation: "lf rve now try to characterize the theological

attitudc of Wisdom, .,ve must sav: Wisdom thinks resolutely rvithin the

framervork of a theology of creation."a According to Zimmerli wisdom has

no connection with Israel's salvation l i istory, but its articuiation of order

and active exploration of the rvorld is rooted in Genesis t . This in sight has

come to be widely recognized and, as J. Da1', R. E. Gordon, and H. G. Wil-

l iamson acknowledge: "Whatever its special ernphases, wisdonr as the fore-

most expression of Israelite intellectual endeavour is, in its more usual

manitestations, predicated on a bclief in the orderly governance of the

world by God. Its character is thus misstated if i t is presented merel,v as a

secular alternative to the religious outlook of the rest of the Hebrerv scrip-

turcs."s Thc rclationship of wisdom to the history of Israel wil l be dis-

cussed belorv. Suffice it here to note that the rediscovery of rvisdom as

deeply religious and of creation as fundamental to wisdom represents ma-
jor progress towards understanding the Wisdom Literature of the OT.

3. J. L. Crenshaw (IJrgent Adviceand Probing Qrresliorr-.; Collectcd l!'ritjrig,<or OldTesta-

mert t  \ \ r isdont  {At lanta,  Ga.:  Mercer Univers i tv  Press,  1995],  p.  79) say-s o i the ear l ier  neglect

of  u ' isdonr that  "one could hardly f ind a bet ter  example of  interprct ive bias,  the point  made

so of ten today by pract i t ioners of  l i terarv interpretat ion.  Tbe i rnper ia) ism ol  a part icuiar

v iew of  theology excluded rv isdom l i terature f ronr considerat jon.  Dissat is fact ion n ' i th salva-

t ion history coincided u, i th revived interest  in Israel 's  u ' isdom. which had ear l ier  captured

thc inraginat ion af ter  r ts  int imate connect ion rv i th tgvpt :an s ' isdonr l i tcrr turc \vas recog-

nized."

4.  \ \ r .  Z immerl i ,  "The Place and Limrt  of  the \ \ i isdom in the Framerr 'ork of  the Old Tes-

tanrer i t  Theology,"  Scofr i r l  l<turnal  o. f  Theology'17 (1964):  1,18.

3.  ) .  Day-,  R.  F.  Gordon, and H. (1.  \ \ ' i l l ianrson,  I l j is , lorn in Ancir r i  lsrct t ' l  (Canr i ; r idge:

Cambridge Univers i tv  Prcss,  I995),  p.  l .
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In i)roverlrs there are tr.vo major types of rvisdom - the rvisdom of
God and the rvisdt>m of hurnans - and the bridge between these is the
doctr ine of creation. In Proverbs 1-9, the hermeneutical key to the book as
a ' "vho le ,  there  are  nvo  key  passages in  th is  respec t  (Prov .  3 :19 ,20  and 8 :22-
l l ) .

Proverbs 3:19, 20

Proverbs 3:13-20 is  a rv isdom poem posi t ioned between an inst ruct ion
about  r ight  behavior  towards God (3: l -12)  and an inst ruct ion about  r ight
behavior  torvards other  people (3:21-35) .  Proverbs 3:13-18 exto ls  wisdom
as leading to prosperity and peace. The reference to the tree ofl ife in verse
I8 is intriguing. In the OT it occurs elsewhere only in Genesis 2-3. Prov-
crbs 3:19,20 conta in the theological  rat ionale for  wisdom being so valu-
able and so rvorthv a goal.

According to this rationale, wisdom is so desirable because it is by rvis-
dom that Yahrveh founded thc carth and by understandins that he estab-
lished the heavens. 

-l 'he 
very things that are the goal of the quest for wis-

dom in Proverbs (cl 3:13 - the same two rvords are used as in 3:19) are
the means by which Yahweh created the world in rvhich humans live. The
reference to "the earth," "the heavens," and "the deeps" in 3: 1 9, 20 speaks of
the errtire creation.6 The entire, comple.x fabric of the lvorld, as it were, has
been n oven by Yahweh, so that to attain wisdom is truly to find the tree of
l ife becausc it positions one to l ive according to the warp and woof of thc
n'orld. ' fhis 

understanding of wisdom as shaping the whole of creation
should not somehow be spiritualized arvay from the real rvorld in all i ts di-
nensions. Proverbs 3:20 maintains that thc cntire shape of the world
dorvn to the way, in rvhich rain falls from the clouds embodies God's wis-
dom. This rvisdom embodied in the fabric of the world has immense prac-
tical significance, as R. I. Clifford recognizes: "Whoever l ives in accord
rvith rvisdom rvil l  not go against but with the grain of the world. Such a
Person rvil l  receive all the goods a rvisely constructed world can offer."l

6. R. van Leeurr'en, "Provcrbs," in l'he New Interpreter's Bible, vol. 5 (Nashville: Abing-
don ,  t 997 ) ,  p .  5 -3 .

7.R. l .  CI i f tord,  I ' roy 'erbs,  Thc Old 
- I 'estament 

l ibrarr . (Loui-sv i l le .  Kv. i  Wcstminster /
I ohn  Knox ,  1999 ) ,  p .  5a .
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Proverbs 8

In a much r 'xpanded vers io l . t  rve f ind the satne emphases in Proverbs 8:22^

. l l .  Proverbs 8 is  Lady Wisdonr 's  )ongcst  specch in Proverbs,  ant ' i  one in

rvhicl.: she ntirkes a passionate appeai to God's peoprle to embrace rr' isdom

by elaborating on its rnany advantages. The precise identitv ol Ladv \\ ' is-

<lom and her relationship to \hhrveh, particularl,v as expressed in verse 22,

rcrra in contror ,ers ia l .  ls  wisdom an at t r ibute of  \hhrveh? 1{  qarnh tn versc

l2 is  taken to nrean "act lu i re"  c ' t  "p, rssess,"  then th js  ur lderstandins,  of  r r ' ts-

dom is l ikely. Horvever, if in verse 22 we have the language of (pre)creation'

then the identity of wisdom bccomes more compler.E In mv opinion rve

have a l i terarv personi f icat ion of  rv isdom rather  than a l i tera l  creat ion of  a

separate being.  This is  a h ighl l '  poet ic  and metaphor ic  sect ion,  and i t

rvould,  I  th ink,  be wrong to extrapolate deta i ls  about  the Godhead f rom

this  sect ion.e
Hcl lvever  rve resolve the ident i ty  o l ' iv isdom, the important  point  in

this section is that nothing was created rvithout God's rvisdonl being rn-

vc l lved.  This,  rather  than the precreat ion of  the being of  u ' isdom, is ,  I  sug-

gcst ,  the inrp l icat ion of  the negat ives in  8:24-26.r0 To use the laner"rage of

