
The 
Hebrew Bible 

® 
A CRITICAL COMPANION 

Edited by 

John Barton 

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS 

PRINCETON AND OXFORD 



Copyright © 2016 by Princeton University Press 
Published by Princeton University Press, 41 William Street, Princeton, New Jersey 08540 
In the United Kingdom: Princeton University Press, 6 Oxford Street, Woodstock, Oxfordshire 
OX20 ITR 

press.princeton.edu 

Jacket art: "King David Playing a Harp:' Miscellany of biblical and other texts. France, Amiens, 
1277-86. London, British Library, MS Add. 11639, f. 117v. 

All Rights Reserved 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

The Hebrew Bible I edited by John Barton. 
pages cm 

This is a general-interest introduction to the Old Testament from many disciplines. There are 
23 essays with 23 individual reference lists. 

Includes bibliographical references and index. 
ISBN 978-0-691-15471-8 (hardcover: alk. paper) 1. Bible. Old Testament-Introductions. 

I. Barton, John, 1948- editor. 
BSI140.3.H432016 
221.6'1-dc23 2015036308 

British Library Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available 

This book has been composed in Minion Pro and Novarese Std 

Printed on acid-free paper. 00 

Printed in the United States of America 

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 



Introduction 
John Barton 

List of Contributors 

Contents 
@ 

PartL 
The Hebrew Bible in Its Historical and Social Context 

1. The Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament 
John Barton 

2. The Historical Framework 
Biblical and Scholarly Portrayals of the Past 

Francesca Stavrakopoulou 

3. The Social and Cultural History of Ancient Israel 
Katherine Southwood 

4. Israel in the Context of the Ancient Near East 
Anthony J. Frendo 

Part II. 
Major Genres of Biblical Literature 

5. The Narrative Books of the Hebrew Bible 
Thomas Romer 

6. The Prophetic Literature 
R. G. Kratz 

7. Legal Texts 
Assnat Bartor 

8. The Wisdom Literature 
Jennie Grillo 

9. The Psalms and Poems of the Hebrew Bible 
Susan Gillingham 

ix 

xi 

3 

24 

54 

86 

107 

109 

133 

160 

183 

206 



vi • Contents 

Part III. 
Maj or Religious Themes 

10. Monotheism 
Benjamin D. Sommer 

11. Creation 
God and World 

Hermann Spieckermann 

12. The Human Condition 
Hilary Marlow 

13. God's Covenants with Humanity and Israel 
Dominik Markl 

14. Ethics 
C. L. Crouch 

15. Religious Space and Structures 
Stephen C. Russell 

16. Ritual 
Diet, Purity, and Sacrifice 

Seth D. Kunin 

Part IV. 

237 

239 

271 

293 

312 

338 

356 

378 

The Study and Reception of the Hebrew Bible 403 

17. Reception of the Old Testament 405 

Alison Gray 

18. Historical-Critical Inquiry 431 
Christoph Bultmann 

19. Literary Approaches 455 

David Jasper 

20. Theological Approaches to the Old Testament 481 

R. WL. Moberly 

21. Political and Advocacy Approaches 507 

Eryl W. Davies 

22. Textual Criticism and Biblical Translation 532 

Carmel McCarthy 



Contents • vii 

23. To Map or Not to Map? 556 

A Biblical Dilemma 

Adrian Curtis 

Index of Scripture 
Index of Modern Authors 
Index of Subjects 

575 

589 
596 



8 
@ 

The Wisdom Literature 

Jennie Grillo 

"Wisdom literature" as a category has no currency in the Old Testa-
ment or) so far as we can tell) in any ancient Near Eastern literary 

culture. A notion of biblical wisdom literature goes back to antiquity) 
but the unifying conceit for this kind of wisdom was simply the figure 
of Solomon; thus for the early rabbis and church fathers) Proverbs and 
Ecclesiastes belonged with Song of Songs as "Solomonic books:) while 
Job) on the other hand) was still being read as the work of Moses as late 
as the great eighteenth-century Hebrew scholars Robert Lowth and Jo
hann David Michaelis. 1 However) by the time of the ninth edition of the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1881) Julius Wellhausen could write of "the 
so-called 'Wisdom» of Job) Proverbs) Sirach) and Ecclesiastes)2 and that 
scholarly category of "wisdom literature» has now replaced the various 
canonical arrangements for many readers while still intersecting with 
them: the Protestant and Jewish canons have only Proverbs) Job) and 
Ecclesiastes/Qohelet) while Roman Catholic and Orthodox Bibles also 
include Sirach and Wisdom of Solomon. But while "wisdom literature» 
is strictly speaking a scholarly construction) it is a scholarly discovery 
too: the books thus gathered together share a pool of family resem
blances) and while-as in any family-particular traits may be stronger) 
or weaker) or missing in individual family members (or present in oth
ers outside the family) nevertheless by some combination of these traits 
all display a basic kinship with the group. First) these texts all share a 
common vocabulary of wisdom) including a habit of thinking about 
thinking. Most obvious is the Hebrew /:zokmah) usually translated "wis
dom): more than half of its attestations appear in Proverbs) Job) and Ec
clesiastes) and other words in the semantic fields of understanding and 
of education also sprinkle these texts thickly. Second) biblical wisdom 
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literature is marked by particular literary forms: most obviously the 
short proverb of various kinds but also refinements such as acrostics and 
riddles, dialogues, discourses, and what Giorgio Buccellati has called 
"lyric introspection:'3 Third, these books share the desire to learn from 
the way the world works in order to live a successful life, though with 
varying degrees of confidence about that task. 

