The Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach (a.k.a. Sirach or Ecclesiasticus)


Introduction

This book is unique among Israelite Wisdom literature in a number of ways. It is by far the lengthiest, having 51 chapters. It is unique in the correlation the author makes between Wisdom (personified) and the Torah.  Ben Sirach owed much to the proverbial traditions of Wisdom which preceded him, but he went well beyond these limits.  His work draws at least as much from Hellenistic and Egyptian contributions as from his Israelite heritage.  This work is attributed not to a legendary sage, but to the actual author, by his grandson. This is done in three lengthy paragraphs of Prologue, in which the grandson writes of translating the work from Hebrew into Greek.  Ben Sirach dates to approximately 180 BC, based upon internal evidence.


Sirach Replies to Job and Qoheleth


On the surface, Ben Sirach skirts the issues raised by Job and Ecclesiastes in favor of a return to the development of Lady Wisdom as last seen in Proverbs 8.  Such a cursory reading is, as we shall see, misleading.  He does, indeed, have a response to these critical issues.  We can find at least a dozen instances in his writings which either parallel or respond to concepts found in these other two works.


We will examine first those passages which seem to parallel or reflect ideas from Job and Ecclesiastes.  There are only a few of these, for most of those passages in Sirach which might remind us of these other two we find to be not parallels, but revisions. These revisions tend to temper the anxiety and cynicism of the original passages.  


Let us look then at four passages which can be readily gleaned: 11:14-17, 14:14-19, 18:1-14, and 30:17.

The first of these most closely reflects the cynicism of Qoheleth in the face of the finality of death. 


 Good things and bad, life and death, poverty and wealth, come from the Lord.  The gift of the Lord endures for those who are godly, and what ha approves will have lasting success. There is a man who is rich through his diligence and self-denial, and this is the reward allotted to him: when he says, ‘I have found rest, and now I shall enjoy my goods!’ He does not know how much time will pass until he leaves them to others and dies.  Stand by your covenant and attend to it, and grow old in your work.

Even here, where the concept seems so close to that found in Ecclesiastes 2:22, 3:22, 4:4 & 7, and 6:19-20 we find that rather than sounding a note of despair the author finds satisfaction in doing what is right.  We find a somewhat less optimistic reflection in the second parallel in which Sirach seems to share Qoheleth’s mournfulness that there is nothing beyond death.

Do not deprive yourself of a happy day; let not your share of desired good pass by you.  Will you not leave the fruit of your labors to another, and what you acquired by toil to be divided by lot? Give, and take, and beguile yourself, because in Hades one cannot look for luxury.  All living beings become old like a garment, for the decree form of old is , ‘You must surely die!’ Like flourishing leaves on a spreading tree which sheds some and puts forth others, so are the generations of flesh and blood; one dies and another is born. Every product decays and ceases to exist, and the man who made it will pass away with it.

This reminds up strongly of Ecclesiastes 2:24: There is nothing better for a man than that he should eat and drink, and find enjoyment in his toil.


The next parallel we find is not to Ecclesiastes, but Job. We find in 18:1-14 an argument very similar to those given in the final speech of Elihu: God is great and powerful, but his mercy is enduring and beyond our understanding.


We come finally to the brief parallel found in 30:17: Death is better than a miserable life, and eternal rest than chronic sickness. This seems reflective of Qoheleth at his most cynical:  And I thought the dead who are already dead more fortunate than the living who are still alive; but better than both is he who has not yet been, and has not seen the evil deeds that are done under the sun. (Ecc. 4:2-3)


From here we turn to those passages in which Ben Sirach seems to be replying to the despair of Job and the cynicism of Qoheleth.  In these passages Ben Sirach has not yet come to recognize and after-life in any sense we would recognize, but he does seem less certain that the rewards and trials of this life are the final judgment.


In 2:1-11 Ben Sirach seems almost to be chastising Qoheleth for a hasty judgment: “Set your heart right and be steadfast, and do not be hasty in time of calamity . . . Cleave to him and do not depart . . . be patient . . . Trust in him . . . who ever persevered in the fear of the Lord and was forsaken? . . .”

