
BIBLICAL WISDOM 

AND CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY 

 

The biblical books of Job, Ecclesiastes and Proverbs provided ancient Israel with a vitally 

important body of practical advice for living. They are the repository of one particular 

perspective on what an ideal life-style was considered to be throughout Israel's early days 

and beyond. Within the variety of perspectives on life to which the OT/Tanach bears 

witness, these books stand as one beacon alongside that of the priests and their Law, the 

prophets and their visions, and various others who made up the ancient Israelite community. 

Despite this well-known fact, traditional Christian Theologies of the OT find it nigh on 

impossible to incorporate them into their theological schema. And for fairly obvious reasons 

– these books deal with advice on how to live that is based on ordinary everyday experience 

and not on esoteric revelations from some supernatural or divine source. To that extent these 

books appear to be largely secular. Proverbs may be seen as a mixed bag, but overall Israel's 

Wisdom material is essentially empirical with a 4-stage methodology – observe life 

situations, reflect on them, draw practical conclusions, and then offer advice based on them. 

This pattern is laid out very clearly in Ecclesiastes. Inevitably, theologies that derive from 

claims of divine revelation in dreams, apparitions, voiced messages, visions and the like will 

find it a real challenge to incorporate advice that ignores all such sources.  

 

The challenge is to understand how the Sages of Israel related their approach to that 

preferred by prophets in particular and priests more generally. What was the connection 

between the prophet, priest and sage, each of whom had a specific part to play in the 

nation's life (Jer 18:18)? Obviously the sages and those whom they advised and taught were 

fully integrated members of the community, but somehow modern scholarship has failed to 

integrate the wisdom perspective into its overall theological paradigms. Perhaps they have 

failed to understand that ancient Israelite society was so diverse and loosely structured, so 

pluralistic in its religious life, that the Covenant notion, regarded as the OT's primary 

theological focus by Christian scholars, was not really so important to the people's self-

understanding as we have assumed. Maybe it was simply a matter of blood relationships, 

family or other social/tribal relationships that gave the community its sense of cohesion, 

rather than the notion of a theocratically organised community specially chosen by God. 

That may well have been the view of some or even many, but was it the basis of the wider 

social and religious self-awareness?   Christian theology that obsesses about the primacy of 

covenant(s) as the identifying mark or core of biblical theology could well be misleading. (I 

have a sneaking suspicion that the OT genealogies may be much more of a key to 

identifying the real focus of Israel's sense of its identity!) 

 

Whatever the solution to this problem, the fact is that Wisdom methodology and the 

literature it has left behind has certain characteristics that mark its unique place within the 

overall thought-world of ancient Israel. It is these characteristics that I want to outline here 

for they have to be of real importance in framing an understanding of  Israel's relationship to 

the divine and thus to any so-called “biblical” view of its life. If we are to understand Jesus 

properly, then we have to imagine him as a Sage within this ancient diverse context, and 

regard much of the NT for what it really is – a largely Greek, and thus foreign, edifice built 

onto a Jewish footprint.  

 

The special and characteristic features of Israelite Wisdom material can be summarised 



under the following 8 points: 

 Wisdom derives from observation and reflection upon human experience. 

 Wisdom is universal, not confined to any one culture 

 Wisdom deals with the uncertainties of human life 

 Wisdom's advice is always relative and situational, not absolute 

 Wisdom does not focus on Israel's unique historical memory 

 Wisdom's God is Creator, not Saviour 

 Wisdom has its own in-built rewards 

 Wisdom shows little interest in religious/liturgical activity 

 

Before saying a little about each of these features, I should comment on the phrase in Pro 

1:7 etc. “the fear of YHWH is the beginning of wisdom.” Here the Hebrew phrase yirath-

yhwh is a subjective genitive in which the genitive form, “fear of,” describes the quality of 

yhwh, that is to say, the awesome nature of the divine one. The awesomeness of YHWH is 

the point of origin of wisdom/knowledge/understanding. It does not in the first instance 

describe one's attitude to that divine one's awesomeness, though that may flow through as a 

consequence.  The construction “fear of YHWH” is similar to debar-yhwh “word of 

YHWH,” that refers to YHWH's word,  or “the thing of YHWH.” The awesomeness of the 

divine spirit within the world that one encounters in everyday life is the source of true 

Wisdom. Recognising that fact, one then submits and responds.  