WISDOM IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 

The emergence of wisdom literature as a scholarly category has been 
closely tied to archaeological discoveries in Egypt and Mesopotamia in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; texts such as the Egyptian teach
ing of Amenemope (found in 1923) and fragments of the wisdom of 
Ahiqar in Aramaic (found in 1906) seemed to offer close parallels from 
neighboring cultures. But the appeal to wisdom as an international liter
ary phenomenon has an inbuilt circularity: the newly discovered texts 
tended to be classified as wisdom literature precisely because they re
sembled certain biblical books. In reality, the differences are just as illu
minating as the similarities. For example, biblical wisdom literature is 
frequently characterized as secular, and the more explicit religious mo
tivations found in parts of Proverbs tend to be regarded as late develop
ments that are somehow not quite true to the wisdom ethos; yet ancient 
Near Eastern wisdom is irreducibly religious in orientation. Egyptian 
scribes worked in a "House of Life" attached to large temples; practices 
such as divination and exorcism were part of the expertise of the wise 
Mesopotamian scribe. Similarly, the source of wisdom in Mesopota
mian mythology was heavenly revelation: divine wisdom was mediated 
by the seven primordial sages or apkallus who passed on their antedilu
vian knowledge to a chain of scholars linked to the Babylonian school. 
These comparisons challenge the idea that revealed wisdom is a second
ary digression in the Hebrew environment and make traditions such as 
the antediluvian sage Enoch look less tangential.4 

The closest ancient Near Eastern parallel to the main stream of bib
lical wisdom literature is the "instruction" genre. Instructions are texts 
addressing a younger man in the voice of an elder, passing on wisdom 
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in proverbial form and sometimes reflecting on a lifetime's work; their 
nearest analogues in the Bible are Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. The great
est number come to us from Egypt: they are regularly fictional, like the 
Instruction of Amenemhet (Egyptian, Middle Kingdom), who warns 
his son from beyond the grave about palace intrigues such as those that 
killed him. The subject matter of the teaching can include preparation 
for death, moderation in eating, discretion in speech, respect for par
ents, love of learning, the dangers of quarrelling, the way to choose a 
wife, and how to succeed and to enjoy peace. The speakers and their 
addressees are often royal, as in the Instruction to King Merikare by his 
father (Egyptian, First Intermediate Period), or at least members of the 
ruling classes, like the vizier Ptahhotep delivering maxims to his son 
(Egyptian, Middle Kingdom). These instructions are not secular either: 
running beneath their counsel is the Egyptian belief in Ma'at, usually 
translated as a blend of justice and truth. As a goddess, Ma'at is the daugh
ter of the sun god Re; the instructions teach this divine principle of jus
tice and truth and enable their hearers to discern it in the world. In the 
words of Michael V. Fox, "Put positively, the place of Ma'at in Egyptian 
Wisdom shows that practical advice with utilitarian incentives can have 
a religious foundation and express a religious ethos. Hence so can Isra
elite Wisdom, though it is rooted in a very different religion:'5 

Outside Egypt, we find the Sumerian Instructions ofShuruppak (ver
sions date from 2500 BCE to 1100 BCE), in which a legendary wise man 
advises his eldest son, Ziusudra (the Sumerian Noah), in short prover
bial commands. The Instruction of Ahiqar (sixth century BCE, Ara
maic), which was transmitted by Jewish communities, fits sapiential 
material within a tale of a wise courtier. Without the personal frame of 
the instructions, proverb collections also transmitted sayings; more than 
twenty-four collections of Sumerian proverbs are known, which include 
also fables and jokes.6 Just north of Israel, Babylonian wisdom texts have 
been found in Akkadian at Ugarit, but there is also evidence of wisdom 
style within Canaanite literature, such as a phrase from the Ba'al cycle 
that uses the graded numerical saying familiar from Proverbs and Ahiqar: 
"Now there are two (kinds of) feasts (that) Ba'alu hates, three (that) 
Cloud-Rider (hates): An improper feast, a low-quality feast, and a feast 
where the female slaves misbehave:'7 Other ancient texts especially com
parable to individual biblical wisdom books will be noted below. 



The Wisdom Literature • 185 

PROVERBS 

The book of Proverbs is the classic expression of wisdom literature in the 
Old Testament. It opens with a sustained exposition of the ambitions of 
that genre, which reveals the many facets of the wisdom on offer: 

The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel: 

For learning about wisdom and instruction, 

for understanding words of insight, 

for gaining instruction in wise dealing, 

righteousness, justice, and equity; 

to teach shrewdness to the simple, 

knowledge and prudence to the young

Let the wise also hear and gain in learning, 

and the discerning acquire skill, 

to understand a proverb and a figure, 

the words of the wise and their riddles. (Prov. 1: 1-6)8 

Here, wisdom involves simultaneously a body of knowledge ((wisdom 
and instruction:' "words of insighf'), an intellectual faculty ("to under
stand:' "for learning"), a practical aptitude ((skill:' "shrewdness"), a set 
of virtuous practices ("righteousness, justice, and equiti'), and a moral 
tendency ((prudence"). As an aggregate, this wisdom generally has a 
morally positive character, though it can include skills that in other con
texts are ethically neutral (tabbulot, "skilr) or even dubious ('ormah, 
"shrewdness:' or mezimmah, here "prudence" but elsewhere "schem
ing,,). As Fox puts it, the wisdom of Provo 1-9 «is a disposition of char
acter, a configuration of knowledge, fears, expectations, and desires, that 
enables one to identify the right path and keep to it. Wisdom means not 
only knowing but also desiring to do what is righf'9 