 
The sense of a judgment beyond what man knows is seen in 9:11-12:  Do not envy the honors of a sinner, for you do not know what his end will be.  Do not delight in what pleases the ungodly; remember that they will not be held guiltless as long as they live.


Ben Sirach seems to negate Qoheleth’s insistence that nothing endures in 11:17  The gift of the Lord endures for those who are godly, and what he approves will have lasting success.   And again in 30:4:  The father may die, and yet he is not dead, for he has left behind him one like himself . . .  The most poignant of Ben Sirach's answers to this attitude of Qoheleth is in 44:10-15 and his lengthy recitation of the famous faithful which follows.   But these were men of mercy, whose righteous deeds have not been forgotten; . . . 


Ben Sirach seems once again to be reproaching Qoheleth in 16:17-23:  Do not say, ‘ . . .  I shall not be known . . .’ This is what one devoid of understanding thinks; a senseless and misguided man thinks foolishly.

Qoheleth saw despair in the cyclical nature of creation, but Ben Sirach finds in it a cause for faith as witnessed in 33:7-13 and 39:17-35.

Ben Sirach and  the fear of the Lord


We have already noted that the phrase ‘the fear of the Lord’ is the most frequently used phrase in Wisdom literature.  Ben Sirach uses it in nineteen verses. We find this phrase used repeatedly in the opening chapter of this book. Here it is linked with another important theme in Ben Sirach which we shall examine more closely later  - that of Lady Wisdom.

 The fear of the Lord is glory and exultation, 

and gladness and a crown of rejoicing. 

The fear of the Lord delights the heart,

and gives gladness and joy and long life. 

With him who fears the Lord it will go well at the end;

on the day of his death he will be blessed. 

To fear the Lord is the beginning of wisdom;

she is created with the faithful in the womb. 

She made among men an eternal foundation,

and among their descendants she will be trusted.  

To fear the Lord is wisdom’s full measure;

she satisfies men with her fruits;

she fills their whole house with desirable goods,

and their storehouses with her produce. 

 The fear of the Lord is the crown of wisdom,

making peace and perfect health to flourish. 

He saw her and apportioned her;

he rained down knowledge and discerning comprehension,

and he exalted the glory of those who held her fast. 

To fear the Lord is the root of wisdom,

and her branches are long life.

 These verses are part of the opening inclusion of Ben Sirach’s work.  That is, he opens and closes with sets of 22-23 couplets.  This a Hebrew pattern, often used in an acrostic manner.  The number is significant as it is the count of the Hebrew alphabet. This set runs form 1:11-30. It opens and closes on the topic of the ‘fear of the Lord’.  (The closing inclusion of 51:13-30 is an alphabetic acrostic on the topic of the author’s search for wisdom.)

The intertwining which Ben Sirach here begins, the fear of the Lord, Lady Wisdom, and Torah, will be carried throughout his work.. The combination of wisdom and obedience to the Law is by no means new.  This equation was enunciated in Deuteronomy 4:5-6 “Behold, I have taught you statures and ordinances, as the Lord my God commanded me, that you should do them in the land which you are entering to take possession of it.  Keep them and do them; for that will be your wisdom and your understanding of it in the sight of the peoples. . .”  What makes Ben Sirach unique is that the wisdom to which he refers is theologically elevated from that written of by the Deuteronomist. There wisdom was of a much more mundane nature, such as we saw in Proverbs 10-31.

 
Many of Ben Sirach’s other uses of this phrase are in a context which clarifies his equation of this phrase with obedience to the Law, that is, Torah.  This is made clear, for example, in the puzzle proverb of 10:19.

What race is worthy  of honor?

The human race.

What race is worthy of honor?

Those who fear the Lord.

What race is  unworthy of honor?

The human race.

What race  is unworthy of honor?

Those who transgress the commandments.


According to the usage of Hebrew poetry, the fourth and eighth lines above are intended to be identified with each other. 


