Old Testament Wisdom Literature

Khetuvim:  the Jewish Canon and the Catholic Canon

Debra L. Sabo

1995, revised 2001

second revision 2007 for CIBL


Wisdom literature is less than easily defined.  It is generally attributed to a small collection of Old Testament books – Job, Ecclesiastes, Proverbs and some of the Psalms, and the two inter-canonical books of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) and the Wisdom of Solomon.  The tradition of Wisdom is not, however, strictly limited to these six works.  The influence of the tradition can be found throughout most of the Old Testament, and is carried over into many areas of the New Testament as well.  Such occurrences are identified by both language and subject matter.  In the Jewish canon this material is referred to as the “Writings” (Khetuvim),  in the Christian canon it is known as the 'wisdom books'. We must note a distinction here between the Catholic and Protestant scriptural traditions. The Catholic tradition includes 7 books that, in the Protestant tradition are either absent or included as 'apocrypha'. This distinction dates to the Reformation when the Protestant traditions determined to include only those writings which are found in the Jewish canon i.e. Psalms, Proverbs, Job, the Festival Scrolls (Song of Songs, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther), Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, 1st and 2nd Chronicles). The Catholic tradition had maintained as inspired seven books which had been rejected by the Jewish canon largely because they were written in Greek rather than Hebrew and evidenced considerable Hellenistic influence, these books are found in the Septuagint: Tobit, Judith, the Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach, Baruch, and 1 and 2 Maccabees.   An additional distinction is that in the Christian tradition the divisions of what we term the Old Testament do not follow the divisions of the Jewish canon – following the divisions found in the Septuagint, we have 4 (Pentateuch, Historical, Wisdom, Prophetic) whereas they, following the Jewish language tradition,  have 3 (Torah, Nevi'im, Khetuvim)
 categories.


The Wisdom tradition is commonly considered to have had three phases, which are not mutually exclusive.  These three phases are clan wisdom, court wisdom and wisdom schools.
 These translate roughly into three recognizable types: maxims and allegories concerning common matters of daily life, maxims designed to guide a young man into the path of success (often reflecting on the wisdom of the king), and poetic literature extolling wisdom as an attribute of God.  These categories are not iron–clad. There is much overlap, and some scholars have begun in recent years to question the propriety of such categories. 


When considering the development of wisdom tradition in the Old Testament we must remember that the canonical sequence of the Bible does not correspond to chronology.  For  example, the generation of the book of Job corresponds to the same period of time in which Genesis was written.  A comparison of the chronology to canonical order of the books we are considering is provided at the end of this section. 


The wisdom tradition can be seen as an early stage in biblical interpretation that itself became a part of scripture. Whe wisdom literature looks to the Torah and the Prophets to understand the relationship between God and humanity.  It seeks to define a way of life that fosters that relationship, that fulfills the will of God in a society that does not always manifest the same values as that which are taught by the Torah and the Prophets.  The height of this interpretative mode of wisdom occurs in the face of the influences of Hellenism, although its roots go back much futher. It is this interpretive continuity with the earlier canon that defines inclusion in what we term wisdom writings. 

Clan or Tribal Wisdom


The teaching embraced within the Wisdom tradition came of very humble origins.  The earliest elements of the Wisdom tradition arose in clan or tribal wisdom.  This is a secular variety of wisdom, although it is not completely divorced from religious considerations as its maxims often concern such things as moral and ethical issues. 
 Examples of this phase of the wisdom tradition are found primarily in Proverbs 10-31. 


