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Summary of Essay:  

 

Jesus, whatever else he was, was a Sage. His pithy sayings and parables indicate that he belonged to 

the ancient Israelite Wisdom tradition. That tradition must have been fully integrated into Israel's 

broad theological scene, but modern Christian theologians have found it nigh on impossible to 

incorporate that tradition into their theological structures. This is perhaps more true of the Protestant 

or Reformed tradition than of the Roman, but the overwhelming problem for Christian theology 

generally is that the Wisdom perspective cannot be made to fit into its narrower view. This is 

because of the essential nature of the Wisdom perspective given its international, and seemingly 

more “secular” approach to its advice, dependent upon shared human experience rather than on an 

external source of revelation. The essay will look at the many issues raised by Israel's Wisdom 

tradition and its possible contribution to a more “progressive” theology. 

 

Essay: 

 

Many years ago during my doctoral studies at Princeton I took a seminar on the Book of 

Ecclesiastes with Prof Jim Armstrong. Wisdom literature had not been a serious part of my OT 

studies until that time, other than a cursory study of Job. Proverbs, and especially Ecclesiastes 

(Qoheleth), were not really on the theological radar, mine or most others. However, from that period 

on, Qoheleth became the focus of my thesis research and subsequently I published a commentary on 

it (Sheffield Press), authored the UBS Translator's Handbook on Ecclesiastes, and had many articles 

on it published in scholarly journals. I have lived with Qoheleth for these many years, and come to 

the view that Qoheleth and the Wisdom literature generally must be given a much more significant 

place in the theological endeavour than it has usually had to date. Two of the reasons for my interest  

are the impact it has had on my own theological understanding and development, and the fact that it 

turns on its head the theology with which I began this journey. Theology does not stem only from 

the mystical source of divine revelation, as seems to be the more widely held perception in 

Reformed circles. Life, our individual experience of the human condition, is Wisdom's primary 

source of theology; life with its enigmas, its uncertainty, its ambivalence, is where a theology can be 

discovered or worked out independent of the magic of visions and auditions. A theology that 

originates in “revelation” (as traditionally defined) cannot cope with the vagaries of the human 

experience. And if a theology or theological system is imposed on life from outside yet cannot 

begin to answer some of life's questions, then it is largely irrelevant. “Systematic” theology, by its 

very definition and nature is unable to cope with the unpredictable, the real life-issues addressed in 

Wisdom literature. Wisdom defies any attempt to impose order upon it. 

 

Jeremiah 18:18 refers to a situation in Israel in which the prophet is in conflict with his opponents. 



Among other things, the text points to three roles within his contemporary society with the words, 

“the law shall not perish from the priest, nor counsel from the wise, nor the word from the prophet.” 

Apart from the king, these three personalities played a key role in the ordering of early Israelite 

society. Each had a status and a particular mode of accessing the divine; each had a unique sphere 

of service. It would be difficult to assign relative values to each of these roles, as the priest belonged 

to a well-ordered caste, while the prophet was often a solitary and occasional figure, generally 

critical of much in society. The general perception, certainly within the Christian tradition, is that 

the priest and prophet played a more significant role than the Sage, but the prophet is seen as 

playing a much more significant role than that of the priest, no doubt because of the NT Gospel's 

focus on what it considers the “fulfilment” of certain OT “prophetic” texts within the life of Jesus.  

Whether that evaluation reflects reality is a moot point since it depends on the particular bias within 

the Christian tradition, and the sheer volume of material in the priestly and prophetic categories.  

Nevertheless, the Sage and the Wisdom movement in many respects probably has a longer history 

than that of either the priest or prophet, given that individual and collective wisdom relates to how 

one should live in community. Parents were to teach their children, and in informal contexts as well, 

pass on their experience and family traditions; this was early Wisdom at work. Along with a Sages' 

more formal advice based on observations and collective experience these must therefore have been 

among the earliest factors contributing to Israel's social cohesion, pre-dating the rise of the priestly 

caste and the prophetic movement that came to prominence during the period of Israel's kings, then 

largely faded after the return from Babylonian exile. The advice contained within Wisdom literature 

is ageless and enduring, whereas the priestly system theoretically derived from the time of Moses, 

while the prophetic contribution came later still. So the body of ancient Wisdom material, especially 

that found in Proverbs, needs to be taken seriously as a fundamental part of Israel's culture, even 

though the location of the Wisdom books in the third section of the Tanak might suggest a lesser 

status than that  subsequently given the Law and Prophets. And if the dating of Qoheleth can be 

placed in the 3
rd

 to 2
nd

 century BCE, then Wisdom books were continuing to be written/edited long 

after priestly and some prophetic materials had been set down. All this is without considering the 

fact that Prov 1-9 speaks of Wisdom/Sophia being the first of God's creative acts; indeed, some 

texts have Wisdom pre-dating Creation. 

 

The Sage was responsible for giving practical advice; the role was essentially that of a teacher. 

Sages were shrewd men who knew from tradition and personal experience what might be the best 

way of dealing with any situation that arose. We can presume that in many cases kings sought and 

followed their practical advice, while prophets evaluated actions and policy based on the claim of a 

divine source for their advice. The kings' desire to make treaties with powerful neighbours, Egypt or 

Assyria, may well have been on a Sage's counsel, while prophets regularly opposed such on the 

basis of a word from Yahweh (e.g.  Isa 7). The Sages were the nation's counsellors, as well as 

educators of the younger generation, and as such their role alongside that of the priest who 

regulated the people's religious observance and the prophet who evaluated national and civic policy, 

was profoundly significant. Conflicting advice from those in each of these roles was at times almost 

inevitable given the difference in their source of “revelation.” 