Perhaps Ben Sirach’s most succinct statement aligning these three elements is found in 21:11,  “Whoever keeps the law controls his thoughts, and wisdom is the fulfillment of the fear of the Lord.”

Wisdom and Torah


We have glimpsed already in the preceding section the direction of Ben Sirach’s thoughts.  In his opening poem he has laid the groundwork for his development  of the identification of Torah and Wisdom.   This means not merely ‘the fear of the lord equals the observance of the law equals wisdom’ theme of this work, but also a more specific association of the concept of Lady Wisdom with an anthropomorphic Torah.


We find a simple equation leading in this direction in 19:20, “All wisdom  is fear of the Lord, and in all wisdom there is the fulfillment of the law.”   There is little here to suggest of personified concepts of Wisdom or Law, but the equation of the two is quite direct.  This is similarly true of 11:15 (found only in some mss.), “Wisdom, understanding, and knowledge of the law come from the Lord . . .”  .  And, in negative context dealing with folly, is found in 34:8, “Without such deceptions the law will be fulfilled, and wisdom is made perfect in truthful lips.”


The clearest portrait of Wisdom/Torah is presented in 4:11-18.

Wisdom exalts her sons and gives help to those who seek her. 

 Whoever loves her loves life, 

and those who seek her early will be filled with joy. 

Whoever holds her fast will obtain glory, 

and the Lord will bless the place she enters. 

Those who serve her will minister to the Holy One;

the Lord loves those who love her. 

He who obeys her will judge the nations,

and whoever gives heed to her will dwell secure. 

If he has faith in her he will obtain her;

and his descendants will remain in possession of her. 

For at first she will walk with him on tortuous paths,

she will bring fear and cowardice upon him,

and will torment him by her discipline until she trusts him,

and she will test him with her ordinances. 

Then she will come straight back to him and gladden him,

and will reveal her secrets to him. 

Ben Sirach’s development of Lady Wisdom


We first chanced upon a detailed personification of Lady Wisdom in Proverbs 8.  Ben Sirach seems to have been fond of this image, as he used and enhanced it in his own work.  We have seen how he blended wisdom and law.  We shall see here how he elevated Lady Wisdom beyond even the description provided by the author of Proverbs 8.  Ben Sirach devotes nearly one hundred verses
 in six poems to descriptions of Lady Wisdom, and this is without counting his passing references to wisdom as ‘she’.

In this work Wisdom is mother and teacher, the pre-existent creative word of God who dwells with Him and is given by Him  as gift (Torah) to those whom he chooses (Israel, those who seek wisdom).  This is quite a list of claim to make for a personified concept.  Let us see how Ben Sirach encompassed them.


She is portrayed in many places as mother , such as: Wisdom exalts her sons (4:11)  and  she will come to meet him like a mother (15:2).


Her role as teacher is repeatedly emphasized, as it was by the writer of Proverbs 1-9.  

Then she will come straight back to him and gladden him, and will reveal her secrets to him. (4:18)


My son, form your youth up choose instruction, and until you are old you will keep finding wisdom. (6:18)


She will feed him with the bread of understanding . . . (15:3)


I inclined my ear a little and received her, and I found for myself much instruction. (51:16)


Many of the loftier aspects of Wisdom are drawn by Ben Sirach in his opening poem. 


 All wisdom comes from the Lord and is with him forever. . . 


Wisdom was created before all things . . . 


(The source of wisdom is God’s word in the highest heaven . . . )


She dwells with all flesh according to his gift . . .


Similar imagery is found in the central poem in praise of Wisdom found in chapter 24. 

I came forth from the mouth of the Most High and covered the earth like a mist. 

 I dwelt in the high places and my throne was a pillar of cloud. (24:3-4)

The allusions here to Genesis 1:2 and Exodus 33:9-10 are unmistakable.  They are also rather shocking. It is seldom that a Biblical author makes such bold statements concerning the nature of God and his gifts.  Ben Sirach clearly finds a distinction between God and Wisdom, for he speaks of God as crating wisdom and giving her commands. Yet, these two verses stand out as seeming to find an identity between God and Wisdom.  We shall consider these implications further after a look at the latest piece of Wisdom literature, the Wisdom of Solomon.