Forms 

The book of Proverbs displays the range of formal features at the dis
posal of wisdom literature. Chapters 1-9 open the book with a series of 
instructions or lectures: these are highly crafted poetic lessons cast in the 
first person, which address a child from the standpoint of a parent ("Hear, 
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my child, your father's instruction, and do not reject your mother's teach
ing:' 1:8). Interspersed with these instructions, and perhaps reflecting 
on them, are pieces that apostrophize wisdom as an eloquent woman 
calling out for followers (8:1-36) or paint a lush verbal picture of the 
fruits of her service (9: 1-6). The main body of the book, chapters 10-31, 

is in turn arranged in several collections, and here the great mass of the 
material takes the form of proverbs. These are typically two-part sayings 
that exploit Hebrew poetic parallelism ((Hatred stirs up strife, but love 
covers all offenses:' 10:12), but within this framework there are numer
ous characteristic forms. Many proverbs are simple but shrewd apho
risms observing how things are ((The heart knows its own bitterness, 
and no stranger shares its joy:' 14:10), which can in turn be ordered as 
a comparison ((Like vinegar to the teeth, and smoke to the eyes, so are 
the lazy to their employers:' 10:26). Comparison is strengthened persua
sively in the «better than" saying ("Better to be despised and have a ser
vant, than to be self-important and lack food:' 12:9) and «how much 
more" or "how much less" sayings ("Fine speech is not becoming to a 
fool; still less is false speech to a ruler:' 17:7). Numerical sayings list phe
nomena grouped by surprising points of similarity ((Three things are 
never satisfied; four never say, 'Enough': Sheol, the barren womb, the 
earth ever thirsty for water, and the fire that never says, 'Enough:" 30:15); 

many proverbs trade on an anomaly (the beautiful woman without dis
cretion, the flattering neighbor with evil intention, the satisfied buyer 
loudly complaining). Other proverbs take the form of admonitions ((Do 
not be among winebibbers, or among gluttonous eaters of meat:' 23:20), 
precepts ("Commit your work to the LORD, and your plans will be es
tablished:' 16:3), or rhetorical questions of the type "Who can find?" or 
«Who can say?" ((Many proclaim themselves loyal, but who can find 
one worthy of trust?" 19:6). In general, proverbs are compressed, vivid, 
frequently paradoxical, require a pause for thought, and demand an 
often rueful assent; as pedagogical devices, they engage a mentally ac
tive style of learning, and their form follows the bounded and patterned 
world that they reflect. 

Literary Layers 

The clearly distinguished divisions in the overall arrangement of the 
book, and the self-reflexive character of the introductory chapters, point 
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toward a literary history behind Proverbs; one schema that has com
manded broad assent suggests three stages. A first layer of pithy sayings 
survives from family or clan origins in Israel's history; as comparative 
evidence for this kind of popular setting, proverbs are a feature of folk 
tradition across countless cultures and periods. lo A second stage might 
be the royal court as a workshop for the gathering and generating of 
more proverbs: the collection beginning at 25: 1 with the heading "These 
are other proverbs of Solomon that the officials of King Hezekiah of 
Judah copied" has a particular concern with life in a royal household 
("With patience a ruler may be persuaded, and a soft tongue can break 
bones;' 25:15). Kings' courts as theaters of wisdom persist in the collec
tive memory of the ancient Near East, from Solomon to the tale of the 
three clever pages in 2 Esdras. If some of the sayings in the book of 
Proverbs have reached us through a royal court in Jerusalem, then per
haps it is into that setting-better internationally networked than the 
old family circles trading oral wisdom-that we could fit the non
Israelite borrowings that are a feature of the book of Proverbs, in partic
ular the close relationship that exists between Proverbs and the Instruc
tion of Amenemope. This is an Egyptian collection of wise sayings in 
thirty chapters (cf. Provo 22:20, "Have I not written for you thirty sayings 
of admonition and knowledge?"), closely paralleled in wording and 
order in Provo 22:17-23:11 and echoed elsewhere in the book. Most 
schorars now agre~ that the direction of borrowing is from the Egyptian 
text to the Hebrew book, and this is an instance of wisdom's easy eclec
ticism: there is no suspicion about learning from non-Israelite sources 
and no felt incongruity in framing the words of those foreign sages as 
"what is right and true:' 

That framing brings us to the third literary layer of the book, consist
ing of the introductory chapters 1-9 (and perhaps much more prover
bial material too), probably dating to the Persian or Hellenistic periods, 
and with its own complex history of development; the final pieces of 
chapters 30 and 31 may have been added later stilL In the introduction 
furnished by chapters 1-9, a confident Yahwism repurposes and re
presents the borrowed riches inside, so that "apples of gold in settings 
of silver" (Prov. 25: 11) could stand as an appropriate image for the 
whole book. The editors of the collection have placed the deeply pious 
chapters 1-9 as an interpretive guide to the earlier wisdom materials: 
"The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom" stands as an almost 
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shocking claim over the mixed bag of Egyptian lore and common sense 
that follows it. To a certain extent this leitmotif is a claim made over 
against the wisdom materials it encompasses, and yet the sages' invita
tion to embrace the proverbial wisdom that follows in the light of the 
fear of the Lord is a real one. For these editors, the universalistic genius 
of wisdom literature is capable of being accommodated, unaltered, 
within the particularistic ethos of Israelite religion. 