A wise son makes his father glad, but a foolish son is a grief to his mother. (10:1)


A newsmonger reveals secrets, but a trustworthy man keeps a confidence. (11:13)


From the fruit of his words a man has his fill of good things, and the work of his hands comes back to reward him. (12:14)


He sins who despises the hungry; but happy is he who is kind to the poor. (14:21)


He who guards his moth and his tongue keeps himself from trouble. (21:21)


Like clouds and wind when no rain follows is the man who boastfully promises what he never gives. (25:14)


For the stirring of milk brings forth curds, and the stirring of anger brings forth blood. (30:33)


Even such seemingly secular wisdom as we have seen in these examples stands within Israelite faith. They are grounded in the belief that wisdom and morality are bound together.  No one can be evil and wise at the same time; true wisdom is rooted in faith and goodness. This belief becomes amplified, but does not yet reach its fullest realization, in the second stage of the wisdom tradition.

 Court or Kingly Wisdom

This postulated stage of wisdom literature is the most difficult both to identify and to justify.  For many years the study of Wisdom literature accepted that upon the establishment of the Israelite monarchy Wisdom became a function and property of the royal court. Many searches have been made of the Old Testament to establish that there was a title of ‘wise man' in the courts and/or that the king’s counselors had some sort of prerogative in relation to Wisdom traditions.  There seems, however, to be only the most fragile evidence in support of such claims of exclusivity. 


What can be said about this stage of wisdom literature is that there came into it a concern with matters related to a royal court.  This includes sayings extolling the wisdom of kings, and others advising the courtier (or the common man?) how to deal with kings. (Although some scholars assert that court themes were a standard within Near Eastern wisdom literature and therefore cannot be used to date Israelite literature.
) 


Some examples of court wisdom from Proverbs: 


 The king’s lips are an oracle; no judgment he pronounces is false. (16:10)


The king’s wrath is like the roaring of a lion, but his favor, like dew on the grass. (19:12)


Claim no honor in the king’s presence, nor occupy the place of great men; for it is better that you be told  “Come up closer!” than that you be humbled before the prince.  (25:6-7)


If a king is zealous for the rights of the poor, his throne stands firm forever. (29:14)


A further feature of Wisdom traditions that developed under the monarchy is the incorporation of Egyptian and Mesopotamian influence.  Some of this non-Israelite literature is much more ancient than that which it came to influence.  It was not until the period of the monarchy that Israel’s own status as well as its relations with its neighbors provided the opportunity for the Wisdom tradition to be influenced by other literary traditions. Such influence is demonstrated in the technique of addressing proverbs to ‘my son’ in a style reflective of Egyptian sebayit sayings,
 the idea of a divine order of the world which is considered to justify both the monarchy and the wisdom of the monarch and which parallels the Egyptian maat,
 and the seeming adaptation of passages from the Egyptian  Instructions of Amenemope in Proverbs 22:17-24:22.  

The Wisdom Schools


The period of monarch in Israel lasted from approximately 1000-600 BC However, it was only for the earliest years of this period, under Saul, David and Solomon, that Israel was a united country.  Civil strife developed after the reign of Solomon and the nation became fragmented into Judah and Israel.  For the remaining three hundred years these nations remained troubled, either by civil factions or the territorial ambitions of neighboring countries.


Some scholars postulate the earliest wisdom schools existed during this period. This possibility is suggested by some few passages in the Bible, linked with conjecture as to the probable method of the development of Wisdom traditions. One of the Biblical passages which suggests the possibility of wisdom schools in the later years of the monarchy is Proverbs 25:1 which introduces the next five chapters of that book: “These also are the proverbs of Solomon.  The men of Hezekiah, king of Judah, transmitted them.” Hezekiah reigned from 715-687 BC) Such schools, if they existed, would have been little different than the ‘court wisdom’ we have already considered.  These schools would have transcribed the accumulated wisdom of previous generations and perhaps recorded that of the king’s counselors.  Such schools differ greatly from those suggested by scholars who would place the schools of the Wisdom tradition in the late post-exilic period.  These later schools are postulated to have been associated not with the court, but with sages (similar to those suggested to have existed around the prophets). 


In 598 BC Israel was conquered by Babylon and the Israelites were taken into captivity.  For approximately two generations (60 years) Israel had no self-identity except as an exiled people held together by the thin strand of the hope of return.   Little is suggested of how the Wisdom tradition may have flourished or faltered during these years.  It is possible to date the book of Job as early as these years or as late as the building of the second Temple some 75 to 100 years later.  This is the earliest date attributed to any wisdom literature outside of Proverbs 10-31. 