Proverbs ,1, it is by rvisdom that \hhrveh creates. Hoiv to understand rintort

in  8: -10 a lso remains contro\ tcrs ia l  .  AntQn has been understood in three
pr-incipal wilys: as "artisan," as "trustrvorthv friend," and as "rvald," nurs-

l ing.rr Clifford has recently argucd thar amon is a loann'ord fiom Akka-

dran tunnronr.r, meaning "scribe, sage." An unlnlltttt in N'{esoPotanliJn

mvtholog; , is  a d iv ine or  sern id iv ine br inger  of  cu l ture and skr l l  to  the hu-

t - t tan Lace. l l

8. Ftrr a usetirl discussion of LadY \visdom's identitv see R. E. Murphv. The 1-rte ol Li.le:

. \n l :xpiorot iou oi  Bi l , l ica l  \ \ ' isdont  L i tcnt t t r re,2nd ed.  (Grand Rapi t ls :  [erdmans. 1990),  p1. .

I .r -r ft.

9.  I  agrcc rv i th R. r ' ; rn Leeurvenr"Linr inalr tv  and \ \br ldvierr  in p lsrvcrbs I -9."  5rrr r r r , t

5{)  [1990]:  l l ( r )  th; r r  " i r - r  \ \ roman Wisdom rve havc the 
'sel f  r ! ' \ 'e lat io l ' t '  o i  a l )  arch! ' t rPr l

r rormat iv iTv bui l t  in to the cosmos, J ter t tunt  qutdthat  rnediates betrveen God and the rvor ld.

a somet i r inq cnrbecJJccl  in thc labr i r  o l -creat ion,  btr t  rvhich is  not  s inrpl r  to be i i ie ; r t r f ied
rr  i th crerr tcd th ings.  This cosmic \ \ ' isdr \ rn serYes to ground and legi t inrate r r isdom teachlng.

S!-e x lso van I -cc 'uwe n.  "Proverbs."  pp.9i ' ,9;  tor  f ,  s t ronqer emprhn515 on lhe jntermeci i : r rv na-

t r r rc of  rv isdort t .

10. (lf. (.liftbrd, Prolc'rlz,r, p. 96.
I I. Sec CIiffortl, Prolerb.<, p. 99.
12.  Cl i t lbrd,  Prot 'erbs,  pD. 99- I01.
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Horvever rvc rcsolr.e the meaning of amttn, the point of the passage is
c lc . r r .  I t  is  bv and rv i th  rv isdom that  Yahn'eh creates the rvor ld,  and th is  is  I
process of  del ight  and great  jov.  The very fabr ic  of  the rvor ld enrbodics
\ahueh's rv isdom, and hence there is  sreat  advantage in cn ' rbrac ing rv is-

donr  in  one's  I i fe ,  and gfeat  fo l lv  i r r  re iect ing r t .  Cl i f ford 's  t rnderstanding of
th. '  background of  anon in thc br ingers of  cu l ture in  N{esopotamian rnv-
thologv is  at t ract ive in  i ts  tocus on the potent ia l  for  cu l tura l  development

rhat  is  bui l t  in to Yahrveh's  creat ion.  This would st rongly af t l rnr  cu l tura l  de -

vc lcrprr rent  (c f .  Gen.  4:17-22)  rvh i le  a lso a ler t ing one to the need for  wist

cui tura l  development ,

This understanding in the OT Wisdom books of the rvhole of creation

.rs  having corne into ex is tence by.  \ ihweh's wise act iv i ty  is  s imi lar  to  the
posi t ive depict ion of  the creat ion as shapred bv God's "Let  there be 's"  in
Gene-sis I- True u'isdom consequentlv involves discovering and living ac-
corrl ing to the shape Yahrveh has given to thc'rvorld. This i.s a delight and
not a burden - it is sharing in the dance oi rvisdonr in God's rvorld! It
should be noted here that 'ust as Genesis 1 insists that thc creation is good
and in arccordance rvith God's rvil l , so too wisdon.r knou's nothing, of a
Grrost ic  ant i -creat ion tendency.  AI I  o f  creat ion comes t i 'om God and enr-
bodies h is  rv isdom.

R. r'an Leeuu'en sho\\ 's horv this idea of a creation ordered by God un-
der l ies the main metaphors of  Proverbs l -9,  the hermeneut ica l  ke1 ' to the
book of Proverbs as a rvhole. There are several key metaphors in l-9: the
trvo 11 ;11't, the two women, the trvo houses, and so on. Horvt'ver, at a deeper
level  the root  metaphor is  that  of  a creat ion ordered bv God:

. . . underlying the bipolar metaphorical svstem of positive and negatrve
vouths,  inv i ta t ions/cal ls , ' rvays]  ' rvomerr ' ,  and 'houses ' in  Proverbs l -9,  is
a vL't l lrore fundarnental reality rvhiclr these images together portray.
Tbese chapters depict the u'orld as the arena of hunran existence. This
rr'orld possesses two fundamental characteristics. First is its structure oi
boundar ies or  l imi ts .  Second is  the b i -polar  human cr . t rs  for  the beaut l '
of Wisdom, u,ho prescribes l ife w.ithin l irnits, or for the seen.ring beauty
of Follv, rvho ofters bogus delights in defiance of created l imits. Love oi
\ r ' isdom nreans stav ing wi th in her  prescr ibed cosr-n ic-socia l  bor . rnd-
ar ics.  .  .  .  Thus,  recogni t ion of  cosmic srrL lc t r l re  or  l imi ts  is  inseparable
from proper eros or direction. . . . The socio-ethical order of Proverbs
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l-9 is grounded in the creation order revealed bv \\. isdom who accom_
panied Cod irs he set the co.snric borrndarie.s.r3

An implication of this theology of creation is that proverbs assumes
that all of l i fe is the terrain for service of God. provcrbs knou,s nothing of
the sacred/secular dichotor.ny rhat has dogged the footsteps of t l ieolog,v
and church l ife in the trventieth century. The debate continues about the
sitz itn Leben of rvisdom.la Does it originate in school or court circles? In
their quest for the sitz ittt Leben schdars har.,e noted the diverse parts of ls-
raeiite society that are reierred to in Proverbs. \vhile the slrz int Leben s
not irrelevant, the n'hole point of wisdom is that it is discernible in every
aspcct  of  l i fe  as God has made i t ,  and cer ta i r r lv  not  just  in  the cul t ic ,  royal ,
educational, or family sphere.