Moral Reasoning 

The moral reasoning of the book of Proverbs is multiple, not single, and 
is certainly not reducible to the crude eudaemonism with which it is 
sometimes caricatured: for example, «what God hates" (to 'evah, "abom
ination") is one common way of describing actions intolerable to a wis
dom way of looking at the world (e.g., 20:23, "Differing weights are an 
abomination to the LORD, and false scales are not good"), and while this 
is an appeal to order, it is not straightforwardly self-interested. But a 
strong and central line of argument is nevertheless based on the benefits 
of wisdom: "She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her; those who 
hold her fast are called happy" (3:18). This is equally true in the theo
logical rationale of chapters 1-9 and in the older proverbial wisdom of the 
body of the book: throughout, wise or foolish choices play out in what 
has been called an «act-consequence relationship:'ll Wisdom and folly 
(or righteousness and wickedness-the two frameworks are often inter
changeable) carry within themselves their own rewards or punishments, 
sometimes demonstrated in slapstick effects: "Whoever digs a pit will 
fall into it, and a stone will come back on the one who starts it rolling" 
(26:27). The wise life, then, is one of diligent work leading to prosperity, 
discretion in speech leading to respect, faithfulness between husband 
and wife leading to a happy home, and just dealings leading to an equi
table society. Their opposites are folly, laziness, stupidity, ignorance, and 
thoughtlessness, but these are dynamic opposites. In some instances the 
failings of unwisdom are reversible ('<Folly is bound up in the heart of 
a boy, but the rod of discipline drives it far away:' 22:15), and a central 
character in the book is the simple youth, who hovers between wisdom 
and folly and possesses the moral agency to go either way: «0 simple 
ones, learn prudence; acquire intelligence, you who lack it" (8:5). The 
force of the act-consequence relationship, then, is as an invitation rather 
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than as a mechanism. There is also a large reserve of inscrutability in 
God's dealings with people, experienced as contingency by life's actors: 
"The lot is cast into the lap, but the decision is the Lord's alone" (16:33). 
Proverbs acknowledges the possibility of perplexity and sorrow as a part 
of the human condition that no amount of wise planning is bulwark 
against: "There is a way that seems right to a person, but its end is the 
way to death. Even in laughter the heart is sad, and the end of joy is 
grief" {14:12-13}. And while the sages insist that wisdom is within reach, 
it is never facile: the hardship of the quest is written into the metaphors 
for seeking wisdom {education, romantic pursuit, treasure hunting}, and 
the difficulty of finding wisdom becomes overwhelming near the close 
of the collection in the proverbs of Agur son of J akeh {chap. 30}. 

The argument from consequences encodes a worldview rooted in a 
theology of creation; in fact, creation has become a central category in 
the study of wisdom literature {though we should be cautious about 
importing ideas of a separate realm called "creation" or "nature" into 
the book of Proverbs, since human society is a large part of its focus 
and not differentiated from the nonhuman world}. "The Lord by wis
dom founded the earth, by understanding he established the heavens" 
{3:19}-this is the wisdom teachers' rationale for their project, discern
ing in the world the orderliness with which God made it. In formulating 
it this way, the later sages seek to identify and explain the intuition im
plicit in the interweaving of "religious" and "secular" material within the 
earlier collections of proverbs: the wise of old discovered patterns in 
the world because God created it orderly and thus "readable:' The full
est expression of this mirroring of wisdom and creation comes in Provo 
8:22-31, and here in addition the possibility of a more personal, less 
simply deductive relationship to wisdom opens up: wisdom is now per
sonified. Both the text itself and the philosophical background of this 
personification are difficult to be sure of, but Wisdom here UlOkmot} 
seems to be both a female figure hosting a sumptuous banquet and a 
favorite child playing alongside {or possibly a master craftsman working 
alongside} God in the task of creating the world. An illuminating parallel 
for this relationship to creation is the account of the Temple decoration 
in Exod. 35:30-36: I, where the work of the artisans, empowered by di
vinely given wisdom, mimics that of God himself: working with wisdom, 
they embellish the Temple as a miniature cosmos that mirrors the real 
created cosmos. The emphasis there is on their wisdom as they work, not 
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a wisdom embedded within the Temple. In a similar way, the wisdom of 
Provo 8 is not an abstract principle lurking within the creation to be dis
covered but an aspect of God's own creating activity, which is at the 
same time available to anyone who now seeks to interpret and under
stand that world; this tilts the view of Proverbs away from either deism 
or pantheism. 

Epistemology 

The discourse of the book of Proverbs is based on observation: "Go to 
the ant, you lazybones; consider its ways, and be wise" (6:6). The sayings 
ground their claims on experience, and thus knowledge seems to be ar
rived at experimentally, rather than accepted on authority: "I passed by 
the field of one who was lazy, by the vineyard of a stupid person; and see, 
it was all overgrown with thorns; the ground was covered with nettles, 
and its stone wall was broken down. Then I saw and considered it; I 
looked and received instruction" (24:30-32). Against this, Fox has ar
gued that such gestures to visual examples are purely rhetorical and that 
the real source of knowledge in Proverbs is already-established tradi
tion. 12 Certainly there is a sense of shared experience in the appeals to 
discovery: a proverb gets its wide circulation from the fact that what is 
discovered by living and learning is what everyone always discovers, 
and this comes close to being a pool of common knowledge or even 
tradition. But perhaps we need a somewhat phenomenological account 
of the interplay between latent knowledge and the shock of experience: 
in the book of Proverbs, what the imagined observer sees does confirm 
known principles, but this is felt as a realization, and sometimes it brings 
the principle to consciousness for the first time. There is a characteristic 
'i\ha!" in the explosive impact of a proverb, not simply "I knew it all 
along:' so that the rhetoric of discovery is not purely illustrative. 