 

Christian theology has traditionally found it difficult to know what to do with the Wisdom literature, 

how to integrate it into its system(s).  There are several reasons for this difficulty: (1) one relates to 

the emphasis in Reformed thinking and the so-called Biblical Theology Movement upon the “God 

who acts.” In this view, a distant Being intervenes in the affairs of humanity and Israel's story is told 

in terms of that so-called Salvation History; (2) another is the Covenant theology that provides the 

framework for Israel's perception of its relationship to the divine, but which appears to play no overt 

role in the world-view of the Wisdom literature;  (3) a Christocentric view of the two Testaments 

and its valuing of the first Testament as little more than a pointer to Jesus; (4) the emphasis on 

Scripture as divine revelation and the downplaying of “natural” theology (if it was given any place 

at all) or knowing God from within the created order. Wisdom cannot be made to fit within the 



categories prioritised by traditional Reformed theology, and since Wisdom appears to play little 

overt role in NT, apart from noting Jesus' many wise sayings, we can see how insignificant Wisdom 

literature has been viewed as being by most Christian biblical scholars. Preconceptions as to what 

constitutes the Bible's core theology work against finding Wisdom's place in Israel's universe. The 

great Gerhard von Rad who could not offer a place for Wisdom in his 2-volume OT Theology, 

chose to write a stand-alone volume Wisdom in Israel, acknowledging that wisdom represented a 

different method of doing theology, one that marked it off from that offered by Salvation History. 

Inevitably, then, in its attempt to relate theologically to the material in the Tanak, the Christian 

community has favoured the Prophet over the Sage, while also downplaying the priestly material's 

value. Wisdom has been excluded from serious consideration because of this theological bias. 

 

Here I want to make a case for the importance of Wisdom Literature's perspective as a balance 

against the later Xn theology developed by Paul and others subsequent to Jesus' death and 

“resurrection.”  

 

Wisdom derives from observation of and reflection upon human experience rather than from a more 

esoteric aural and visual source of revelation.  

Wisdom is universal and not confined to Israel.  

It is rooted in the vagaries of human life.  

It offers counsel that is not absolute as in the Law, but always relative.  

It refers to God only marginally, if at all, and then only in the general sense, rarely in specific 

Israelite terms.  

It plays down “sacred history,” with no mention of the Exodus and other foundational national 

events and personalities (e.g. kings in general, not any specific king).  

Its concept of God is as Creator, not Saviour.  

It shows little interest in liturgical or religious practice.   

In other words it appears to be quite secular, challenging the notion of biblical inspiration and 

revelation by an external deity; it looks more like good common sense drawn from practical human 

experience. Yet we do need to acknowledge that Israel's Sages were nevertheless important 

members of their Yahwistic culture, so that their experience, reflections and conclusions have also 

to be seen through that lens. The question will always be – how integrated was Yahwistic faith with 

their experience of daily life? Did they in fact feel the tension that seems inherent? Sages certainly 

did offer advice that went against the basic theology of the deuteronomic school; and how relevant 

was their presumed participation in the religious life of the community? How then did Sage relate to 

Priest and Prophet?  

 

In recognising the Sage's place within the religio-cultural world of ancient Israel, we need to 

understand how the Sage might have viewed a statement such as Prov 1:7, “the fear of the Lord is 

the beginning of wisdom.”  This key phrase requires unpacking since it plays a central role in the 

book of Proverbs. The construct form yirath-yhwh, typically rendered “fear of Yhwh,” is a 

subjective genitive construction and as such refers to “Yahweh's awesomeness,” similar 

syntactically to the familiar debar-yhwh, the “word of the Lord,” meaning YHWH's word.  It is not 

in the first instance an individual's awe of YHWH, though this is the almost universal rendering of 

the phrase in Bible translations and an all-too-common interpretation to which it has given rise. It 

follows the same syntax as used in the phrase debar-yhwh which is not one's word to/for YHWH 

but that which derives from YHWH.  In the phrase yirath-yhwh it is YHWH's awesome nature that 

is the focus. Recognising that divine quality of “awesomeness,” then becomes starting point or the 

priority (re'shit) in the task or process of acquiring wisdom.  

 

Yahweh as Creator, the awesome one whose handiwork was a source of knowledge, was the 

mystery in whose presence a meaningful life was to be lived out. So for the Sage, that reverent 

attitude towards the one acknowledged as the awesome Creator was fundamental to becoming wise. 



It was not a matter of believing things about that one, nor is it worship, but simply a profound 

awareness of the mystery of “being” in everyday life and experience, for it is within that experience 

that wisdom for living originates.  

 

Let's then look in more detail at the biblical texts of Job, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes (Qoheleth). [For 

the moment I am not considering the extra-biblical books of Ecclesiasticus and Wisdom of 

Solomon] For this exercise  it is vitally important to allow the texts themselves to speak, so the 

methodology adopted is to describe the important features that the material itself exhibits without 

reference to any doctrinal preconceptions or assumptions as to the nature of the text as Scripture, be 

that Jewish or Christian.  These several Wisdom books have been given a place within the canon, 

perhaps rather reluctantly and for the slightest of reasons in the case of Qoheleth – it is only the 

final editorial note in 12:13 (Fear God, and keep his commandments; for this is the whole duty of 

man. For God will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil.) 

that finally won it a home within the Jewish canon. These three books then represent one view 

within the range of sanctioned theologies present in the Jewish canon. Later Christian theology has 

sought to impose a Christological twist upon them that we want to ignore for the sake of seeing the 

books within their right context. Only then can we begin to consider whether, and if so how, they 

might be drawn into any wider Christian thought-world. 

---------------- 

 

1.   For wisdom teachers, theology begins from within the lived situation common to all humanity; 

it does not begin with revealed “truth,” divine-originated law, or any esoteric source of knowledge. 

