Seers and Sages Epiphany Essay

(2) Describe and account for the differences between the presentation of Wisdom in Wisdom of Solomon on one hand, and the figure of Wisdom in Proverbs 8 and Sirach 24 on the other.

Wisdom is key in much Jewish literature in helping one to live a righteous life. In Proverbs 8, Sirach 24 and Wisdom of Solomon as a whole, she is personified, but in different ways. In Sirach 24 and Proverbs 8 she is seen as a figure who is part of God’s creation, but Wisdom of Solomon seems to view her as a spirit and almost puts her on the same level as God Himself. This essay will examine these different views and then attempt to explain them in the light of the cultural contexts of the documents.

Proverbs 8 is attributed to King Solomon, and there is no real reason to doubt this, putting its date at around 920 BC.
 It was written at a height in Israel’s history and is a very Jewish work. Sirach was probably written not long before the Hellenistic crisis of 135 BC. This was a time when Greek influence on the Jews was starting to increase, but Sirach is still a very Jewish work. It was written originally in Hebrew and based heavily on Bible. Having said this, it was aware of the surrounding Greek world. Wisdom of Solomon is the latest of our texts. It was written in Greek probably sometime between 200 BC and 50 AD in Alexandria. This was a city where lots of cultures met, and Wisdom of Solomon, whilst still a Jewish work, would have been influenced by this culture.

Omnipresence

There is a marked difference between first, Sirach 24 and Proverbs 8 and second, Wisdom of Solomon, in the omnipresence of Wisdom. In Proverbs 8, there are many references to Wisdom being somewhere in particular (Verses 2-3 and 27-30). In Sirach 24, we find a similar thing (verses 2,4 and 8). Sirach also talks about Wisdom moving from place to place in verses five to eight. There is not a total rejection of Wisdom’s omnipresence, as Sirach 24:3 talks about wisdom “covering the earth like a mist” (NRSV), but there is definitely a sense of a unipresent character to Wisdom as well.

In Wisdom of Solomon, Wisdom’s omnipresence is far more emphasised. She is described as “reaching from one end of the earth to the other” (8:1, NRSV) and “pervading all things” (7:24, NRSV). 6:16 even talks of her meeting people in their thoughts. The only idea of Wisdom being in a place is of her coming and being with people, but Wis. seems to imply that she can be with more than one person at once. (7:7, 10:14)

Perhaps one explanation for this is the demythologisation of Wisdom. In Wis., Wisdom seems to be seen a lot more as an attribute of a person’s character, rather than an actual person. It could be said that what 10:14 means is that Joseph was still wise in prison. This view, however, is hard to reconcile with 10:19 that talks of wisdom drowning the Israelites’ enemies. A better explanation is that in Wis., Wisdom is seen more as a spirit, something we will discuss later.

Involvement in creation
Proverbs 8:22 talks of Wisdom being created by God at the start of creation, then being with Him as He created the world. Verse 30 may imply Wisdom’s involvement in creation besides God, and Proverbs 3:19-20 makes it clear that God used wisdom in the creation process. Von Rad rightly comments that the figure of wisdom here is not divine, but a creation made to do a job. Sirach 24:9 talks about Wisdom being created before time began.
 

In Wisdom of Solomon, however, Wisdom is seen as the maker of everything (7:22). This is a much bigger claim to that of proverbs. She is said to “order all things well” (8:1, NRSV). 9:1-2 tones this down a bit, talking of God creating by His wisdom, but this does not cancel out the earlier verses. 

This role of Wisdom can be explained by the author’s view of Wisdom as the Spirit of God himself, something we will discuss later. 

Relationship to God

In Proverbs 8, Wisdom is seen as the first part of God’s creation and involved in the rest of his work. The best idea of God’s relationship to Wisdom in Proverbs 8 is found in verse 30, which talks about Wisdom being beside God and dancing before him. Unfortunately the meaning of the key word of this verse is unknown and it could mean either master worker or child. Von Rad points out that there is no way of knowing by study of the text alone.
 Lester L Grabbe comments that the figure in Proverbs is not a hypostasis, that is a representation of God that is also in some way a person in it’s own right. The figure here is simply a personification of wisdom, created by God.
 In Sirach 24:8 we see God commanding Wisdom to dwell with Israel. Wisdom is definitely a subordinate to God, and not a hypostasis.