In l ine with Proverbs's theology of creation, rvisdom is pictured as
crucial to all aspects of l i fe. Proverbs i begins by asserting the great 'alue
of  wisdom for  educat ion.  In  l :20 rv isdom cr ies out  in  the busiest  par ts  of
the city, presumably the marketplace and the city gates, home inter aria of
the law courts. Indeed, there are no areas of l i fc that wisdom does not re-
flect upon: leadership and royalty, wealth and poverry, economics and rarv,
a'd justice, marriage, and developing sexuality - they are all here, re_
minding us that all of l i fe is a response to God.

This is not to say that the Wisdom books assumc that wisdom Dro-
v ides quick and easyanswers to the chal lenges of  l i fe .  job and Eccles iastes,
in particular, witness to the complexit,v of finding rr,ise r.r,ays in our broken
Iives. Horvever, even in Proverbs rvisdom has the nature of a quest. The call
of Lady Wisdom has to be responded to, her house has to be entered, and
her hospitality has to be taken; the path of wisdom has to be foll.rved; wis-
dom has to be sought in an ongoing *'ay. Indeed, the fear ofyahrveh can be
understood as the beginning of rvisdom in trvo rvays. on the one hancl it is
the foundation uporl rvhich a wise l ife is buirt. on the otrrer hand, the fear
of Yahrveh is the beginning of wisdom in the sense that it is the starting
point of a l ifelong journey towards wisdor.r.r. pro'erbs is well arvare of the
ro le of  t radi t ion and the handing on of  u, isdonr in  the communi ty  and the
familv. Its episternolog)', as M. Fox rightly poinrs out, is nor that of empiri-
cism, although observation of the world through the glasses of Israelite

13. Van Leeuwen, "L iminal i ty ,"  pp.  J 16,  l t7.
14.  For a usetul  summary of  the debate see Crensharv,  Urgent Adt , ice,  pp.  79_g5.
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t radj t ion does p lay an important  ro le. r5 As Proverbs 26: l -12 makes c lear ,
the rv ise person has to re late h is  or  her  wisdom to the actual  s i tuat ions in
l i te ,  and that  ca l ls  for  in terpretat ion (see especia l ly  26:7,9) .  This  is  an im,
pl icat ion of  the ant i thet ica l  proverbs in  Proverbs 26:4,5. I t  is  no easy mat-
ter to knou'rvhether to speak up in the context of fblly or ro remaitr silent.
Each situation has to be assessed on its own merits, ln this way wisdom ts
vcrv much akin to n'hat i.esslie Nervbigin said repcatcdly of Christ, that he
is the clue to creation __ the implication being that he is the ansrver but
not in an)'simpiistic way. The clue has to be followed and pursued in all ar-
eas of l i fe rvith all the availabie human resources.

The fundamental notion of the fear of the Lord as the beginning of
wisdom also helps, I think, to resolve a tension that some see between the
availabil ity and hiddenness of ivisdom. Proverbs seems to see wisdom as
call ing out in the streets and everpvhere else and to be readily available. In
the marvelous poem in Job 28, horr'ever, wisdom is nowherc. to be found.
The repet i t ion in  28:12,20 focuses on rhe quest ion,  lV i rere shal l  wisdom
be found, rvhere is the place of understanding? Even Abaddon and death
onlv hear a rumor of wisdom (8:22)l The answer to this parado_x is that
God alone is the source of wisdom; he, if you l ike, is wisdom. This is why
real rvisdom starts with existential reverence for \hhweh, rather than just
reading ofT his order from the creation. The ordcr is only known out of
such existential relationship.'6 This is what G. von Rad infers in his earlier
description of Lady Wisdom:

None the less it is correct to sa,v that rvisdom is the form in which
lahrveh's rr ' i l l  and his accompanving of man (i.e. his salvation) approach
man. Wisdom is the essence of what man needs for a proper l ife, and of
rvhat God grants him. Sti l l , the most important thing is that wisdom
does not turn towards man in the shape of an "1t," teaching, guidance,
salvation or the l ike, but of a person, a summoning "1." So wisdom is
trul,v the form in rvhich Jahweh makes himself present and in which he
rvishes to be sought by man.17

I 5. See ivt. Fox, A Trnre to Tcar Dov'n qud a Timc to Build up: .4 Rereading of Ecclesiastes
(Grand  Rap ids :  Ee rdmans ,  1999 ) ,  pp .  80 ,81 .

i6.  Cf .  in th is respect  Murphy's d iscussion of  von l l i rd 's  posi t ions on crcat ion order rn
Thr Trte of  L i . fe,  pp 138,  139.

17.  G. von Rad, O/d Ttstauent Thet t logv,  vol .  I  (Edinburgh:  C) l iver  and Bovd, 1962),
p.  +.14.
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It  is  th is  ins ight  that  under l ies O.  O'Donovan's Chr is t ian eth ics in  h is

Resurrection and Moral OrtJer.ts O'Donovan rightl l 'sees that it is a false di-

chotomy to set kingdom ethics against creation ethics. Indeed, Christ's res-

urrection reaffirms creation and its order. There is a dynamic, objective or-

der that graciously presses dorvn on all of creation, but it is only rightl l '

known and discerned out of an existential relationship rvith God through

and in Christ.
' f 

his hiddenness /rrrd availabil ity of wisdom is connected rvith \\risdom's

Coctrine of the two ways. The surface metaphors of Proverbs i-9 - nvo

women, two houses, two roads, wisdonl versus folly, I ife and death - make

it quite clear that although creation is carved along a certain grain, humans

can direct themselves in two different ways in relation to the grain of cre-

ation. All oil i fe is inevitably a response to God, but there is a wise response

a1d a foolish response, a response of obedience that leads to l ife and a path

of disobedience that leads to death. The wisdom books do not refer explicitli'

to Genesis 3 and the fall of humankind, but thc very real possibil i ty of dis-

ol>edience and folly is assumed at every point in the lVisdom Literature, so

that, although wisdom is rooted in God's Sood creation, the Wisdom books

cleal with the practical reality of finding rvise paths in a rvorld in which folll'

is a constant threat. Just as it is possible to follou' God in all areas of l i fe, so

too disobedience is a threat in all areas of l i fe. Theologically we might say

that creation and fall are comprehensive realities. Yet so too is redemptton.

Commenting on the tree of l i fc in Proverbs 3: l8 Clifford says, "The Genesis

story ends rvith thc tree ofl ife guarded by angelic f igures (Clen.3:24). Prov-

erbs reverses Genesis and ends the sequestering of the tree of l i te. One rvho

finds wisdom finds l ife."re Amid the threat of follv the Wisdom books hold

out the hope of truly findilg l i fe i1 God's good creation. In this respect it is

no accident that God is regularly described as Yahweh in Proverbs. Historical

crit ics continue to discuss the extent to which these Yahweh sai' ings cast their

shadow over the wider context of Proverbs. Florvever lve construe the origin

and development of Proverbs, and it is ciearly complex, in its canonical

shape it is Yahu'eh as Israel's redeemer God who is the source of rvisdom.