As with court wisdom, the dating or even existence of Wisdom ‘schools’ is difficult to ascertain. These uncertainties lead us to abandon consideration of the phases of Wisdom traditions and turn to the literature itself.  Our search becomes one not for the origins of the Wisdom tradition, but the theology engendered by Wisdom literature.

Post-Exilic Wisdom


It is in the four hundred years of post-exilic Old Testament literature that the Wisdom tradition left its written legacy.  The books of Job, Proverbs 1-9, Ecclesiastes (Qoheleth), Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) and the Wisdom of Solomon are a rich attestation to the traditions of Wisdom. Israel had been through exile and restoration and would continue to be dominated by foreign empires.  These last few centuries before the canon of the Hebrew Bible was closed were a period of great change and significance in theological development. 


Wisdom is expressed in Job through the argument of the human dilemma.  Here wisdom is demonstrated to be found in an abiding faith in God.  The ineffability of the divine is affirmed, faith in God even in adversity is extolled, and the argument that failure or loss is a divine judgment is negated.  What is not yet developed is an assurance of an after-life in which the inequities of this life will be undone.  It is the absence of this concept that makes Job so difficult for the modern reader to understand.  If, however, we remember that the writer of this book lacked a cultural assumption of an after-life, the arguments in Job become much more telling and its place in Wisdom literature makes more sense.


In Proverbs 1-9 the concept of Wisdom is much more developed. Here Wisdom is clearly perceived not only as a gift bestowed by God which must be sought to be obtained, but is also as an attribute of God.  Wisdom is personified as instructress, hostess, and creatrix.


Ecclesiastes is a perplexing book.  Its dating overlaps that suggested for Proverbs 1-9.  Its attitude, however, is negative and defeatist. It is in some ways a more difficult book than Job. The author of the book alternately extols the pleasures of this world as something to be sought and savored or condemns all worldly pursuits as futile.  As in reading Job, we must remember that for the author of Ecclesiastes, death was finality. His perplexity over the joys and sorrows of this world and the justice of a God who seems to him to be inconsistent are more rational if we recall his cultural situation.


Something happened to the Wisdom tradition between these works and the apocryphal books of Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon.  Not only does Lady Wisdom now take a more prominent role, but also she becomes closely associated with (a personified) Torah. She is spoken of more certainly as an attribute of God, a gift from God, and even something of a salvific figure.

We will explore all these elements in greater detail as we look at each of these works. 

Comparative Literature


As with any other area of scripture, the wisdom traditions were influenced by the culture in which it developed. These other cultures also were developing their own understanding of the human condition and building their own corpus of wisdom literature.


Mesopotamia


In the earliest culture to influence the Israelite traditions wisdom was understood to be a particular  attribute of the gods which could be mediated to humanity. It was not, properly, a human trait nor an appropriate pursuit for humans. 


This divine gift was traditionally written of has having been delivered to humanity (particularly the royal dynasties) by semi-divine beings: 
seven ante-diluvian sages  referred to as “apkallu” and  four post-diluvian sages referred to  as the  “ummanu”.

 


Fortunately for the study of this field, a great number of texts have been recoveredin recent times. These texts reflect 'wisdom' of various types which primarily demonstrate interest in proverb and instruction. Particular to our interests is the  Instruction of Shurruppak which bears striking similarity with  much of the Proverbs and Sirach.                                           



While this literature is related to biblical wisdom literature it is not fully in the same category as its concerns are generally secular rather than theological.  It is more properly regarded as scribal literature, the scribes serving as functionaries of the court/upper classes. Even in this, though, it bears some resemblance to what is understood as the court schools of biblical wisdom literature.