Wisdom of Solomon is very different. In 8:1,4 she is said to order things and be an associate with God. 7:22 gives her characteristics such as holy and all powerful that we would normally associate with God. 7:25-26 talks of her as a reflection of God and as an emanation of His glory. Wisdom is without doubt being represented here as a hypostasis of God; A representation of Him and a side of His character.  

Wisdom as The Spirit of God

There is nothing in Proverbs 8 and nothing explicit in Sirach 24 about Wisdom as a spirit. Sirach 24:3 could be a reference to Wisdom as a spirit, but the main thrust here is to point back to Genesis 2:6-14, which Sirach alludes to again in verses 25-27. The point is that Wisdom has covered the earth at the beginning of creation. 

Wisdom of Solomon’s main thrust is of Wisdom as the Spirit of God. Verse six talks about Wisdom as a kindly spirit, and then verse seven continues to talk about the Spirit of the Lord. In 7:25, she is called the spirit of the power of God. 9:17 seems to link giving of wisdom and sending of the Holy Spirit. This is the reason why Wisdom appears as omnipresent, the maker of all and as a hypostasis – the author of Wisdom of Solomon wants to say that Wisdom is the Spirit of God. 

Explanation

One possible explanation for the portrayal of Wisdom as the Spirit of God is found in both Von Rad and Grabbe. There was an Egyptian goddess of order and wisdom called Maat. She is pictured as being with the creator, Atum, before creation (see Proverbs 8:22), and there is a link between Maat and kings, as there is with Wisdom in Proverbs 8:15. There is also a connection between Maat and loving mankind (Proverbs 8:17). There are many similarities. It is possible that some Israelites at one time worshipped Maat, and some of her attributes were taken into the Israelite view of wisdom.

If this was believed to be the case at the time Wisdom of Solomon was written, perhaps the writer wanted to counter the idea that Wisdom was a separate deity to The One Who Is. Perhaps Jews in Alexandria were justifying worship of Greek gods by pointing at Proverbs 8 as an example of polytheism. The author of Wis. would have wanted to make clear that there is one God. This explanation is possible, but seems unlikely, since the writer would have needed to shape his theology around the problem. Whilst it may be one of the reasons the writer wrote about Wisdom, it does not explain why he believed her to be the Spirit of God.

Perhaps Greek Philosophy played a role. Philo, a Jewish philosopher writing at about the same time, had similar ideas and talked about logos as a kind of hypostasis that emanates from God like a stream of light (compare with Wis. 8:26).  Philo may have been influenced by the same Greek Philosophers as the writer of Wisdom of Solomon. Stoics saw logos as a kind of god that ordered the universe (see Wis. 8:1), and some of Plato’s followers thought of logos as the second person of the Trinity. Whilst logos is not wisdom, they are very similar concepts, and the writer of Wis. seems to refer to Wisdom in the same way philosophers have referred to logos. It is almost certain that these philosophers influenced the writer of Wisdom of Solomon. 
 

Another explanation for depicting Wisdom as the Spirit of God is that this later work has had more time to develop its theology from Old Testament writings. If we combine Proverbs 8 with Exodus 28:3, Deuteronomy 34:9 and especially Isaiah 11:2, it is easy to see a source of Wisdom of Solomon’s ideas. The Spirit of God is clearly depicted, as a Spirit of Wisdom in these verses and as a person in Proverbs 8, so by mixing the two there is not far to leap to Wisdom being The Spirit of God. This Biblical extrapolation (and it is not much of an extrapolation) would have worked in conjunction with the philosophical ideas of the time to produce Wisdom of Solomon’s thoughts on Wisdom.  Proverbs 8 did not pick up on this because it is not at all obvious that the Spirit of Wisdom is The Spirit of the Lord until Isaiah, and Sirach 24 does not mention it because it is heavily influenced by Proverbs, and also maybe did not make the connection between Wisdom and Isaiah 11:2.  

Conclusion

The main differences between the presentation of Wisdom in Wisdom of Solomon on one hand, and the figure of Wisdom in Proverbs 8 and Sirach 24 on the other, centre around Wisdom as the Spirit of God in Wisdom of Solomon, and as part of God’s creation in Proverbs 8 and Sirach 24. They can be accounted for by noting that Wisdom of Solomon was far more influenced by Greek Philosophical ideas about logos and that it also contained a more developed bible theology that took into account Isaiah 11:2, that speaks of the Spirit of God as a Spirit of Wisdom.
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