Theology for the Sage is something that can be discovered from within the experiences of any who 

are prepared to reflect on his/her daily encounters with other human beings or with the natural 

environment. It is the experience of life that creates a view of the divine, rather than the other way 

around; life's unanswered and unanswerable questions should prevent positing a God, the nature of 

which is inconsistent with this reality. The notion of a divine being who is loving or just, omniscient 

and omnipotent, must contend with experiences of life in which things happen that seriously 

question the validity and usefulness of such concepts. Why do evil and calamitous things happen to 

folk without any apparent reason or justification? Where is God's justice when the innocent suffer, 

the evil escape punishment, and natural disasters occur that have nothing to do with human 

stupidity, sin or injustice? The notion of an interventionist deity, the corner-stone of Theism, 

involves acceptance of or commitment to a capricious being whose interventions, or lack of them, 

defy any principle of justice and morality.  When justice is not seen to be done in the here-and-now, 

projecting any divine justice to an imagined after-life in “heaven” is deceptive and very cold 

comfort for the one suffering injustice now. No wonder most of the Psalms are Psalms of Lament, 

cries to God from the depths of despair and frustration (see Psa 22:1). This is the lived reality for all 

of us. The moments we sense that God has abandoned us, of being completely disregarded, these 

are part and parcel of common human experience, and a theology that does not arise from within 

that experience and seek a meaningful dialogue with it, is of little relevance.  

 

2    Wisdom is universal, global, not restricted to any one culture, and certainly not confined to 

ancient Israel. Since human experience is a shared reality, we each one have to deal with matters of 

life and death; how to relate to others within our society to ensure that society runs as smoothly as 

possible and for the benefit of all; how to raise our children to ensure that they are good citizens, 

and so on. There is very little that is culture- or religion-specific, for all humans, past, present and 

future, have to confront and deal with the realities of daily life in this world. It is probably true that 

most cultures reach similar conclusions about how to cope with life, though each will express their 

conclusions within the parameters of that particular culture and its religious framework; each has 

determined what a meaningful life within that society is, and how it might be achieved. The Golden 

Rule, treating others the way one would like to be treated, whether expressed in positive or negative 

mode, seems to be the foundation of all civilised cultures, not just that of ancient Israel. 



 

Israelite wisdom was fully aware of the international dimension of the movement as is seen in the 

fact that it shared ideas and conclusions common with its neighbouring cultures, Egypt, Assyria, 

Babylon and later Persia. Proverbs 22:17—24:22 is modelled on the Thirty Sayings from the 

Egyptian “Instruction of Amen-emope,” while the influence from Babylonian and earlier wisdom 

traditions upon Israel cannot be denied. The Book of Job is a parable apparently based on an 

Edomite story since its cast of characters, Job and his “comforters,” all bear Edomite names - yet 

Job is nevertheless described by his Israelite editor as a man who was “blameless and upright, one 

who feared God, and turned away from evil.” He was more upright than any other (Job 1:1, 8).  

There is then a tacit acknowledgement that wisdom is a shared treasure that extends across all 

national and cultural borders, while expressing itself within the language and world-view of each 

individual community. 

 

This international dimension of the wisdom movement raises biblical Wisdom out of the culture- 

and religion-specific world of one cultural group, that of ancient Israel. Claims for the uniqueness 

of the Bible as seen in the Biblical Theology Movement and in conservative Christian circles 

generally, that claim an inherent superiority for the biblical material because of its alleged superior 

source, namely divine revelation – it is God's Word! - are threatened by this aspect of the Wisdom 

movement. Hence Wisdom's written legacy has usually been given little recognition by Xn 

theologians. On the other hand, recognising that this material and its universally-grounded advice is 

present within the Bible should help broaden our view of the notion of “revelation.” In other words, 

if there is such a thing as divine revelation, it is certainly not confined to the Bible or to biblical 

culture. 

 

Further, it is a fact that some of the literary forms adopted by biblical Wisdom are to be found in 

other neighbouring cultures, as well as sayings with similar content. While correspondence in topic 

and in advice given is to be expected across different cultures, the fact that literary forms might be 

similar is fascinating. Within the ANE world literary forms were certainly borrowed or shared 

between cultures such that it is not always possible to know who borrowed from whom. The book 

of Proverbs, in what appears to be a non-Israelite source within the collection – the words of Agur - 

contains a number of sayings that belong to the x, x+1 “mathematical” category (Prov 30:7-9, 15-

16, 18-19, 21-23, 24-28, 29-31), and there are variations of the form in Qoh 4:9-12. Essentially, this 

form presents an opening statement in an initial x, x+1 introductory format, that is it notes list of 

two or three, three or four, six or seven items with a certain common characteristic, and then lists 

what those items are. In classical Chinese culture of the 5
th

 cent BCE, roughly contemporary with 

much biblical wisdom,  Confucius's Analects contain a number of very similar mathematical forms. 

So at even this literary level we can appreciate the universality of the wisdom perspective and 

consider its implications for Xn theology. 

 

3     Related to the international or universal dimension of wisdom literature is the fact that the 

biblical Wisdom literature does not dwell on those traditional historical components of Israel's life 

that underpin much of its other literature.  

Personalities from Israel's past such as Abraham, Moses, David and Solomon, the prophets, all so 

prominent in the rest of the literature, are not mentioned in Wisdom books. [It may be true that the 

author/editor of Ecclesiastes hints at a mention of Solomon and David, and Solomon is referred to 

in editor-supplied headings as a collector of some of the sayings in Proverbs.] There is of course an 

Israelite tradition that Solomon (the old fool with his countless wives and girlfriends!) was a major 

sponsor of Israelite wisdom, but that has no impact on the content of the material. So personalities 

are absent. 