 

So,  1.  Wisdom derives from observation and reflection upon human experience. 

Ecclesiastes gives us the clearest examples of this methodology. Throughout the book 

virtually every small section begins with “I turned to consider...” “I perceived that..” “I 

saw...”  each prefacing a description of a particular situation. This is followed by “I said to 

myself...” “I thought that...” that identifies a specific problem, and then finally he adds his 

conclusion: “This also is vanity...”  in which “Vanity” does not mean useless, empty and 

pointless, but refers to that which is beyond full comprehension or explanation, an enigma. 

From observing what happens to oneself and others in daily life, one can reflect and then 

draw conclusions. No esoteric source of information or revelation is required – simply keep 

your eyes open and consider. See also Prov 24:30-34 (I passed by the field of one who was 

lazy....then I saw and considered, I looked and gained an insight: A little sleep.... poverty 

will come...”). It does not require us to ascribe everything that happens to one as God's 

doing – that is a world-view that does not square with the wisdom world-view. It is in the 

process of daily living, in our encounters with one another, that we learn how best to cope 

with the vagaries of what it is to be human. 

 

2. Wisdom is universal, not confined to any one culture 

 There is ample evidence in Proverbs 22:17—24:22 that is modelled on the Thirty Sayings 

from the Egyptian Instruction of Amen-emope to remind us that Israel borrowed from and 

was heavily influenced by those cultures that surrounded it. It is true with regard to the early 

myths in Genesis, the Mosaic laws that are common with those of Hammurabi, and Israel's 

shared devotion to El the Semitic high god. Shared humanity, dealing with the realities of 

daily living and one's basic experiences in community are not unique to any one culture, nor 

are one's reactions to or responses to those experiences. Conclusions and advice drawn from 

those experiences are universal and not dependent upon some unique revelation. All cultures 

have accumulated wisdom based on the experience of what it is to be human. In this way, 

wisdom literature, whether biblical or other, points away from an exclusive revelation to a 



specially chosen group, and thus any emphasis in theology on what is exclusive to one's 

own group, can lead to a tendency to divide “us” from “them” and to a denial of our 

common humanity. Any claim that biblical wisdom is superior to all others, on the grounds 

that it is in the Bible and thus divinely revealed in contrast to other foreign wisdom 

traditions, is absolutely invalid. It is Wisdom's willingness to borrow and to share with other 

wisdom traditions that must determine our perspective on those whose culture and religion 

may differ from ours, but whose humanity is something we share. Jesus' endorsement of  the 

so-called Golden Rule, a Wisdom principle common to all the major religious and 

humanistic traditions, demonstrates the core value in all human and thus sacred 

relationships. A deeper appreciation of Wisdom's place in Israel's life may encourage us to 

acknowledge the divine in “the other,” no matter what their “religious” heritage might be. 

 

3. Wisdom deals with the uncertainties of human life 

 It is important to the Wisdom movement that it recognise that not all questions raised by our 

experience of being human can be answered. Life is a mystery and there is so much that we 

cannot know, discover or explain. For the author of Ecclesiastes, death – and especially 

premature death – is one of the most disturbing issues to be confronted. What happens after 

death is the ultimate question, but it cannot be answered because Wisdom's empirical 

methodology precludes any meaningful answer. We have to remain agnostic. Ecclesiastes' 

author raises all kinds of other issues that he has observed or experienced, and to which he 

finds no answer – it's all enigmatic, and beyond human comprehension. Even Job in the end 

has to acknowledge his ignorance before the awesome God. The Book of Job (originally 

almost certainly built around an old Edomite story) has been used by its Israelite editor as 

the basis for a discussion of the relationship between a traumatic human experience and 

divine punishment, a debate between Deuteronomic theology and practical wisdom. Any 

theology that simplistically believes it has the answers to life's enigmas – claiming such and 

such as God's will - is utterly misleading. The confidence in knowing the divine will and 

intention shown by the prophets, rooted in their notion of a God who rewards and punishes 

human activity, is not the world-view of the Wisdom movement. It would rather claim - “we 

know what we can know; we know also what we cannot know; so acknowledge both.”  