18. o.  o 'Donoyan, Resurrect ion and Moral  order:  An out l ine. lbr  Etangel ical  Ethics

(Leicester :  Inter-Varsi ty ;  Grand Rapids:  F.erdmans. 1986).

19- Clifford, Proverbs, p. 55. \'et cf. R. E. ir'lurphy (Prove rl's, \\brd Biblical Clon.rmentarv

22  lN rshv i l l e :  Nc l son ,  19981 ,  p .  22 t ,  n . ho  r r gL l ( 5  r l r r r  i r r  P rove rbs  t he  t r cc  no  L ( rn8e r  en iov i

the or ig inal  mythological  background that  i t  has in Genesis and is  here s inrply a metaphor

for  the good i i fc  resul t ing f rom wjsdom teaching.
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I t  is  no nr is take that  Proverbs c 'ds wi th the descr ipt ion of  the v i r tuous
\! 'orran, for this extraordinary woman embodies the lvisdon.r that begins
rvith the iear of Yahrveh. A. M. \{olters argucs that thc forn.r of this
pericope is that of a heroic hvmn,lO a form generally reserved for Godl
This won.ran is prese nred to us as a great hero of the faith embodying the
fear of the Lorci. \\/hat has perplexed interpreters down through the ages rs
that rcad l iteral[,v this rvoman docs not appear to be vcry spirituall There rs
no mention of prrsy.gr and cultic activity. Indeed, her trctivit ies are very sec-
ular. Yes, she is a good homernaker, but she is also an estate agent and a
rv ine merchant  (31:16) .  She manufactures and t rades in  fabr ics of  the
highest  in ternat ional  qual i tv  Ql .22,24) .  Because of  a l l  these secular  act iv i -
t ies lnterpreters down through the ages have been tempted to allegorize
this rvoman. it rvas particularl l ' ,  as Wolters tracks, with the Reformation
that it became clear that this woman's fear of Yahweh manifcsts itself pre-
cisely in her daily, "secular" activit ies.:r She models fbr us that wise under-
standing of all of l i fe as religion.

A God for Life

I{isdom and Ret ribution

Nlost scholars nolv agree that OT rr' isdom is rooted in a thcology of cre-
ation and that in this sense it is religious and not secular. However,
rvhether or not the o't wisdom books are in touch with the realit ies of I ife
remains highly controversial. A vielv has become commonplace that prov-
erbs articulates a fairly naive vielv oI the relationship benveen deeds and
thei r  consequences ( ref ,erred to hereaf ter  as the "act-consequence st rnc-
ture") in rvhich rvisdonr automatically leads to prosperity and lvell being.
Ine'itably this theology of retribution resulted with time in a crisis in Is-
rael's vierv ofrvisdonr, a crisis that is reflcctcd in Iob and Ecclesiastes, albeit
in different rvays. Norr,, of course, the rvhole point of wisdom is that it
helps one to negotiate rhe chailenges of l i fe in a happy an<i successful way.

20.  A .  NI .  \ \ io l te rs ,  "Pro 'e rbs  x ) - \ l  l0 - i r  as  Hero ic  Hvmn:  A  For rn-Cr i t i ca l  An; r l ys is , "
V?tL ts  Tes toment t i r l  38  (  lg i lg  t :  { {6 -57 .

21 .  A .  I \ ' 1 .  \ \b l te rs ,  "The Song r t f  the  Ya l ian t  \ \bnran  { [ ) rc l . .  . ]  |  :10- - t  I  ) :  A  pa t te rn  in  the
Hts to rv  o f  In te rpre tar ion  {To  I600) , "  N l .A .  th rs is ,  r . l cN{as ter  Un iv t rs i ty ,  ( ] : r t i r r iq .  Canada.
r  987
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And Proverbs is  a l l  about  encouraging people to etnbrace that  rv isdorn that

is  wr i t ten in to the fabr ic  of  the rvor ld.  Thus.  there is  much at  s take i f  th is

view of the rvorld and of rvisdom is tatall l '  t larved bV a naive oPtimism.

R. E. Murphy refers to H. D. Preuss as a rePresentative e-\ample of the

presuppositions that many scholars hold about rvisdom.2: In this vierv:

1. Wisdom is marginal to Israel's fait l 'r.

2. The God of wisdom is not Yahweh.

3. Wisdom concentrates on the orders in realitv.

4. Retribution is one of these olders. The sages sought to discover this

mechanical correspondence betiveen action and consequence, as re-

flected in Proverbs.

5. A deed-consequence viervpoint is thc basic dognra of early\visdom.

Clearly, if one understands early rvisdorn in this rvay, then Job and Ec-

clesiastes wil l be seen as reacting against this rnechanical understanding of

retribution, thus embodyipg a crisis of wisdom. Literary and canonical

readings of the Wisdom books are casting nerv l ight on the doctrine of ret-

r ibut ion in  them and on thei r  re lat ionships to each other .  The reconstruc-

tion of the original naive doctrine of retribution follorved b,v a crisis as re-

flected in lob and Ecclesiastes depends on reconstlucting earlier layers of

the Wisdom books and then reading these and determining their relation-

ships wi th each other .  l 'h is  is  c lear ,  l 'or  cxample,  in  Preuss 's  reconstruct ion.

However, Brevard Childs's canonical hermeneutic and, since the 1970s, the

literary turn in bibiical studies have helped us to reappropriate the \{is-

dom books as whole l iterary units. This is Irot to denv complex histories of

development - clearly a book l ike Proverbs has a long and complex his-

tory - but it is to insist that the juxtapositiop of proverbs and of collec-

tions and their editing into a book creates a l iterary unit that is more than

the sum of its indrvidual parts and that is intended to speak in its totality.

work in this direction is sti l l  in its earl,v stages. Horvever, already there

is considcrable tiuit to be shorvn. Fox has operted up highly creative dtrec-

tions in the study of Ecclcsiastes, scholars such as R. Polzin have shown

how Job can be read as crafted l iterature, and itr Proverbs's study a spate of

highly creative works have appeared. Scholars renrain divided oyer the ex-

22,  R.  E .  I r4urphy ,  tcc lcs ias lcs ,  \ { t l r i l  B j l r l i ca l  Cor : tme l l tan  23A ( \ \ :aco ,  l t x :  hbrd '