Events, even Israel's foundational events, such as the Exodus, the Conquest of Canaan, the 

institution of covenants (whether “eternal” through Abraham and David, or “conditional” through 

Moses), the establishment of the kingdom, Israel as God's chosen people and such, do not appear to 



be of any concern in the main body of biblical wisdom material or in related hymnic material, such 

as Psa 104, either. They may of course be background cultural assumptions, but they do not feature 

in the literature itself. This means that the “them” and “us” mentality of Israel within its 

geographical context cannot be found within this literature, so there is no place given to 

nationalistic or xenophobic ideas such as feature in the Deuteronomic material, for example, in the 

prophetic oracles against foreign nations, or the Divine Warrior theme in Deutero-Isaiah. To this 

extent, wisdom material is timeless or ageless, it is ahistorical, grounded in all humanity's shared 

lived experience. 

 

A corollary of this lack of focus on the national and historical is that it raises serious doubts for the 

notion of a God who intervenes in human history, and with a special commitment to the people of 

Israel. The Wisdom literature does not refer in any overt way to the claim that God has especially 

chosen Israel. The Sage who investigates the human condition, who reflects on what he sees about 

him and on his own experience, comes to conclusions about the divine that do not look to events as 

moments in which God acted to rescue or punish. What he does express is that human actions 

contain within themselves outcomes that are sometimes consistent with what one would like to 

expect – namely, that at times righteous persons and actions do receive or lead to an outcome that is 

consistent with good behaviour - God's blessing. On the other hand, there are also many situations 

in which good and righteous acts do not receive the kind of reward that one would like to see, and, 

which according to deuteronomic theory, one should expect (Qoh 8:10-11, 14-17; 9:11-12). 

 

It goes without saying that this perspective within Wisdom cannot be easily set alongside a  

theology that sees God as the divine Being who intervenes in national, community and individual 

lives, who answers (sometimes) prayer requests, who rescues and redeems, who punishes and 

rewards. While the difficult issue of theodicy has always been a challenge for those who have 

accepted the notion of a divine being who acts in human history, the wisdom perspective of human 

actions that have in-built rewards or punishments cannot answer the question finally either. This is 

because significant works such as Job and Qoheleth recognise that there is no certain answer to the 

problem of the relationship between one's actions and their outcome; wisdom refuses to subscribe to 

a simplistic response to the question, and favours ambiguity or ignorance. Hence Qoheleth's cry that 

many life-situations were inexplicable, enigmatic, hevel (NOT vanity), like trying to shepherd the 

wind. 

 

4    Wisdom is relative not absolute. We begin with a good example of the way wisdom offers its 

advice – Prov 26:4-5: 
v4    Answer not a fool according to his folly,  

 lest you be like him yourself.  
v5    Answer a fool according to his folly,  

 lest he be wise in his own eyes.  

Circumstances determine what is the appropriate response to any given situation; the wise person 

knows when to speak and when to remain silent. This recalls the poem in Qoh 7:1-13 that speaks of 

appropriate times and conditions for given actions. Israel's legal material, on the other hand, 

presents as absolutes – it uses imperative verb forms in either positive “thou shalt...” or negative 

“thou shalt not...” mode, or as a series of conditional offerings (the “if...then...” form). The principle 

of relativity is fundamental to the wisdom perspective and so is a significant balance to the 

authoritarian, prescriptive approach to life found in the legal and prophetic material. For many Xns, 

this relative-as-against-absolute perspective may be troubling as it countenances uncertainty, 

advocates situational ethics, and leaves the waters somewhat muddied instead of offering clear-cut 

and decisive instructions as to what is right and wrong. In fact, “right” and “wrong” as black-and-

white categories, typical of Deuteronomy, are clearly problematic; wisdom rather points to “the 

better” or “best” as options, the wise and unwise course (Pro 16:8; 17:1, 12 for example), with even 

those options dependent upon specific circumstances. Qoheleth generally prefers the comparative 



forms “Better is this than that,” found also but less frequently in Proverbs, and “There is nothing 

better than...” to summarise many of his conclusions (2:24).  

 

So which values determine what is the better course of action? What are the criteria by which the 

Sage determined a certain action or attitude to be wise, and worthy to be commended to others? 

Perhaps Pro 1:3; 2:9 is a reasonable place to start, especially as the collection begins at this point -  

it refers to “righteousness, justice and equity” as the 3 cornerstones of wisdom, insight and wise 

behaviour.  In other words, what Israel's Law demanded of the people also underpins its Wisdom 

movement as well, not to mention the prophetic. Although the biblical legal requirements are 

theoretically derived from divine command, in the case of the Sages their value is grounded in 

experience – justice and equity had over time demonstrated that they are the fundamental grounds 

for a personal and community life, the foundation and guiding principles that underpin a wise 

society. Wisdom is to this extent at one with the Law and the prophets; all three stand on common 

ground in recognising that citizens need to be just and righteous in their dealings with one another. 

A truly wise person will honour the other, treating them with justice and respect. 

 

5     Biblical Wisdom literature speaks of God in terms of the generic 'elohim, that somewhat 

ambiguous plural form of the noun 'el, the form found throughout the literature of Israel's Semitic 

neighbours. El was the primary deity in the Canaanite pantheon, and the biblical evidence that the 

Israelites' earlier religious context lay within this same world is overwhelming. Worship of 'el-'elyon 

(the High God) and 'el-shaddai (God Almighty) that characterised the religion of the ancestors 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Gen 14:19-22; Exo 6:2-3) makes it very difficult to argue that early 

Israelite religion had little in common with that wider Semitic world. Patriarchal religion was of one 

piece with its roots in Mesopotamia. The biblical evidence is incontrovertible – patriarchal culture – 

it was not organised as a “religion” -  was founded upon the worship of El; so it was this god, not 