The Wisdom of Solomon


This is the last, chronologically, of the books of the Old Testament.  It was written in Greek, probably in Alexandria, in the later half of the first century BC.  (This is within the same age as Philo was writing, and in which the community at Qumran is postulated to have flourished. ) The scriptural allusions used by the author are from the Greek Septuagint, rather than the Hebrew scriptures.  Even the early church fathers questioned Solomon’s authorship of this book, despite its attribution.  As we have seen with other Wisdom literature, this was a common device for imputing authority.


The author addresses himself to the privileged ruling classes.  He specifically addresses some of the Hellenistic practices and beliefs of that society.  It is also in this work that we find the only clear indication of a belief in the afterlife and a distinction  between body and soul.  Reference to wisdom does not permeate the whole book but is limited to chapters six to eleven.  What follows is a rough outline of the arrangement of this book.

Part I 


On Wisdom and Righteousness

1:1-6:11
Preamble, introduction addressed to those in authority, warning them against hedonism and abuse of those less fortunate, but promising eternal blessings for the righteous

6:12-9:18
in praise of Wisdom and the seeking of her (soul entering body 8:19-20)

10:1-11:1
Wisdom as guardian of Israel from Creation to Exodus

Part II
On God’s Judgment upon the just (Israel) and the wicked (Egypt at the time of the Exodus)


11:2-5

statement of theme


11:6-14
first plague


11:15-12:2
second plague


12:3-22
third and fourth plagues


12:23-27
fifth and sixth plagues


13:1-15:17
a digression on the folly of idolatry, its origin and 

consequences (esp. 13:6-7)

15:18-16:14
turns to the most famous of idolaters, Egypt at the time of Exodus, and continues to contemplate the plagues in the light of specific idolatry

16:15-29
seventh and eighth plagues

17:1-18:4
the ninth plague

18:5-25
the tenth plague

19:1-21 
the parting of the Sea

19:33
concluding praise of God

As can be seen by this, our study of the Wisdom of Solomon will concentrate on chapters 6-11, brushing the earlier chapters for  what they reveal of the author’s immersion in the Hellenistic culture of his period.

Wisdom of Solomon and Hellenism

It is in the first six chapters of WSol that we find the first rare consideration of the prospect of an after-life and a sense of immortality.  The influences of Hellenistic thought are largely, but indirectly, responsible for these concepts.  The author of WSol was as much reacting against as being affected by the beliefs held by various Greek philosophies and religions.  His concern was with the apostasy of his fellow Jews who were being seduced by the Hellenistic culture.


We find in chapter 2 a rebuttal to the hedonistic tendencies of Epicureanism, and the amorality of prevalent  ‘practical atheism’. 
 This is to be seen particularly in vs. 2-3,6-9.


Because we were born by mere chance, 

and hereafter we shall be as though we had never been; 

Because the breath in our nostrils is smoke, 

and reason is a spark kindled by the beating of our hearts.  

When it is extinguished the body will turn to ashes,

 
and the spirit will dissolve like empty air. . . . 


Come, therefore, let us enjoy the good things that exist, 

and make use of the creation to the full as in youth.


Let us take our fill of costly wind and perfumes, 

and let no flower of spring pass us by.  

Let us crown ourselves with rosebuds before they wither.

Let none of us fail to share in our revelry,

everywhere let us leave signs of our enjoyment, 

because this is our portion, and this is our lot.

Such appeals were not, however, the only inducements of the culture in which the author of WSol found himself.  The Greek concept of the human as consisting of body/spirit/soul goaded our author to explore the relation of  these concepts to the traditions of his own faith.  Such a tripartite division of the person was unacceptable. A correlation, however, between the Greek ‘soul’ and the imbuement of humanity with the ‘spirit’ of God in Jewish thought, provided a path for the author of WSol to speak of immortality and the after-life. 