Perhaps this is why God is little mentioned in the more critical Wisdom books, Job and 

Ecclesiastes. 

 

4.  Wisdom's advice is always relative and situational, not absolute 

 Whereas biblical Law was couched in prescriptive format “Thou shalt (not)...,” Wisdom's 

advice was always conditional; its suggestion for the wisest conduct depended on factors 

within each specific situation. Prov 26:4-5 (“Do not answer fools according to their folly, or 

you will be a fool yourself; Answer fools according to their folly or they will be wise in 

their own eyes”).  Juxtaposing these two seemingly contradictory statements is good 

evidence for Wisdom's contextual advice. Other literary forms that play a similar role are 

the so-called “Better”-forms in which one action is viewed as preferred over, or 

demonstrably wiser than, another – and there are many of these in Proverbs and Eccl. This 

kind of relativism points away from dogmatism, mono-cultural, mono-religious advice, 

since what is wise and commendable behaviour in any one setting depends on numerous 

factors unique to that situation or person. To those looking for some kind of immutable 

absolute or fail-safe advice it can be quite threatening and unnerving to confront this reality. 

One reaction is like that of Deuteronomy – a clear and B&W standpoint that overlooks the 

many shades of grey. But a mature theology and approach to life must aim to deal with the 



vagaries of human existence and relative good – seek the best or at least the better way. 

While for many it is vital that they have good clear guidelines legislated on how to conduct 

themselves, on what to believe, this is a profound challenge. And to those for whom the 

Bible has all the answers no matter what the issue, this Wisdom principle is unacceptable. 

Inevitably Wisdom's perspective cannot find a place in so much Christian theology, the goal 

of which is to define, to set boundaries, to imprison rather than to set free. 

 

5. Wisdom does not focus on Israel's unique historical memory 

 Perhaps the most interesting feature of the Israelite Wisdom material is the fact that what 

one usually considers a corner-stone of the biblical record, a  focus on past events and 

personalities, is completely lacking. Israel's God YHWH does appear in the literature, but 

more often than not God is referred to simply by the generic Semitic term El/'elohim. Nor is 

there any mention of the ancestors Abraham and his descendants, nothing of Moses, nor 

David, nor the prophets or priests. And of real interest is the absence of any messianic 

notion.  Events that are supposed to be central to Israel's self-awareness and historical 

identity such as the patriarchal wanderings (the Credo in Josh 24)  and the gift of a land, the 

Exodus (Deut 6:21-24), Davidic kingship, the Exile of Israel and then Judah, or other 

supposedly key events are all completely ignored. Even if we grant that they were somehow 

there in the background, they play no overt role in dealing with daily life; they provide no 

context for responding to the vagaries of communal existence. It makes it quite clear that 

Israel's sages had a true sense of belonging within the community without focusing so much 

on those “historical” moments that concern modern exegetes and theologians. We can 

perhaps think of this lack of focus on past events and personalities as complementing the 

universal nature of the Wisdom tradition – a common humanity transcends Israel's specific 

and unique historical memory. Thus inevitably there is no mention of the theological theme 

of Israel's being “chosen” as YHWH's special people; Wisdom does not operate with a 

covenant theology that separates Israel from the rest of humanity. Wisdom's focus is 

elsewhere, so whatever it was that gave the community its sense of who and what it was 

may well rest upon something other than these historical traditions. In other words, any OT 

or biblical theology should look more broadly for its “core concept” than fixing on 

“Covenant” - though perhaps we may find that there is no such thing as a “Core” concept 

that for the Sage defines the people of God. Diversity is of its essence, and that must surely 

impact on any Theological schema we wish to adopt..  