YHWH,  to whom they attributed the call to migrate from Mesopotamia south into Canaan and then 

on into Egypt; it was this god whom they believed gave them that land, though the land claim most 

likely comes from a much later time since they never owned anything but the burial plot for Sarah 

that Abraham purchased from a local landowner in Hebron.  When Jacob identifies the pillar he sets 

up in Bethel as “the house of God/the gods (beth-'elohim Gen 28:17-22) we see again that 

patriarchal religion was grounded in practices and ideas common with those of the entire Canaanite 

region. The lower level gods ('elohim) of early Semitic religion were an integral part of that 

patriarchal religious matrix, as is further evident in the strange myth from Gen 6:1-4 that tells of 

“the sons of the gods (bene-ha'elohim) who saw that the daughters of men were fair; and they took 

to wife such of them as they chose” (6:2). The note in Gen 4:26 that as early as the time of Seth's 

birth people “began to call upon the name of the Lord” can only be explained as a reading back into 

the earliest times what later became YHWH religion. It reflects the understanding within Israelite 

religion during the 6
th

 cent BCE when Israel's many early traditions were being compiled into what 

became Torah.  There seems to be no other reasonable conclusion to reach but that continuing use 

of the word 'elohim for the divine entity, even after the religion became monotheistic sometime 

around the 6
th

 century BCE, simply reflects a carry-over from that early religious context.   

 

The Mosaic injunction (Exo 20:2-3) that Israel not worship these “other gods/ 'elohim,” whichever 

they were,  did not involve abandoning the use of the term 'elohim  in parallel or in combination 

with the new name YHWH . YHWH 'elohim simply became, for most people, the coalescence of 

the gods previously known and worshipped and known as 'el and ba'al.  If the tradition is correct 

(and there is no reason to doubt it) then the formation of the descendants of Abraham into the 

“people of Israel” that began at the Exodus required a new name for its god, now to be YHWH, as 

an essential part of its self-identification. YHWH  religion that was to mark their uniqueness as a 

people, however, continued to use the religious language of patriarchal times, adding the name 

YHWH to 'elohim. It is exemplified in its continuing use of Canaanite mythological language and 

of Baal-worship in both popular and official religion through the period of the Exile and following 



(Hos 2:16-17; 11:2). In fact, Babylonian and Persian influence in religious language and concepts 

after the Exile indicates that Israelite religion was always syncretistic, or at least heavily influenced 

by neighbouring ideas and expressed in similar language. 

 

One possible exception to the principle that Israelite Wisdom literature prefers 'elohim/'el/'eloah 

over YHWH is the Book of Proverbs ('elohim used only 9 times; YHWH 87 times). Texts such as 

Prov 1:7; 16:33 reflect this minority use, but in the case of Job and Qoheleth it is indisputable that if 

and when Wisdom literature refers to the divine, it does so only with the most general, non-specific, 

universal term relating to those “lesser” gods, the 'elohim.  It is also arguable that certain proverbs 

now found in Prov 1-9  indicate that they have been re-interpreted to fit with Yahwistic orthodoxy and 

that this accounts for the use of the divine name YHWH within the current collection (see Norman 

Habel, ‘The Symbolism of Wisdom in Proverbs 1-9,’ in Interpretation, April 1972) . 
 

Within the ANE wisdom material each tribal or national group would have located its god(s) within 

its own cultural tradition. Nevertheless, the overlap offered by a cultural heritage Israel shared with 

its neighbours meant that it was relatively easy for ideas and traditions to cross boundaries that 

might otherwise prevent sharing. It is no secret, as archaeology has confirmed, that throughout the 

period from Israel's entry into Canaan and for which we have concrete evidence, local or domestic 

Israelite religion was focused about the worship of Canaanite fertility gods, or had adopted 

Canaanite forms in its worship of Yahweh. Local religious practices were very different from what 

official religion demanded. The ceaseless invective of the prophets against this trend, and King 

Josiah's attempt to close all local sanctuaries and sacred sites, deeming there to be only ONE 

religious centre, Jerusalem, bears out the fact that at the popular level, worship of El and 'elohim 

and its support group of gods was rampant. Jerusalem wanted close control over regional religious 

life, but it was “swimming against the tide.” 

 

6    'Elohim is portrayed in the Wisdom literature primarily as the Creator (Qoh 12:1) not as 

Redeemer. Elohim was the one whose power maintained the right order within the universe and in 

human society. Since there is no reference to the national history, it is inevitable that discussion of 

redemption from foreign exile is totally lacking in the Wisdom tradition since there is no mention of 

disasters from which they are to be redeemed or rescued. (the Hebrew verbs  g'l and pdh that carry 

this redemptive notion are found in the wisdom books only in Job 19:25 as a divine title, in Job 

33:28 spoken not by Job but by one of his “comforters,” and in Prov 23:11 where its meaning is a 

general reference to a poor person's “redeemer,” and not necessarily to be implied that this is God). 

The Sage observed not only human behaviour, but also drew inspiration and insight from even the 

smallest member of the created world, and many sayings suggest that there is much to be learned 

about how to live meaningfully from Creation, its animals and insects – Prov 6:6-11 “Go to the ant, 

thou sluggard!” is a well-know exhortation against laziness. See also Pro 30:18-19. Natural 

theology is thus no second-rate theology, playing a subservient role to divine revelation, a fact 

overlooked or rejected by the Biblical Theology Movement and the Reformers. Creation itself 

provides raw material for any potential knowledge of the divine mystery. 

 

The world-view inherent in the biblical wisdom movement that placed Creation at the core of its 

perspective meant that it stood in tension with the history-based, covenant and law perspectives. 

There was throughout Israelite society a deep tension, as the Sages emphasised a theology that was 

of a different order than that emanating from the priest and prophet.  It was the anonymous prophet 

of the exile, the so-called Deutero-Isaiah, who attempted in his own way to reconcile the two 

conflicting perspectives by combining the theme of Creator with that of Redeemer in describing 

Israel's future beyond 538 BCE – the creation of a new post-exilic community, redeemed from 

foreign exile, a new heavens and a new earth, a new Jerusalem. Yet despite the more universal 

purview of this prophet, all Yahweh's actions were for the benefit of Israel and Jerusalem, and not 

truly universal. 