JOB 

The book of Job is the Old Testament's King Lear; it assaults its audience 
with the sustained anguished shriek of a solitary sufferer, whirlwind
tossed, who presses the force of his personality on the reader as he rages 
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against his losses in words very like King Lear's claim that "I am a man 
more sinned against than sinning?' And yet Job is also the model of for
titude behind Lear's resolve to be "the pattern of all patience:' and the 
book itself is diverted from tragedy to comedy by an ending that restores 
to Job riches, his position in family and society, and especially daughters 
in place of those ripped from him. This varied texture is partly the result 
of the generically diverse pieces that have been stitched together to make 
the final book of Job: the dialogues of Job and his friends are set within 
a prose tale (chaps. 1-2 and 42:7-17), which narrates at the beginning 
God's decision in the heavenly council to allow Satan to test the blame
less Job by destroying his property, family, and health and at the end 
God's rebuke of Job's friends and the restoration of Job. The dialogues 
themselves (chaps. 3-27) exchange prose for poetry and are arranged in 
three cycles of speeches between Job and his friends Eliphaz, Bildad, and 
Zophar, though the third cycle is cut off after only two of the friends 
speak. There follows a poem in praise of wisdom (chap. 28, perhaps still 
in the mouth of Job); Job's final self-defense (chaps. 29-31); speeches 
from a new character, Elihu (chaps. 32-37); the voice of God from the 
whirlwind (chaps. 38-41); and Job's reply (42:1-6). The poetic language 
of Job and of God is some of the most dazzling in the Hebrew Bible, in 
its anatomy of suffering, the rhetorical appeal of its forensic language, 
and the sheer beauty of its sweep through creation. 

Job as Wisdom 

The book of Job has not always been read as wisdom literature: the 
highly individualized figure of Job, vividly dramatized in the psycho
logical realism of the speeches, had a strong exemplary role in the earli
est Jewish and Christian readings and later a typological one. Until the 
beginnings of modern critical study, Job was widely thought to be the 
work of Moses (it is placed after Deuteronomy in the Syriac Peshitta), in 
a reading that takes its pre-Israelite setting and its historical narration 
as the determinative generic markers; later, the book was amenable to 
reading against a more philosophical grid. Differently, Job had always 
belonged with Psalms and Proverbs as "poetical books" for the Hebrew 
reading tradition predominant in the West; others have seen its closest 
family resemblances to lamentY Certainly Job does make startlingly 
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creative use of a common fund of language and imagery for individual 
suffering that gave voice to the human stricken by the gods across many 
ancient Near Eastern texts: these poetic resources for lament are known 
to us from biblical psalms of complaint and from Mesopotamian texts 
such as Ludlul bel nemeqi ("By day sighing, by night lamentation, / 
Monthly, trepidation, despair the year. / I moaned like a dove all my 
days, / Like a singer, I moan out my dirge"). 14 

However, the identification of Job as wisdom literature is also based on 
some real affinities between this text and others that share its searching 
orientation toward a moral universe where the innocent inexplicably 
suffer. One of these, the "Babylonian TheodicY:' is framed in the dia-
10gue form of Job 3-27 and draws on sapientiallanguage as it tells of 
the exchange between a sufferer, who complains, "Those who seek not 
after a god can go the road of favor, / Those who pray to a goddess have 
grown poor and destitute;' and his friend, a "sage;' who objects that "you 
have overthrown wisdom;' "you have scorned divine design:'ls Both 
the "Babylonian Theodicy" and the dialogues of Job seem to participate 
in a genre that worries away at perennial human dilemmas as questions 
of wisdom and which does so in the back-and -forth conversations of 
scholars and sages. Job is at home in the wisdom tradition in other ways 
too: the book is studded with wisdom vocabulary and forms. The friends 
speak in proverbs ("Surely vexation kills the fool, and jealousy slays the 
simple;' 5:2) and give voice to the perspective of traditional wisdom, as 
Job recognizes ("No doubt you are the people, and wisdom will die with 
you;' 12:1); the poem of chapter 28 asks the question "Where shall wis
dom be found?" and closes with the place of wisdom within God's pri
mordial work of creation in a manner reminiscent of Provo 8, before 
summing up in the terms of Proverbs: "The fear of the Lord, that is 
wisdom, and to depart from evil is understanding" (Job 28:28). The test 
(and eventual reward) of Job happen to someone who is the consum
mate blameless and upright man of the book of Proverbs, fearing God 
and turning away from evil (Job 1:1; see Provo 2:7, 2:21, 3:7). Thus the 
book of Job speaks from within the wisdom tradition; however, many 
have heard in it a critical voice. 
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Job against Wisdom? 