Egypt 




The comparable literature from this society is extensive, spanning three millenia. As might be expected with such a vast time period, there is much variation in the texts we have found.  The Egyptian wisdom was not that of the Israelites, nor what we would likely recognize as such. It was personified in the goddess  Maat, the daughter of Re. Maat represented order – the way in which all things should operate, and as such also was seen as an image of justice and truth. These were not abstract qualities, but aspects of the orderly workings of both divine and human society.  As with the Mesopotamian literature, these texts belong primarily to schools of temple and/or court scribes.


The writings which are considered as Egyptian wisdom literature generally fall into three categories:  instruction, lament, propaganda. During  prosperous monarchies they reflect royal/court themes, otherwise personal matters take precedence. By the end of the second millenia BC the personal aspect had become most common, eventually emphasizing the seeking of inner peace rather than external order.


Canaan


We unfortunatley have very little extant material from the landwhich Israel conquered. What has been recovered is mostly material which  borrowed from Mesopotamian sources.  Perhaps the most significand and largest extant text is Ahiqar,  the collection of a courtier  who has experienced trial and restoration.  The scattered remnants of other material is very similar to much of the later Proverbs material.


Greece


As we will see, the philosophical writings of the classical age has a strong influence on the later wisdom material, particularly in dealing with the questions of theodicy and immortality.


The following chart is intended as an aid to understanding the cultural influences under which the wisdom literature developed.



Timeline of Wisdom Literature and Related Events

Time Period
Biblical Events
World Events
Biblical Literature
World Literature

2000-1600
Patriarchal Period
Egyptian Pyramids 

Hittite Empire

Hammurabi (18th C)

Stonehenge

Instruction of Prince Hardjedef(2400)

Instruction of Ptah-hotep (2200)

1600-1400

Hyksos rule Egypt (17th C)

 Hatshepsut

Instructions of Shurruppak 

1400-1200
Exodus
Akhenaton/Amarna period (1385-1350)

Tutankhamon

Rameses II

The Amarna Letters

Counsels of Wisdom

1200-1000
Era of Judges
Trojan War

Phoenicians  import tin from England

Instruction of Amenemope

1000-700
Monarchies, Solomon's Temple

Assyrian Conquest (721)
Athenian democracy

Homer

Hesiod

Etruscan civilization
Proverbs 10-31

Yahwist accounts
Iliad & Odyssey

700-500
Babylonian Exile (587-539)
Lao-tse

Zoroaster

Sappho

Rome founded

Marduk Temple 
Elohist Accounts

Isaiah 1-39 (742-687)

Ezekiel (593-563)

Job (600-500?)
Indian Vedas

Ahiqar 

500-300
Second Temple(515)

Pentateuch accepted as Scripture 
Buddha

Confucius

Socrates

Persian Era

Greek Classical Age

Alexandrian Conquest (326-304) 
Priestly Redactions, Ezra

Isaiah 40-55(550-540)

Haggai, Zechariah, trito-Isaiah

Psalms compiled (530-515)
Ramayana

Mahabarata

300-100
Maccabean Revolt

Prophets accepted as Scripture (c.180)
Ptolemaic Dynasty

Punic Wars

Sun-tsi

Great Wall of China 

Rosetta Stone 

Ch'in Dynasty

Hannibal
Proverbs 1-9(400-200)

The Histories

Ecclesiastes(350-250)

Septuagint

Sirach (180)


100-70

Julius Caesar



70-50

Caesar Augustus

Rome conquers Palestine
Wisdom of Solomon
Lucretius,  Livy, Cicero, Virgil, Horace

50-30

Library at Alexandria destroyed

Dead Sea Scrolls

30-20





20-0



Philo of Alexandria

0-30
Life of Christ 


Josephus

30-50
Birth of Christianity
Tiberius

Caligula

Claudius

Rome conquers Britain 



50-70
Paul's Missions
Pantheon built
Epistles, Mark
Plutarch

70-100
Jewish Revolt, destruction of Temple (70)

Gospels, Revelation
Papyrus Insinger
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