 

7      Wisdom and the Mystery.  The mystery that is God is beyond human comprehension, and all 

human endeavours to discover and define what is then alleged to be the divine will and purpose has 

its limitations.  For the Sages of Israel, there is so much that one cannot know or discover about G-

O-D that any response or conclusion about the divine must remain tentative.  As Qoheleth 

reluctantly but realistically has to admit (1:17; 2:11, 17, 21-23; 3:21) that after a thorough 

observation and testing of his and others' life experience there was only one conclusion to be drawn 

– that “all was an enigma/beyond comprehension [hevel].” It was all a case of chasing after or 

trying to shepherd the wind, in other words, an impossibility. We might know and experience the 

wind, but can never know where it comes from or where it is going, illustrating our limitation when 

it comes to matters divine. Wisdom knows nothing of the certainty that is “systematic theology.” 

What wisdom calls for is that humans recognise the awesomeness that is the divine Mystery, the 

hiddenness in the divine name YHWH - “an appreciation of the transcendent that lies beyond the 

reach of words (Karen Armstrong).”  

 

The Hebrew noun hevel which can mean “vanity, useless, meaningless” in certain contexts, takes on 

a very specific sense within the world of Qoheleth.  There it cannot mean “useless” or its synonyms, 

but points very clearly and decisively to that which cannot be explained, to situations that should 

not exist if God is just. It points to the Mystery with its clear reminders that we “do not know” very 

much; in fact, God has hidden the secret from us is the way he expresses the matter (Qoh 8:16-17; 

9:1-6). Death is then the most challenging reality to be confronted, for it would appear that whether 

human or animal there is no distinction at death – every living thing dies and there is no way of 

finding out why this is so. Moreover, this reality strikes both Sage and fool, righteous and wicked 

equally. Where then can there be justice, where then can there be good reason to seek wisdom and 

to live a righteous life? When death levels all life and makes no distinction between the fates of the 

wise and the fool, what advantage is there in being wise? Wisdom cannot ultimately answer this 

challenge because it must acknowledge that any possible answer is locked within the mind of the 

Creator (Qoh 3:16-22; 8:16-17). Job 28:12-28 expresses this same conclusion – God's wisdom is 

hidden from the eyes of all living. Then in a final scene God addresses Job  beginning with the 

words “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?” (Job 38:1), to which Job, 

after being psychologically beaten about the head by God, finally admits that “I have uttered what I 

did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know...” (Job 42:2). Though 

Wisdom is always of benefit, it must also admit its limitations. 

  

In the face of all that is enigmatic, what can one do, asks Qoheleth, but “eat, drink and enjoy one's 

work.”  This latter conclusion ( Qoh 2:24; 3:13, 22; 5:18; 9:7-10) is Qoheleth's ultimate  response to 

the question that drives his search for meaning (1:3 – “what do people gain from all the toil at 

which they toil under the sun?”). His conclusion provides a metaphor for taking each day and what 

it presents as a gift within which one is then challenged to find meaning, to approach it positively 

and make as good sense of it as is possible. 

 

8    Wisdom and the After-life? 

It is true that, like the Tanach at large, there is a this-worldly framework that sets the boundary for 

Wisdom's advice. The death of all living things was a matter of deep concern for the Wisdom 

community, a theme that is rarely to be found in other biblical literature. While the moments of birth 

and death are finite and precise, the issues that arise within human experience between these 

moments remain without resolution, so many questions remain without answers. Particularly 

troubling is premature death, the death of innocent children, the observation that all living things die 

without any perceived distinction between higher and lower forms of life, nor between righteous 

and evil persons. Evil conduct in human society that is not brought to justice is also deeply 

troubling as it opens the way to thinking that if there is no justice then one might as well embark on 

a completely selfish and self-serving lifestyle, gain as much as one can by whatever means possible, 



because none can tell whether there is anything beyond the grave. Qoheleth does raise the question 

of whether there might be some meaningful future beyond death, but he cannot take it any further, 

essentially because his empirical methodology – experiment, observation, reflection leading to 

conclusion – does not make it possible. He does however raise the issue and suggests (Qoh 3:11) 

that God has placed within every human heart the 'olam, but just what that is (eternity? No!) is 

debated. He does point out that none of us can tell whether the spirit of a human being goes “up” 

while that of an animal goes “down” at death (Qoh 3:20-21), so to that extent he does wonder 

whether there might be some future the human spirit/breath (ruach) might enjoy other than all the 

wise finishing up in Sheol along with the foolish and their pets. 

 

We do know that by the time Jesus was teaching his disciples, there had arisen within Judaism of 

the period the notion that there was some form of existence beyond the grave possible, assented to 

by the Pharisees, while denied by the Sadducees. However, whether this notion had resulted from 

further discussion within the Wisdom movement we cannot tell. We have an isolated verse in Job 

19:26-27 and an idea expressed in Dan 12:2 that appear to point to some kind of a future beyond 

death and one in which some distinction is made between the righteous and the sinner. However, it 

is far from certain that this resembles in any way what later became the Xn response, namely that 

the righteous will join God in his heaven and the sinner will suffer eternal torment elsewhere. Yet it 

is important to note here that in Mth 25 the grounds for any possible distinction between the fate of 

one individual and the next, between the sheep and the goats, rests entirely on one's compassionate 

actions and not on anything to do with a belief system, Christian or other. 