A great deal of debate has focused on the book of Job's exact stance to
ward conventional wisdom. Job himself returns obsessively to the act
consequence relationship, which he insists has stopped functioning: 
«How often is the lamp of the wicked put out? How often does calamity 
come upon them?" (21:17); instead he, an innocent man, has become 
God's target. The whole sensibility of Job's speeches, as he spills forth his 
furious demands for justice from God, is opposed to the measured ca
dences of Proverbs. One example of the complicated clash between the 
two books might be Job's attitude to death: life is perhaps the highest 
good in the wisdom literature, but Job longs for death (the poetic part of 
the book opens with his «Let the day perish on which I was born:' 3:2); 
and yet the specific agony of his back-and -forth closeness to wisdom is 
also clear, as he in turn mourns the prospect of being torn away from the 
familiar things of life (''As the cloud fades and vanishes, so those who 
go down to Sheol do not come up; they return no more to their houses, 
nor do their places know them any more:' 7:9-10). In particular, discus
sion has focused on Job's friends as stock examples of the shortcomings 
of conventional wisdom. On one view, they mistake Job's innocence for 
guilt and speak the right words at the wrong time, failing in the wisdom 
task of discerning the proper time for action. On another view, they 
speak accurately as faithful representatives of the wisdom tradition and 
thus expose the bankruptcy of the act-consequence nexus: it cannot 
handle a case such as Job's. In this way the book of Job, like Ecclesiastes, 
is taken as evidence of a "crisis of wisdom"; a historical background 
often proposed for such a crisis is the Babylonian Exile and beyond, 
when belief in the justice of retribution began to break down as a result 
of the nation's defeat (though it should be said that large swathes of 
other, diverse biblical traditions found it possible to understand the 
Exile within the paradigm of acts and their consequences). This crisis
of-wisdom model certainly finds some support in the text: God says in 
the final chapter that Job's friends "have not spoken of me what is right, 
as my servant Job has" (42:7). Throughout the dialogues, the imagina
tive power of the text is not with the friends but with Job, whose poetry 
makes theirs pale by comparison; equally spectacular is the final an
swer given by God, which differs completely from the friends' wisdom 
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in reorienting Job's and the reader's gaze toward the breathtaking other
ness of a wild world. 

A Polyphonic Book 

However, a more sympathetic understanding of the friends is possible, 
especially in view of the amount of space given to their speeches: in
cluding Elihu, they occupy fully fifteen out of forty-two chapters, or more 
than a third of a rather long biblical book; for most readers throughout 
Jewish and Christian history all this has not been read only to dismiss it. 
At least in the first cycle and arguably also in the second, the friends 
insist that "God will not reject a blameless person" (Job 8:20) in order to 
comfort Job rather than to condemn him; for them the logic of retribu
tion means that a righteous mans suffering is only temporary, not that it 
is deserved. Perhaps the different perspectives of Job, the friends, God, 
and the narrator each have their part to play in a "polyphonic" book: the 
phrase is from Carol Newsom, who invokes Mikhail Bakhtin's category 
of the "dialogic imagination" to account for the unresolved but real co
existence of conflicting voices in the book. 16 In many readers' experi
ence, these jostling moral perspectives are individually reinforced by 
the very different aesthetic experiences of each, the jagged textures of 
the poetry of Job and of God playing as a counterpoint to the soothingly 
traditional rhythms of the prose tale from long ago and far away. The 
book of Job, then, can be read as a complication and a deepening of the 
wisdom tradition, rather than a sharp break with it. 

ECCLESIASTES 

Ecclesiastes scrutinizes the sorrow and also the sweetness of life "under 
the sun;' though it is everywhere a bittersweetness; the book takes its 
place in a long line of works that have wrestled with the question of where 
to find meaning in human existence. Like much wisdom literature, the 
book has a strong Egyptian connection: somewhere behind Qohelet, 
though at several removes, stands a poem such as the Harper's Songfrom 
the Tomb of King Intef, where skepticism about any lasting memory for 
the passing generations is met by advice to "follow your heart and your 
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happiness"; the refrain urges, "Make holiday, / Do not weary of it! / Lo, 
none is allowed to take his goods with him, / Lo, none who departs comes 
back again!"l? 

Qohelet and Solomon 

Ecclesiastes aligns itself with an existing body of Hebrew wisdom litera
ture by invoking the famously wise figure of Solomon: the narrative of 
the book begins with an autobiographical sketch in which the speaker 
recalls his splendid accumulation of wisdom and wealth (1: 12-2: 11), 

"surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before me" (1:16). Coming 
from one who calls himself "the son of David, king in Jerusalem;' these 
claims of riches, wisdom, exotic palaces, and lush gardens have been 
read alongside the accounts of Solomon's reign in 1 Kings 3-5; until the 
modern era, Solomon was thought to be the author of Ecclesiastes. But 
the royal guise in the book is held at arm's length: the wisest of all kings 
is reduced to despair when death levels the wise and the foolish (Eccles. 
2: 12-17), and the name of Solomon is never used. Instead, Solomon's 
oblique presence in the book makes a critical argument: as an archetype 
of wisdom and royal splendor, he provides the focus for a searching ex
amination of both of these. The real author is hidden still further behind 
a layer of third -person narrative and the voice of the character Qohelet, 
the name or title by which the voice in the text identifies itself. This word 
comes from the Hebrew root qhl, meaning "assemble;' and may allude 
to the assemblies convened by Solomon and many kings of Israel and 
Judah besides him; whether qohelet would be the speaker in an assembly 
(Luther's Prediger) or a member (the Septuagint's ekklesiastes) is hard to 
decide, though the form of the word may suggest someone with a job 
to do in the assembly. 