1 9 9 2 ) ,  p . l x i .
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ten t  to  \ \ 'h ich  Proverbs  can or  shou ld  be  read as  a  l i t c ra ry  who le , : l  and  t rvo

o f  thc  most  reccn t  comnrentar ies  on  Provcrbs  fa i l  to  rea l l y  exp lo re  the

shape o i  the  book .  C l i f fo rd  no tes  tha t  Proverbs  docs  no t  p r in ta r i l i '  p rov ide

infornration but rather gives i ts readers a perspective, a vision for l i fe.:a

However ,  h is  superb  commentary  s t i l l  focuses  pr imar i l y  on  h is to r ica l  and

anc ien t  Near  F .as tern  contex tua l  i ssues  in  the  in t roduc t ion .  There  is  v i r tu -

a l i v  no  ana lys is  o f  the  ins igh ts  tha t  exp lo ra t ion  o I  Proverbs  as  a  l i te rz r ry

unit is unearthing. Sadly, l t lurphy, for al l  his e.xcel lent work on OT rvis-

dom,  has  cvcn  less  to  sav  on  thcse  issues  than C l i f fo rd  in  h is  1998 com-

m€ntar \ ' l

An OT scholar rvho is alert to the l i terar,v shape of Proverbs as a \vhole

is van Leeuu'en. In part icular van Leeuwen has argued t l iat reading Prov-

erbs  cas ts  l igh t  on  the  ac t -consequence s t ruc tu re .  Van Leeuwen po in ts  ou t

that there are large groups of sayings ir .r  Proverbs that assert a simple

cause-and-effect relat ionship, whereby r ighteousness leacis to rvealth and

rvickedness to poverty. Thesc arc examples oithe "character-consequellce-

nexus." Horvever, these sayings do not concern concrete, individual acts

and their consequences: " l t  is the long-term character and direct ion of a

person or  g roup (as ' r igh teous 'o r ' rv icked ' )  wh ich  de termiDes l i f c  conse-

quences and 
'destiny." '25 

i t  is a lai lure to recognize this long-terrn character

that leads scholars to the mechanical view of retr ibution in Ecclesiastes.

These proverbs, rvfterr taken l tv thernselves, are the basis for the view of

sorne scholars that the t idy dogmatisnr of Proverbs does not correspond

to real i t .v and is doomed to col lapse under the rveight of real i ty, as hap-

pene-d in Job and Qohelcth. Since the forcgoing sayings are not always

exenrpl i f ied in human experience, their falsi f lcat ion presurnably led to a

crisis of faith in Yahrveh's maintenance of a just '"vorld order.:6

Horlever, proverbs are part ial  utterances, and the mechanical approach
does no t  do  jus t i ce  to  the  manv say ings  in  Proverbs  tha t  n - ran i fes t  a  more
compr lqx  unders tand ing  o f  the  way God rvorks  in  c rea t ion .  Par t i cu la r ly  le l -
evant in this respect are the "better-than" sayings in Proverbs (cf.  1 5: I  6- t  7;

l-1. Crenshaq' (Lirgent Adv,ice, pp. f i2,83, 89) urgcs caution ir .r  this respect.
l { .  C l i f fo rJ .  pyeq.pr f , r ,  p .  r . l j .

15 .  R.  van  Lecurvcn ,  " \ \ ' ea l th  and Pover ty :  Svs tenr  and Cont r t t . l i c t ion  in  Proverbs , "  I / c -
b rev ,  S tuc l i t s  33  \1992) :27 .

26 .  \ 'an  Le  eurven,  "Weal th  and Pover t r ' , "  pp .  28-29 .
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l 6 :  16 ,  19 ,  e tc . ) .  The overa l l  p ic tu re  i s  a  complcx  one tha t  I 'an  l -eeu$en

sums up as fol lows:

[n general,  the sages clearlv bel ievcd that u, ise and r ighteous behaYiour

d id  make I i fe  be t te r  anc l  r i cher ,  though I ' i r tu t 'd id  no t  SL4rnr r lee  those

consequences. converselv, injust ice, sloth, and the l ike gencral lY have

bad consequences. The editor-sages u'ho structured Proverbs sought

f irst to teach these basic "rules of l i fe," thus the hearl 'emphasis t .rrr char-

acter-consequence patterns in both Pror.erbs l-9 and 10-15. \ \ t  nust

f irst learn the basic rr. l les; the exceprions ci ln come later. Thougb verv

aware orexceptions to the character-consequence rule, the sages insisted

that r ighteousness is better than rvicketlness. The nrost fundamental

and profounci reason for this is that rhey bel ieved that God loYes the one

and hates the other. for lsracl 's sages that sometimes seems the onlv an-

swer. .  .  .  the sages knew that there are i imits to human rvisdom. General

patterns ma,v be discerned, but nranv part icular events lr ta\/  be uniust,

irrat ional, and ult imately inscrutable.:7

van Leeuwen also discerns a future-oriented retr ibution perspecttve

in Pror,erbs. Provcrbs lacks a doctr ir te oi resurrection and yet insists on the

tr iumph of God's just ice. f-or van Lceuu'en this is a hal lnark of Yahrr ' ist ic

faith:

The sages' stance is to maintain faith in God's just ice, even rvhen they

personallv cannot see i t  or touch i t ,  cvcn rvhen the recorded past does

not veri fy i t .  Here rel igion provides no escaPe fron.r the pain or absurdi-

t ies of existence. The book of Job rvas inevitable, not because Proverbs

was too simplist ic, but because l i fe's inequit ies, as ref lected in Proverbs,

drive faith to argue with the Deitv r$

orrce one recognizes that Proverbs's understanding of retr ibution is

more compiex thar) a mechanical deed-consequellce notiol l ,  thel Ecclesi-

astes' and Iob's relat ionship to Provcrbs and tradit ional u' isdorr-r has to be

reevaluated. le

27. Van Lecuwen, "Wealth and Povcrtr ' , '  Pp -r2, 3l
28. Van Leeut'en, "Wealth itntl Povertr-, '  p. -3'1.

29 .  Admi t ted l t ,  r ' i tn  Lecun 'eu 's  undersrand ing  o i  th is  g rea ter  cornp lex i t ; ' r s  on l l ' one
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Job and Ecclesiastes - Livirtg Wisely amid
Theodicy and Incornplete Knowledge

Iob and Ecclesiastes are, I suggesl, best understood as complen-rentarv tct
Proverbs. 

'fhev 
explore lvise l ir. ing in the midst o_f particular exceptions to

rhc act-conscquence st ructure.  For  cxamplc,  a l thor- rgh the book of  Iob
clt,es overall affirnt this structure, the book focuse-s in detail on .r particuiar
e\cept ion to that  s t ructure.  Even though job ends up "seeing"  God and h is
prr )sper i t ) '  is  restored ( lob a2) ,  betrveen the in t roduct ion and conclus iou
iob is  a s to lv  of  h i r r rorv ing pain and bad counsel  heaped Lrpor)  a tmly ' "v ise
artci godly L)erson.