 

6.  Wisdom's God is Creator, not Saviour 

 Correlated with the above is the fact that God, when spoken of, is referred to as Creator, not 

Saviour/Redeemer. The absence of both the Exodus and Return from Exile themes, for 

example, illustrates that the Wisdom material does not concern itself with the so-called “acts 

of God.” God, for the Sage, appears not to be a “God who acts” in Israel's daily life, whether 

that be to punish or bless, depending on one's conformity or lack of conformity to the 

demands of the Law. Although God as Redeemer might be a basic platform in the prophetic 

world-view, it is not a feature of Wisdom literature. Natural disasters, illnesses, or attacks 

from foreign armies, for the Sages of Israel are not God's means of punishing Israel. This 

Deuteronomic perspective is totally absent. God is Creator – as in Job's final soliloquy, or 

Ecclesiates' final comments in 12:1, 7. God does not lead, God does not guide, God does not 

rescue or heal. The interventionist God of the prophets is denied a place in the Wisdom 

world-view. His ways are unknown. It is the “awesomeness of YHWH” as Creator that 

underpins Wisdom's view of the world. Of course, this will then open up the concept of 



Wisdom as Sophia, the agent of Creation in Proverbs 1-9. 

 

7. Wisdom has its own in-built rewards 

 If Wisdom's focus is not on a God as a superhuman Being who acts in history to punish or 

reward, what then is the relationship between one's actions and possible outcomes? For 

Wisdom, every human action has its own in-built reward or punishment. A certain kind of 

action, a life-style, is likely to have a related outcome. One course of action may lead to a 

better or even best outcome. However, one always has to bear in mind that there is no 

certain cause and effect connection here.  Following the advice or instruction of the Sage 

and living accordingly should bring harmony, happiness for oneself and one's family, life 

and healing. This is more hope than promise but this outcome is presented as the result of 

years of empirical observation and experience – it need not depend on some esoteric 

revelation for it to be validated. However, it is always tempered by reality – whereas the 

Deuteronomic tradition believed there was an inevitable and fixed relationship between 

obeying the law and what it regarded as divine blessings or curses (as in the case of Job's 

“comforters”). These outcomes were grounded in its notion of a God who intervenes in 

human affairs to reward or to punish. However, the Wisdom movement knew that it was not 

always going to work out the way the Deuteronomists promised; it was always going to be a 

case of percentages!  There was for the Sage always the possibility that things would not 

work out exactly as hoped or expected on every occasion, hence for Ecclesiastes the enigma 

of the non-sequiter, the inexplicable outcome, the enigma. This was the reality – Good 

things happened to bad people, and bad things happened to good people!   BUT, for the 

most part, following wisdom's advice would reward a person with what was better, if not 

best. Certainly, God had nothing to do with the outcome. Nor would prayer change the 

outcome. 

  
8    Wisdom shows little interest in religious/liturgical activity. 

Apart from a comment in Ecc. 5:1-2 urging caution when thinking of joining any religious 

activity, and that no vow should be made that cannot be fulfilled (5:4-6), there is virtually no 

other mention in Israel's Wisdom literature of how one should engage in its religious life. 

The 3-4 references to worship or sacrifice in Proverbs all promote justice and righteous 

living above offering sacrifices. That is not to say that such offerings were unimportant, but 

that one's life and intentions were far more important than participating in any religious 

activity. Israel's Law and the preaching of prophets like Micah are in total harmony with this 

Wisdom principle, the absolute priority of justice and compassion, of life over religion – see 

Prov 1:3; 2:9. One of the problems in assessing Israelite religion is that the bulk of the 

biblical record stems from the priestly and religious leadership, whereas for the bulk of the 

population religious activity was syncretistic, the worship of various local gods, and a 

religious activity that sought the gods' help and support. The domestication of YHWH as 

their tribal god came later in Israel's life. But throughout the period of religious evolution 

the Sages counselled  an approach to living that put religion in second place.  

 

The great divide that we see between church attendance on the one hand and a manner of 

living that we have to deal with today is no different from what the Sages and prophets of 

Israel addressed. Then, in Jesus the Sage, in his orthopraxy, we again see this basic principle 

- that the essence of a life of devotion both to the divine and to the neighbour lies in love, 

compassion and justice for and toward all.  What passes for religious activity in many 

Christian communities today more often than not fails this test. And a Christian theology 



that places such an emphasis on hard-edged orthodoxy that can only divide and pass 

judgment on others also fails the test advocated by Israel's Wisdom tradition.   

 

These Sages were fully integrated into their community. They knew the tradition, the 

covenants and the national story, yet they represent a perspective on their community and its 

world-view, one that was more critical of certain more “theoretical” aspects of that world.  