Ecclesiastes and Wisdom 

As well as the Solomon connection, Ecclesiastes has formal ties to the 
wisdom tradition: whole stretches of the book are written in aphoristic 
style, and Qohelet thematizes wisdom from several angles. Wisdom is 
better than folly, as light is better than darkness (2:13); it protects and 
gives life to the one who possesses it (7: 12), gives strength to the wise 
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(7:19), and makes the face shine (8:1); but it also brings vexation (1:18), 
remains elusive (7:23), goes unheeded (9:16), and is easily outweighed 
by folly (10:1). Like Job, Ecclesiastes has often been read as the product 
of a crisis in wisdom thinking; in the words of James L. Crenshaw, Qo
helet "had seen the assumptions of the intelligentsia and the practical 
guidelines of ordinary citizens give way under the heavy questioning of 
poets such as the genius behind the book of Job and the vicissitudes of 
history:' 18 The reputation of Qohelet as a skeptic or a pessimist is often 
driven by the destructive force of his "vanity" exclamations, which de
molish every accomplishment and value; the word often translated "van
ity;, hebel, reactivates a dead metaphor of breath or vapor and has con
notations of fleetingness, insubstantiality, and futility. The use of hebel 
certainly has a bearing on Qohelet's valuation of wisdom: it tends to 
function as a protest against things that disrupt the act -consequence re
lationship, such as death ("How can the wise die just like fools?" Eccles. 
2:16), the unpredictable returns oflabor ("The lover of money will not 
be satisfied with money:' 5:10), the fickleness of memory ("I saw the 
wicked buried ... and they were praised;' 8:10), and injustice ("There are 
righteous people who are treated according to the conduct of the wicked, 
and there are wicked people who are treated according to the conduct 
of the righteous;' 8:14). Qohelet is dogged by the nagging possibility 
that you can toil and build up riches but fail to enjoy them (6: 1-2); being 
able to enjoy them depends not on hard work but on God's gift, and that 
seems dangerously arbitrary. Does Qohelet, then, reject the wisdom 
project of identifying predictable outcomes for actions in the world? Fox 
suggests instead that "Qohelet's complaints are not an attack on wisdom, 
but a complaint against life on wisdom's behalf"19; Qohelet speaks pas
Sionately from within the wisdom tradition and rails at a world that 
fails to reward its observance. Much of his strangeness is simply his an
guished personal involvement; Stuart Weeks has pointed out how many 
of Qohelet's perspectives already find a place in earlier wisdom.20 Wis
dom remains a value in Ecclesiastes, although vulnerable; Qohelet still 
offers proverbs, even if they are often cautionary tales rather than con
fident expectations. Recognizing this, the epilogists who close the book 
from an orthodox perspective still find it possible to frame Qohelet's 
words within the wisdom tradition: he "taught the people knowledge" 
and "wrote words of truth plainly" (12:9-10). They offer two summaries, 
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both partial and yet both capturing something present within the book: 
"Vanity of vanities, says the Teacher; all is vanity" (12:8); "Fear God, and 
keep his commandments" (12:13). 

The Recovery of Meaning 

The question posed by Ecclesiastes is "What do people gain from all the 
toil at which they toil under the sun?" (1:3); Qohelet stages his whole 
investigation solely so that he "might see what was good for mortals to 
do under heaven during the few days of their life" (2:3). He despairs over 
many frustrated routes to gain or good, but these expressions of despair 
are punctuated by a series of "joy sayings;' beginning at 2:24: "There is 
nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in 
their toil:' These sayings offer the simple pleasures of food, drink, work, 
clothing, marriage, and merriment as instances of "what is good" in the 
midst of disillusion, and as Qohelet's words unfold, the commendation 
of joy gets stronger and stronger.21 Qohelet answers his own question by 
saying that there is something good to do in life; he has flirted with ha
tred of life, but there is nothing in the book like the settled embrace of 
death expressed in one poem from a text often compared with Ecclesi
astes, the Dispute between a Man and His Ba: "Death is before me today / 
Like the fragrance of myrrh, / Like sitting under sail on breeze daY:'22 
Some also detect in Ecclesiastes a drift toward a more confident embrace 
oflife's contingencies over the course of the book: by chapter 11, a string 
of positive exhortations seem to accept risk and to urge confident and 
carefree action (11: 1-10). In gauging the book's overall tone, much de
pends on how we read its three poetic passages at 1:4-11, 3:1-8, and 
12: 1-8: there is in all of these a cinematic eye for small things that crys
tallize the beauty of the natural world and, in the latter two, a pleasure in 
life and in language that seems to run counter to Qohelefs dark streak. 