Job is deliberately pr6111s1.ed as a great example of a',vise, God-fearing
m a n ( l : 1 , 5 ) . \ ' e t , i t i s p r e c i s e l v t o r f i i i m a n t h a t t h i s s c r i e s o f  t e r r i L r l e e v e n t s
haprpen. From the introductory scenes in heaven, r,u'e, but not Job, are given
sorre understanding that there is a cosmic dimension to Job's suffering.
Horvever, after the Satan's introductory appearances, we never hear frour
hrm ag. i in ,  i rnd thus,  in  the context  of  Job,  rve should probably not  make
totr rnuch of the "test" aspect of fob's suffering. Incleed, the logic of Job's
suifering renrains enigrrratic throughout the book. fob's counselors try to
c lose the c i rc le of  th is  log ic ,  but  they are not  por t ra l 'ed as ex i rmples to be
follorr'ed lci. 42:7).

The resolution of Iob's enigmatic suflering cornes through personal
encounter  rv i th  God h imsel l  and par t icu lar ly  iv i th  God as t ranscendent
crcator. Indeed, in 38-4 I the doctrine of creation lunctions zrs the key to
theodicv. Solnehow, this personal encounter resolves at an existential Ievel
Job's desperirte struggle rvith the radical exceptior"rs to the act-consequence
st lucture that  he has exper ienced,  and he f inds h is  re lat ionship lv i th  God
ir.nmeasurabh' deepened and his prosperitv restored.

Eccles iastes st ruggles rv i th  the quest ion of  the meaning of  l i fe  amid
manl 'exceprt ions to the act-col tsequence st ructure.  "What  docs man gain
fron.i all his labor at *' l .r ich he labors under the sun?" (l: i) is the rhetorical
question that ce.Lsts its shadorv over the ivhole of Ecclesiastes. Qoheleth -

poss ib i l i t v  amouq a  nuntber .  I .  A .  G lao- i r rn  \Ret r ib t r t lw  P. r r { rdc) . r r rs  i rL  Prc t t ,e tbs  l0  29  [A1n
' \ r t ro r ,  \ l i ch . :  L ln ivers i tv  t r { i c ro f l ln rs  in re rna t iona l ,  1979 j ) ,  t i r r  e ranrp lc ,  makes re t r ibur rvc '
par ld t l r  a  fu l tc i i , r r r  o f  p lu r . r l i sn r  a r rd  d issent  a l readr 'p resent  in  ear lv  rv is t lonr  r rad i t io r rs .  For
\ ' . l r l  Leeu\1en ( " \ \ 'q2 l1h  an t l  } )over t l ' , "  pp ,  - l l -3 -3) ,  b r  cornpar ison .  " \ \ ,ha tevcr  thc i r  h is to r ica l
o r tg in ,  u ' i th in  Proverbs  thev  har -e  corne  to  cxpress  r r r i c  b road rvor ldv ieu  n ,h ich  acknorv lec lqcs
thc  cor f l i c t  o I  cLrqma and c , rper ience,  vc t  ma in ta ins  bo th . . '
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por t rayed i l t i t ia l l ) ,as the great ,  \ \ , ise solonlor l ,1r l  r r t t t rarks ot l  . t  quesi  for  an

, , ] r r r . ,  to  th is  poignant  quest ioD.  Adopt ing a r l rc thodoiogv that  he cal ls
, , rv isdom" (  1:13,  2:3 ) ,  Qohelc. th entbarks on h is  qucst  b1 'exar l r i l ipg d i i f . r -

ent  aspects of  I i fe  to see i f  rneanir lS can be d iscerned there.  wi th h is  rv is-

dorn metltodology he keeps conlirlg to a l irbrl cotlclusiclt-t. 'r I l t nl,v vterr'

l tebel isbest  t ranslated in  these conclus ions as "enignrat ic . " r r  In  the I ight  of

h is  rnethodology,  the horr ib le except io l ls  to  the act  consequence st ructure

that  Qoheleth keeps d isc. ruer ing lead h im to conclLrde rePeatedl i ' that  a l l  o f

l i fe is utterlY enigrnaticl

In t r igu ingly ,  these hcbcl  conclus ions cre juxtuposed throLrghout  Ecclc-

s iastes wi th what  i  l ike to cal l  the carPe d ietn Passages,  af f i rmir rg iov and

the shalorn of l i fe.j j  There is r.r 'ruch discussitln an.rong scholars about how

the lrebel conclusions relate to the carpe r/ierrl passages, ir ith scholars con-

t inual ly  t r1, in ,  ,n  smooth out  Qoheleth 's  n lessase in accordance wi th one

or the other of these poles. Either he has a neqative message or he affirms

joyl I have arqued that the positi()ning of the l lcbel conclusions next to the

ioy passages, a pattern that is repeated throushout Ecclesiasies, is an exam-

ple of corrfra rl ictor,, iuxt(lpositioil.r j This pattern, in lvhich opposing per-

spectives sit in tension rvit lr each other, is cotl l l l lon i1 l i terature and raises

the question for the reader of ho\v the tu'o perspectiyes relate to each other

and hor.v they are to be l.regotiated in an integrating ival"

Qoheleth's method and analysis lead hirn continually, 11o nlatter \\ 'hat

aspect of l i fe he analyzes, to the /rclle/ conclusiop that l i te is utterly enig-

mat ic .  I f  there is  meaning,  i t  cannot  be d iscerned.  At  the sanle t ime he

knorvs from his believing Israelite backgrcrtrncl t[at G4rd's \\ 'orld is good,

and thar  i t  is  hunrankint l 's  lo t  to  l ivc I i l . ' fu l lv  i r l  t l t t  creat ion un1l  tu  enloy

tife and labor under the sur'rl 
' lhese 

pelsprectives sit in strorlgtension rvith

each other  thror- rghout  the main bodl 'o f  the text  ar ld  epi tomize \vhat  the

book is  about .  Qoheleth krrorvs that  h is  le l ig ious t radi t ion is  r ight  -  there

30.  l los t  s rho la rs  rg rce  tha t  tcc les iasks  \ \ . Js  no l  \ ! r i t l t l )  bv  So lomon.  Hor rever '  tn  ihe

ear ly  par t  o f  Ecc !es i . rs tes ,  Qohr le th  i s  por t raved ( rs  So lonr ! r1 ,  , tn<1 th i ;  i>  s ign i t i ian t .  \ \e  a re  to

t h i n k  o f  Q o h c l c t h  a s  g i f t e J  r '  i t h  . , 1 r e r l  r '  i r d '  r t t r '

J  l .  \ ' l r ious lv  t rans l  a ted  . ts  "  n lea t r ing less . "  " r ' l n  i t  r ' . " ' ' u  i c lc \ i '  c tc '

32 .  Th is  i s  G.  ogden 's  v ie r r  (Qo/ r r / r - r l : .  Rcr rd ing ; :  A  Nen l l ib l i ce l  Comr len tar r ' IShef

f le ld :  ISOT Press ,  l9E7 l  r .