Certain traditions were for them very much in the background, while in the foreground was 

a view of life that was intensely practical and whose “theology,” if that is what it was, was 

rooted in personal and community experience of the daily grind. 

 

So when we come to consider where the Wisdom perspective might touch a Progressive 

Christian one, we can see that there are many potential points of contact.  

a. Fundamental, it seems to me, is the need to be observant and reflective on ordinary daily  

 life as it meets us or confronts us. Life is the real source of any theology, that is 

 where we encounter the divine – in our relationships, within nature, in sufferings and 

 so on – that is where GOD is. Any Theology has to deal with human reality; it is not 

 about conforming to any  prescribed system. Wisdom Theology is anything but 

 Systematic! 

b. G-O-D is not an external being, an interventionist, whether as Judge or Saviour;  

c.  Righteous and Just living, driven by Love and Compassion, is one 's life goal . 

d. Formal worship and religious activity in a narrow sense play a very minor role in life 

with the divine. Worship is in our awe of the Creator and Creation itself. 

e.  Situations and Circumstances determine what is right or best rather than the demand that 

 we conform to some absolute or immutable position, whether in faith or ethics. As 

 circumstances and knowledge grow or change so might our advice or counsel. 

f.  The universality of our humanity needs to be affirmed.  This will then determine how we 

 relate  to “the other” -  claims for an exclusive relationship with the divine have no 

 place, and thus claims for one's own faith as superior and exclusive are absurd.  

g.  Any theology must be flexible, acknowledging the limits of human language and 

 concepts, always open to new insights from even the most unexpected sources.  

 There is no such thing as heresy!  

h.  Remaining agnostic about Life after Death 

i. Christian Mission is not about “fishing for new recruits for Heaven,” but about 

 sharing one's experience of life, about sharing wisdom derived from practical 

 experience of and with the  divine. 

j.  Any theology should assist us in avoiding human folly and unwise action rather than 

 railing against sin, whether “original” or any other kind - Jesus presented as the Sage, 

 as an  example of a sacrificial life-style to be followed  rather than as a sacrifice for 

 human evil. (Jesus' life as the focus, not just his death, or his supposed resurrection) 

 And there are probably many more that we can explore together. 

 

If I may conclude with one note that affirms the universality of Wisdom, and that is to 

acknowledge that one's own culture and religion is the vital context in which one does 

theology, but that it is also the “prison” within which one works. For most of us, “Christian 

theology” as we have it today is essentially a product of the West. Despite the recent 

development of Feminist theology, Colonialist theology, Liberation theology, and such like 

new approaches, theology still remains largely within the thought-world of European 

philosophy and culture, no matter where it is encountered. It is still imprisoned within a 



world-view determined by early church and Reformation thought-forms, or in many and 

perhaps a growing number of cases, indebted to US-style  Fundamentalist dogmatism.  

Church mission and expansion into the so-called Third World since the 19
th

 cent. has often 

resulted in the creation of mini-forms of Western churches with their attendant thought 

patterns, liturgies, dress, hymns, polity and theologies. And it is still a goal for most Third-

World theologs to study at a higher level in the West where this pattern almost certainly will 

be reinforced. Living and working within other cultures, or working with those from other 

cultures within our midst, hopefully will give opportunities and insights to anyone sensitive 

to the problem to re-assess the cultural prison we are in. Progressive Christianity should be 

able to give us a new freedom to find a way forward along the lines of Wisdom's world-

view, since Wisdom is a universal phenomenon and many cultures more ancient than those 

of the West have a deep and rich Wisdom tradition from which to draw. Here is a source to 

enrich our Western theological perspectives with their wisdom, and help us to appreciate the 

divine within “the other.” It will also help to build bridges to those other traditions and for 

them to acknowledge the divine in their midst rather than aping the Western models. 

Affirming the Wisdom tradition of other cultures as a divine gift liberates, and encourages 

theologies or world-views that begin to make sense at an emotional level to those whose 

roots lie deep within the soil of non-Western cultures. As I have said elsewhere, a Chinese 

Christian Theology should smell and taste like a good Chinese meal, not like Barthian 

sauerkraut. A people's Wisdom Tradition is the best avenue to ensure that that can happen. 