 

9          Where can Wisdom Fit in Xn Theology? 

It should be clear from the foregoing that traditional Xn theology is more than just challenged by 

the fundamental perspectives of the Wisdom movement. Its starting point is not revelation in oral, 

auditory, or written forms; rather, it begins and ends with human experience of daily living and the 

issues that each encounters within that process. The Sage relies on common sense, or a heightened 

awareness of human strengths and foibles; he tests the inherited tradition against his own experience 

and that of others; he admits that life is complex and cannot be reduced to neat categories and ready 

answers. His speech is characterised by “perhaps” and “maybe,” and his advice couched in terms of 

what experience shows to be “better” than some other way, all dependent upon individual 

circumstances. Poetic imagery and rhetorical questions abound in lieu of authoritative statements, 

legal commands, and philosophical arguments.  One very clear implication of all this is that 

approaching the Bible as offering a set of dogmatic principles that have eternal validity is to distort 

and completely misunderstand its very core nature. 

 

The opening chapters of Proverbs (Pro 1-9) picture Wisdom, chokmah, as a divine creation, as a  

feminine expression of the divine. Wisdom/Sophia calls all to become wise, to follow her advice 

and to live by her words (Pro 1:20-33; 8:1-31). She was created first, before any of God's other 

creative acts; she pre-dates human life (8:22-31). This is also the view of Sir 24:3-6 from the early 

2
nd

 century BCE.  This should give pre-creation Wisdom a more exalted role than either that of the 

priest or prophet, but for whatever reason, Wisdom appears to have been seen in Xn theology as 

having less to contribute than either the cultic priest or troublesome prophet. In what resembles 

something of a prophetic role, Wisdom calls for her followers to turn against and reject Lady Folly 

(Pro 9:13-18), her rival.  

 

What we still need to recognise, however, is that within the biblical material we do see evidence of 

wisdom sayings that clearly do derive from a more conventional theological view, namely that 

obedience to the tradition will bring blessing while failure will result in its withdrawal. Many 

sayings in Proverbs state that wise behaviour will lead to happiness, blessing, success, in line with 

the Deuteronomic perspective (e.g. Prov  16:6; 19:16; 22:4). In other words, it is possible to find in 

Proverbs numerous sayings that reflect conventional wisdom that guaranteed an inevitable cause-



and-effect relationship between one's conduct and its rewards. Of course, there clearly are/were 

situations in which good conduct led to blessing – otherwise the conventional wisdom would have 

long since been abandoned. But it would be wrong to assume that there was something inevitable 

about this connection, and this is the point being made strongly by Job and Qoheleth.  What the 

counter-cultural Sages pointed out was that there was no necessary connection between one's 

actions and their outcome. As Qoheleth delightfully put it in 9:11: “the race is not to the swift, nor 

the battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favour to the skilful, 

for time and chance happen to them all.” Job and Qoheleth give much more thought to the non-

conventional, the unpredictable, the more difficult questions that seem to lack any resolution. They 

are realistic and honest, not driven by convention or a preconceived theology, nor in denial as to the 

problematic relationship with the divine within a world of uncertainty. 

 

One agreed conclusion of NT scholarship is that in addition to fulfilling a prophetic role in terms of 

his critiquing of attitudes and behaviour within his world, Jesus was also a Sage, and that his 

wisdom often was of the counter-cultural variety. While there were no doubt Sages in Israel who 

were quite conventional in their approach, following a more “deuteronomic” line that is present in 

some Proverbs, there clearly were those who were free-thinkers and who realised that life's 

experiences were not as predictable in either its causes or effects. To that extent Jesus offers some 

interesting parallels with Qoheleth. Jesus often gave advice that ran counter to the tradition: “You 

have heard it said that..., but I say to you...” He used many pithy one-line sayings, as in Proverbs. 

His teaching and parables, like that of the Sages, was practical, evocative, designed to have people 

reflect on his words and their impact on their lives and on the lives of others. Jesus' teaching 

required people to tease out the personal and societal implications of the novel perspective he was 

offering, and the authority that people sensed in his words left them no alternative but to take them 

seriously.  To this extent we see in Jesus an overlap in his role as both Sage and Prophet. 

 

What the Wisdom material points us towards is a theology that is flexible, that rejects the hard edge 

of certainty, that does not try to define closely what is and what is not acceptable; a theology that 

affirms the widest and diverse experience of the good, pointing towards the mystery that cannot be 

fully comprehended but nevertheless can be experienced, to the divine in the natural world. Wisdom 

is anything but dogmatic and systematic, refuses to separate the “secular” from the “sacred,” the 

world from its creator, the mundane from the divine. It has no place for an interventionist God who 

rewards or punishes according to fixed principles, who is always there to solve a problem if only we 

would ask. Experience declares otherwise. However, biblical wisdom does imply a creator who 

sustains a natural order, and who can be partially known by means of it. Wisdom emphasises the 

experience of the divine within our human interactions, in our relationships within the family and 

society. From these we discern something of the Mystery that we call “God,” not as a supernatural 

Being, but as something real in our experience of what is transcendent, beyond the material and 

mundane. 

 

So, can a Wisdom-based Xn theology offer a real alternative to an historically-based, Pauline-

dominated, Christologically-focussed, sacrifice-obsessed perspective, and still be Xn? Can we have 

a Xn theology that does not relate to Jesus, or to the Christ, exclusively? Can Christians accept a 

“maybe” theology, and one that acknowledges explicitly or implicitly other religio-cultural avenues 

than the Judaeo-Xn Way? Insofar as there are various theologies within the Tanach that are in 

tension with one another, as also within the NT, there is good precedent for accepting a theology 

that arises either solely from within the Wisdom perspective, or that attempts in some way to 

acknowledge all the significant components of a Wisdom perspective. Whatever shape such a 

theology might take, it will be anything but “systematic!” Some might see it as messy, as so 

different from the traditional that it is to them barely recognisable as “Christian.” However, it will 

and must be practical, grounded in human experience with all its variety and its unanswered 

questions. Just as Israel's wisdom movement remained within the cultural and religious context of 



Yahwism, so a Wisdom theology for Christians can remain within the overall culture generated by 

the church as community, yet always stand over against the other paradigms by asserting a broader 

and less “certain” faith rooted in the experience of our human condition, expressed as unbounded 

and unconditional love, and as far removed from traditional “dogmatics” as possible. 