The author of WSol derives a concept of the soul as living beyond the flesh, of a judgment beyond this life in which the righteous will be rewarded and the wicked will be punished. He does not mention a resurrection of the body, as is found to be current in Judaism some few generations later.  Nor does he espouse the Greek notion, which also endures into the early generations of  the Christian era, of the evil of the flesh.


But the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God,


And no torment will ever touch them, . . . 


For though in the sight of men they were punished, 


Their hope is full of immortality. (3:1,4)


But the ungodly will be punished as their reasoning deserves, . . . 


If they die young they will have not hope, 


And no consolation in the day of decision. (3:10,18)


And they will suffer anguish, and the memory of them will perish.


. . . but the righteous live forever and their reward is with the Lord; 


the Most High takes care of them. (4:19b, 5:15)

It is to be noted that the use of the word which is translated as ‘immortality’ in 3:4 is the first use of this term in all of the Old Testament.


The questions about justice and death posed by Job and Qoheleth have at last been answered – the judgment that seems inadequate in  this life will be rectified in the life to come.  The punishment which the wicked escape, the rewards which elude the righteous, will be accorded to their souls in the ‘day of decision’. 

Development of Lady Wisdom


Our author begins, at the second half of chapter 6, with familiar references to the image of Lady Wisdom.  Indeed these verses provide a concise summation of much of Ben Sirach’s personification.  He does add to this his own piece in the equation of the search for wisdom with the attainment of immortality.

The beginning of wisdom is the most sincere desire for instruction, and concern for instruction is love of her, and love of her is the keeping of her laws, and giving heed to her laws is assurance of immortality, and immortality brings one near to God; so the desire for wisdom leads to a kingdom. (6:17-20)


The next chapter provides little that is new or different until we reach 7:25-28.  Hear the nearness of Wisdom to God is emphasized anew and she is equated directly with the ‘breath of the power of God’.  This description of Wisdom also fits the previous pattern of WSol of finding fault in pagan systems, or of showing what is idolized by the pagans as only a shadow of that which properly belongs to the worship of Yahweh.  Here, the attributes of Wisdom are and enhancement of those accorded to Isis in Greek mystery religions. This is followed in chapter 8 with ‘for she is an initiate in the knowledge of God, and an associate in his works . . . because of her I shall have immortality.’ (8:4,13) These again increase the importance of Wisdom and link her with the author’s new understanding of immortality.  He adds the caution that Wisdom cannot be gained merely by pursuit,  “But I perceived that I would not possess wisdom unless God gave her to me - - and it was a mark of insight to know whose gift she was - - so I appealed to the Lord and besought him . . . ‘ (8:21)


An important development is found in 9:1 where the link between the Word of God and Wisdom is made directly, not just by inference.  “O God of my fathers and Lord of mercy, who hast made all thing by they word, and by thy wisdom has formed man . . . ‘ Another new equation is given in 9:17 in which Wisdom and the ‘holy Spirit’ of God are mentioned together.  This linking prefaces a recitation of the salvific acts of Wisdom in the history of Israel.  This lesson is itself also a preface which concludes with Wisdom’s guidance of Moses.  What follows is a lengthy commentary on the plagues and the lessons to be found from them, mostly concerning the folly of idolatry.


We find, then, that in this last (chronologically)of the Old Testament writings, the final book of canonical Wisdom literature, many of the questions raised in earlier material have found their answers.  The concept of a life after death, of a future judgment, of heaven and hell (although as yet not explicit according to our perceptions) have been reached. The groundwork has been laid, as well, for the development of the idea of Trinity.  The personification of Wisdom as developed from Proverbs 8, through Sirach, to its culmination in WSol has pointed to both a specific notion of Savior and a concept of the guiding Spirit of God. It would be premature to see either of these ideas directly in this material.. However, the way in which the personification of Wisdom has developed provides for the further development of that concept into the Trinitarian theology of Christianity.

�	 Wisdom is described at 1:1-20, 4:11-19, 6:18-31, 14:20-15:8, 24:1-29, and 51:13-22.


�	 This is from v. 5, which is not found in all manuscripts.


�	 NJBC p. 514, 33:15


�	 ibid.