3 3 .  T h e  ) o v  P r \ s a g e s  a r e  2 : l ' 1 - 2 6 ; . t : l l  l . l :  - 1  l l ;  i : l i i  l ( ) ; 8 : 1 5 ; 9 : 7  l 0 l  I  I : S - 1 0

14.  See C.  G.  Bar tho lonrerv ,  Rcnr i i r rg  FcL l t ' . i r rs fu .  O i t l  J i ' : f r r t rdn l  Eraq i ' J rs  4 r rd  HL ' r r rd

t tcL t t i c t t l ' l ) t to rv .Ana)ec ta  l i i h l i c . r  139 IRr - -n rc ;  l )on t i f i c : r l  Brb l i ca l  l ) t s t r t t l t c ,  l99 i i t ,p1 '  l )7  1 '1 '
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is a rvonderiul shnlont to l i fe i-rnder the sun! Yet, in n,hatcver area of l i le he
examines,  examples can be tbund in which the act-consequence st ructure
is broken. These eranrple.s lead him to conclude that all is hcbel!

Does Ecclesiastes give us any clues as to how this verv real and existen-
t ia l  tension is  resolved? I  th ink i t  does.  There are nvo main c lues,r5 Fi rs t ,
there is the ch-re of Qoheleth's methodology. He goes r.rut oihis rvay to de-
scribe this as "rr, isdom," but caretuI analysis of it shor,r 's it to be very differ-
ent t i 'om the nrethodolog.'" of Prove rbs. Fox rightly picks up tl 'rc differencc

bctrr'ccn (]oheleth's methotlolcrg,v and that of Proverbs.-'6 Qoheleth is enr-
piricai in a wav that Proverbs is not. Qoheleth's nrethodologv revolves
around experience and logic alone, whereas Proverbs's approach is rooted

in the tradition of the fear oi the Lord. Qoheleth's "empiricisnl" mcans that
ant 'except ion undermines the ven,possib i l i t ,v  of  nreaning and leads to the
/lebel conclusion. For Proverbs, there are, as rve have seen, exceprtions, but
these do not undermine the overall shape of the act-consequence structure.
Thus, epistemologicall,v, Proverbs uses observation but to i l lustrate and
support its viervs, not to prove or establish thcm in any decisive u'ay.

This difftrence is crucial, especially in the practical business of affirm-
ing meaning an.rid apparent meaninglessness. It beconres apparent as one
r!-ads on in Ecclesiastes that, ironicall l ' ,  what Qohelcth describes as a
method oi "rvisdorn" is folly, especiall) ' in the canonical l ight of Proverbs's
fear of the Lord, rvhich is the beginning oIwisdom. The latter is precisely
,roI Qoheleth's starting point, and tfre result is that he keeps running down
to the fte&ei conclusion. [n other rvords, rvhat Qoheleth embodies lbr us is
rvhat happens rvhen we tr) 'to find meaning in an arnbiguous world with-
out startins fron'r the t-ear of the Lord - we inevitably conclude that l i fe is
ut ter ly  enigmat ic l

l-he second clue cot-nes at the end of Ecclesiastes. Normallv in Ecclesi-
astes Qoheleth reaches a l ie&e/conclus ion,  and then th is  is  juxtaposed wi th
a carpe dleir passage. Right at the end of Ecclesiastes this order is rer.ersed
(11:7-12:7 l8) - the curpe dle rrr passage comcs first, and this is tbllorved by
one of t ire strongest pilssages about death and the stluggle with meaning.
'I 'his 

change in order is important, as ;s the exhortation to "Retrrenrbcr

, vou r  c rea to r  .  .  .  be fo re .  .  . be fo re  .  .  .  be fo re .  .  .  l "  ( 12 :1 -7 ) .
The cxhortat ion to "Remember vour  creator"  must  be understood

1,5, For a der.ri led discussion of rhis scc nrv Rcarlirrg €ccie-riasre-r.

-16 .  See Fox ,  A  T in tc  io  Te t t r  Dot+ , t r ,  DD.  T l f f  .
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"thickly." It is not iust a thin exhortation r)ot to forget, but rather Ecclesias-

tes 'equivalent  of  Jo l r 's  encounter  wi th the Creator ,  or  Proverbs 's  equivalent

oI that  fear  of  th t 'Lord that  i .s  the star t i t ts  point  of  wisdon.r '  ] t  is  as though

Eccles iastes is  te l l ing us that  i f  rve are to d iscern meaning amid the ambi-

guities of l i fe and thus to ftnd jov in l i fe, then we must early on let our en-

tirc perspective be shaped by an understanding of the fabric of the uni-

verse as olrr Father's.This rvil l  not remove us from the challenges of l i fe-

note what fbllows afier the threefbld "before"l - but it rvil l  enable us to

wake each day with a serlse of the srveetness of I ife under the sun (cf. I I :7)l

This  second c lue,  l ike the f i rs t ,  is  conf i r r led by the epi logue (12:9-  l4) .

At the end of it all the ansrver is to fear God and live in obedient trust be-

fore him.

Wisdom and the Rest of the Old Testament

Read as above, it is apparent horv richly the OT Wisdom Literature con-

t r ibutes to our  understanding of  God.  Yet  hou'does i t  re late to God as re-

vealed in the other types of l i terature in the OT? In OT theology the rela-

tionship between salvation history, larv, prophecy, arld wisdom remains a

diff icult issue. Larv is embedded in narrative in the Old Tcstament, and

prophecy appears to presuppose the historical covenant rr ' i th lsraei. So it is

not too diff icult to see the connection betrveen salvation history, larv, and

prophecy., at least on the surface lcvcl of the Old Testantent. Horvever, the

relationship of these three to wisdont is controversial.
Murphy has helpfu l ly  suggested that  " l t lhe problem of  the re lat ion-

ship betwccn wisdom literature and other portions of the Old Testament

needs to be reformulated in terms of a shared approach to realitv."37 \!-e

certainly neecl to guard against anachronistically imposing modern no-
t ions of  a sacred-secular  dual ism upon ancient  Israel . rs  Personal ly  I  th ink
it is in the area of a shared approach to realit l ' ,  or lvhat one might call a
worldview, that the solution is to be found.

The wisdom and legal  t radi t ions in  the OT are c lear l l '  d is t inct ,  and yet

l7-  R.  E.  N' lurphr,  " \ t / isdonr -  Theses end Hvpothesesl ' in  I : racl i tL ' l , r ' Isdom; Theologi-

ca l an r l L i t t r a r y  [ s - . c ) - . r r rHono ro iS^n tuc lT t t t e i u ,ed . J .G .Gamr l i ee ta l . { \ l i s sou ia ,  l v l on t . :
Scho la r s  P ress ,  1978 ) .  p .  l s .