 

10    Furthermore, such a theology should also reflect the varied conditions within the Christian 

family in its multiplicity of cultural contexts, with no place for one culture to dominate the 

definition of what “Xn” theology is or should be. There exists a major problem from the recent past 

- the “European captivity” of theology and church. Wisdom, as an international human 

phenomenon, can release the church from its bondage to any one cultural world and world-view. It 

can welcome and borrow ideas from other cultures and religions, even if it also feels a need to 

domesticate or enculturate an idea from outside. A Chinese Xn theology must have the flavour, the 

smell of good Chinese food, not of Barthian sauerkraut! It must feel free to borrow ideas and 

concepts from its own deep and ancient Wisdom tradition, and use them to express its individual 

relationship with the divine mystery within its own culture. Whereas in the past, local cultures were 

often denigrated by western missionaries, and in recent times by some Asian missionaries, a 

Wisdom-based theology will endorse, celebrate, and reflectively make use of local culture, the 

experience of life from within that cultural world, to express the essence of what it sees as a Xn way 

of living in that world. This will inevitably lead to a multiplicity of “Xn theologies.” But failure to 

root any theology in one's own cultural soil, and failure to recognise that present forms of 

“orthodox” theology derive (perhaps unconsciously) largely from Western cultures, will inevitably 

mean that any resultant theology will be essentially irrelevant to the mass of folk within a non-

Western cultural world. The trajectory of the Xn theological tradition has seen a steady departure 

from its Jewish roots through Greco-Roman culture into “Eastern,” Mediaeval European, and then 

Renaissance cultures, then branching into the cultures dominated by modern “Western” powers, 

principally the United States. Each stage of that journey has changed the way the Faith has been 

understood and the ways it has been expressed, being cast in light of the then-dominant culture, its 

norms and values, whether Orthodox, Roman or Protestant. It has also determined the differing 

ways the Bible has been read in these different contexts. But we are now at a stage in global history 

where, if the Faith is to have any relevance, it must adapt to the new global cultural and religious 

environments in which we live.  

 

11        Judaism, as the point of departure for Xty, is a religion of “being” rather than “believing,” of 

orthopraxy rather than orthodoxy. Jesus, as a Jew of his time, was about a particular way of being in 

the world. Does the Wisdom literature not point us to a more practical than cerebral theology, 

defined by what we do and how we live, rather than what we believe?  Is this not why Wisdom has 

found it hard to win a place in traditional Xn theology? The 13 Principles of Jewish faith 

(Rambam's principles) are not dogmas as we have them in Xty, but rather are principles for 

reflection and action. The focus is much more on relationships, on how one lives within the human 

family – of G-O-D to humanity, of humans to one another, and of Jews to the land of Israel. The 

Jewish Scriptures are the story of how these relationships have developed and the mutual 

obligations that exist within those relationships through time.  

 

Progressive Xty may well need to recover and emulate this approach. It is after all the context in 

which Jesus lived and taught, but above all it is an approach to a religious life that, despite its 

apparent ethnic and quite nationalistic focus, is about a positive and practical lifestyle rather than 

about dogma and doctrine. Islam is also in this same category with its focus on the 5 daily ritual 

acts, the observance of the fast at Ramadan, and little focus on dogma. Hinduism and Buddhism are 

also exemplars. 

 

Turning to the Wisdom material itself will provide a “progressive” theology with a guide to the 

values of the Kingdom, perhaps even preferring to express itself in proverbial form or in 



parable/story form, but it will and must highlight such things as – care for the poor; personal 

discretion; self-control; generosity; a disciplined life; justice; no envy; no greed; moderation; 

compassion, faithfulness, reconciliation, non-violence. Above all, Unconditional Love that 

transcends all boundaries. A summary such as Micah 6:8, or the Golden Rule (Mth 7:12), the 

Beatitudes will catch the essence of what it should contain.  As Rabbi Hillel once noted centuries 

ago, the essence of Torah is “doing to others what one would wish to have done to oneself,” and the 

rest of Torah is mere commentary on that. 

 

So what might a Wisdom-based theology look like?  Perhaps it is more sensible to speak of 

“theologies” rather than any singular “theology.” It certainly won't contain statements of dogma or 

doctrine; it will have no creed to be assented to, no closed definition of who or what is the Mystery. 

The doctrinal issues that have dominated and defined what Xn theology is about, that have served to 

exclude, or to define more narrowly those who are “in,” will have no part, nor will it claim an 

exclusivity vis-a-vis other religions. It will not be obsessed about the nature of Jesus, as in the 

Christological debates of the past. But as a Christian Theology it will reflect the values, the 

priorities that are evident in the life and teachings of Jesus the Sage as seen from within a diversity 

of cultures. It will be a theology rooted and grounded in Unconditional Love above all else, and in 

that practical sense emphasise relationships one with another. Since Wisdom arises from within our 

reflections on life, any theology will needs be essentially practical, having to do with life-style and 

values, a commitment to the common good in everyday living.  It should be a theology of 

encouragement in compassionate living in the present, calling all to that which is “better” or “best” 

for oneself and the community, and not denigrate the human condition as hopelessly sinful. There 

will be no promise of a certain future beyond this present, for the Kingdom is here and now and 

none can know what lies beyond, if anything. It will encourage living towards Wisdom's goal rather 

than offering a set of legal prescriptions. It will acknowledge the glory of the created world and 

humanity's place within it, the universe as a source of life, and object of wonder, not to be exploited 

but lovingly cared for.  

 

 

Wisdom Literature offers us a rewarding field for exploration. It's time has more than come!   
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