38. See, fcrr exarnple, I. Goldinga,v, Theologiral Divarsity artd rhe Aurlrcritl, ol the Okl
Tes ta tnen t  (G rand  Rap ids :  I i c r d rnans ,  1987 ) ,  p . 219 .
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the,v manif 'est sonte awareness of cach otlter.re Both have in common the
ordering of the l ite of God's people. \ 'arr Leeuwen argues l.rersuasively, as
rr 'e  have seen,  that  a not ion of  creai t io l r  or t ler  r rnder l ies the st r r facc nreta-
phors o i  Proverbs l -9.  He says that  the rvor ldv ierv that  Proverbs exhib i ts  rs
a "carved" one iu that  "cu[ tura l  and l rersonal  ex] ror tat ion is  qrounded in
the reality of the created ivord rvith its inbuilt nornlativitv: '{(r

This l ink of rvisdom rvith crcation has long been recogr.rized. What is
of ten not  noted,  though,  is  that  the order  that  Proverbs f inds in  the "carved"

creat ion cannot  be s implv read out  of  the creat ion.  This is  the poinr  that
Fox makes about lsraelite rvisdorn: it is not entpirical ir.r the way that Eccle-
s iastes is ;  i t  assumes eth ical  pr inc ip les that  i t  supports  through observat ion.
This is  the sor t  of  posi t ion i r - r  Genesis l -2 The order ing of  creat ion is  not
opposed to instruction from Elohirn/\ 'ahrreh E,lohim. Order and instruc-
t ion or  torah go hand- in-hand,  and obediencc rcqui rcs both a good cre-
ation rirrrl instruction. Similarlv Wisdom Literature assumes certain ethical
principles that are not just read off creation but are often ve'r,v similar to the
principles found in the larv. Van Leeurven, for exantple, savs thal Proverbs
l -9 indicates that  i t  is  in  " the l iqu id abandonment o i  marr ied love"  that
healthv contttttutites takes pl3cs. As van Leeurven notes, "This reality has its
parallel at Sinai."rl

Thus it can bc argued that rvhilc rvisdom is nost closely related to cre-
ation, it presupposes instruction. Sirnilarlv, lvhen the narrative frame,
rvithin rvhich larv alrvays occurs, in the tlnal form of the OT is fore-
grounded, it becomes apparel-rt that the larv oi Yahweh the redeenrer God is
also the larv of the creator God.

I suggest, therefore, that lart 'and rvrsdonr share an underlying and of-
ten tac i t  presupposi t ion of  a "carved" creat ion order .  This  is  thei r  shared
reality or u'orldvierr'. Instruction trom Yahn'eh rvould not be seen to con-
fl ict rvith the rvav he ordered his creation but rvould provide the ethical
pr inc ip les for  d iscoverv of  that  l in t ina l i ry .

If salvation historl 'and larv and vvisdom reflect a shirred vision of real-
it1', is there an C)T concept that en.rbodies this vision? I think there is: coye-
tnnt . ln  nrv opin iot . r  bv far  the best  b ib l ica l  theological  wolk done on cove-

J9.  See van Leeur rer r .  L in r in . r l r i r , "  I r .  I  l l .  fo r  r r t ; r re  r r f  thc  l inks  l re l r r .een Pror .e rbs  anr j
job  and the  Pcnt i l t cuch .  \ tn  L reurven J rque5 (hJ t  cer ta tn  tex ts  in  Pr t r r .c rbs  lnd  Job l . resr rp -
pose the  h is to r ica l  r rad i t ion  o i  rhe  g i t i  o i  rhe  land.

40 .  Van Leeurven,  "L imina l i t v , "  p .  I  I8 .

41 .  \ 'an  Leeurven,  "L iminr l i t t , , "  p .  l3 l ,
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nant  to  date is  that  by W. J.  Dumbrel l .ar  Wi th met icu lous exegesis
Dr-rn-rbrell has shown that thcrc is onc major covenant in the Ol'and that it
is rooted ir-r creation and is all about God achieving his purposes for his
good creation. Beneath this umbrella the dynamic order of creation, the
historical unfolding of creation, instruction about how to l ive in the cre-
ation, and reflection on the creation order are thoroughly complementary
and not in the least antithetical. It is modern historicism and not biblical
religion that sets creation order against history. Yahweh is, as the second
creation narrative reminds us, Yahweh Elohima3 (as Genesis 1 and 2 so
clearly sholr,) !

Conclusion

In this chapter we have looked at the revelation of God in the OT Wisdom
books. The emerging picture is rich and challenging, for the Wisdom Lit-
erature confronts us with a God who wishes to be rr,ith us and to rule over
us in ail areas of our individual and communal l ives. Trulv. rft ls God is for
l ife, and not just for Christmas!

Much could be said about the importance of OT Wisdom Literature
for contemporary Christian thought. Suffice it here to make two points.
First, rvisdom stands adamantly against the privatization of religion that
characterizes modernity and much evangelicalism. Modernity allows free-
dom of reiigion as long as it is kept private and out of the major cultural
areas of education, polit ics, economics, art, etc. lr4uch contemporary
Christianity goes along with this and concentrates on building the institu-
tional Church and evangelism while seeing "secular" activit ies as second
rate and distinctly less spiritual. OT wisdom, by comparison, sees all of l i fe
as an arena for serving God b,v being u'ise in that area of l i fe. \Visdom calls
us to tbllorv its paths in education, polit ics, the marketplace, and so forth.

Ivly second point follows from this. Such a comprehensive under-
standing of what service of God involves alerts us to the Christian journey
as lar bigger, more exciting, and daunting than we may have imagined be-

42. See especially \\r. f. Dumbrell, Core tnnt and Creation: An Okl Testantent Covenantal
'l-heology 

(Exeter: Paternoster, 1984).
43.  See Gcn.2:4-9.  Gen. l :1-2: l  re iers to God as Elohim; 2:4-9 refers to God as Yahweh

Elohim. The impl icat ion is  that  Yahu'eh ( the redeemer God oi  lsrael ,  see Exodus 3 and 6)  is
the creator.
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fore. Truly', from thi.s perspective, the fear of Yahrveh ls the beginning of
n'isdom! The whole of the creation and history opens up before us as the
terra in of  our  journey coram deo.  Such a journey in  th is  fa l len and yet  fun-
damentally good world rvil l  require real skil l , and the Bible - and in our
context the OT \\: isdom books - is there as a travel guide to keep us going
in the r isht  d i rect ion.