WISDOM ELSEWHERE IN THE OLD TESTAMENT 

If "wisdom literature" is something of a constructed category, then dis
covering wisdom outside its boundaries comes as no surprise: the themes 
and expression of these three Old Testament books find echoes across 
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many others. Explaining these correspondences as the definite influence 
of wisdom on other texts has not always been fruitful, nor has the at
tempt to claim other writings (Esther, the Joseph story, the narrative of 
David's rise) as wisdom literature.23 The search for influence assumed 
that wisdom was a discrete intellectual enterprise, housed in a particular 
context of schools for training court bureaucrats, on the model of other 
ancient Near Eastern cultures; a historical backdrop for this flurry of 
state-sponsored wise activity was found in von Rad's «Solomonic en
lightenment:' However, the archaeological and epigraphic evidence for 
all this school-centered wisdom production has not stood up well to 
scrutiny, and without this institutional framework it becomes harder to 
imagine wisdom literature as the product of a self-segregating move
ment wielding a distinctive influence.24 

Rather, it may be more fruitful to see wisdom as a widespread intellec
tual current in Israel-what Giorgio Buccellati calls a «cultural tradition"
not confined to anyone social group or structure.25 Several biblical books 
bear the imprint of this widely dispersed wisdom. Language character
istic of the book of Deuteronomy resonates with the wisdom literature: 
Israel's laws, Moses tells the people, «will show your wisdom and dis
cernment to the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, 
'Surely this great nation is a wise and discerning people!'" (Deut. 4:6).26 

Wisdom has affinities not just with Deuteronomy but with Deuteron
omism: the act -consequence relationship illuminates Deuteronomistic 
structures of thought, a moral equivalence that stands out in clearer re
lief when wisdom later turns its explicit attention to history. Differently, 
the Joseph story (Gen. 37-50) has long been compared with wisdom 
literature because it narrates the success of the wise courtier, a prover
bial motif also given story form in Ahiqar, Esther, and Daniel 1-6; it is 
noteworthy that the wise men Joseph and Daniel are interpreters of 
dreams, like other ancient Near Eastern practitioners of wisdom but un
like the wise man of the classic biblical wisdom literature. Some psalms 
are suggestive of wisdom themes and concerns: Ps. 73 puzzles over un
deserved suffering like Job and Qohelet; Ps. 49 invokes a proverb and a 
riddle to meditate on the fate of the wise and the foolish (cf. also Pss. 1, 
32, 34, 37, 112, 128).17 Prophetic books make use of wisdom forms such 
as proverbs and riddles (for instance, Isaiah's vineyard parable and Amos's 
lists of impossible things); narratives embed wise sayings in dialogue 
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((As the ancient proverb says, 'Out of the wicked comes forth wicked
ness;" 1 Sam. 24:13); and wisdom from an altogether different source is 
at the heart of the second creation narrative in Gen. 2-3. 

Revisiting the question of schooling, David Carr has instead pro
posed an educational milieu in which wisdom literature mingled with 
other texts in the enculturation of Israel's elites, without modern disci
plinary boundaries: proverbs and instructions were learned and copied 
alongside songs and poems, ritual texts, narratives, and administrative 
documents.28 This account of wisdom literature as just one of many 
agents in the transmission of cultural memory explains the cross
pollination between wisdom literature and other streams of what would 
become the Old Testament. It also sharply relativizes the perceived theo
logical distinctiveness of the wisdom literature: wisdom may be alone in 
lacking a focus on exodus, conquest, and the great traditions of Israel's 
history, but in the experience of its ancient readers, wisdom never was 
alone. 

WISDOM LITERATURE AS A TRADITION 

«Many great teachings have been given to us through the Law and the 
Prophets and the others that followed them, and for these we should 
praise Israel for instruction and wisdom. Now, those who read the scrip
tures must not only themselves understand them, but must also as lovers 
of learning be able through the spoken and written word to help the 
outsiders" (Sir. Prologue)-so wrote the grandson of Jesus Ben Sira 
sometime not long after 132 BCE, in a colophon to his translation of 
his grandfather's book-Ben Sira in Hebrew, Sirach in Greek, and later 
Ecclesiasticus in Latin. In presenting the work to an Alexandrian Jewish 
audience with this particular flourish, the translator is a witness to many 
of the shifts by which wisdom literature in the Hellenistic age reoriented 
itself.29 One of the hardest to calibrate is the shift from composition to 
interpretation: the grandfather is still a collector-composer in the style 
of the authors of Proverbs, gathering wisdom materials (proverbs, poems, 
instructions) new to the Hebrew corpus; however, his collection is 
framed by a growing awareness of an existing body of written literature, 
the «great teachings" already given and now to be interpreted «through 
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the spoken and written word;' even though the exact status, boundaries, 
and textual form of that body of literature were still in flux in this pe
riod. Ben Sira himself expresses this dual task eloquently when he likens 
his work to a canal drawing from the mighty Nile or the Euphrates, in a 
rhetorical figure where previous scripture is the headwater and his own 
teaching is a tributary: ''As for me, I was like a canal from a river, like 
a water channel into a garden .... And 10, my canal became a river, and 
my river a sea" (39:30-31). A passage praising the wisdom of a scripture 
scholar makes the authorial task dependent on the prior interpretive 
task: "If the great Lord is willing, he will be filled with the spirit of un
derstanding; he will pour forth words of wisdom of his own, and give 
thanks to the Lord in prayer" (39:6). 

A further shift is the enlarged scope of wisdom. In the grandson's 
prologue, the "instruction and wisdom" that a wise man such as Ben 
Sira interprets includes not only the biblical wisdom literature but "the 
Law and the Prophets and the others that followed them": all scriptures 
are now the business of the wisdom teacher. Sir. 39 paints a fuller pen 
portrait of the ideal scribe, who "seeks out the wisdom of all the an
cients" and "penetrates the subtleties" of parables and proverbs but is 
also "concerned with prophecies" and above all "devotes himself to the 
study of the law of the Most High" (38:34-39:3). The most profound 
integration of wisdom with other streams of tradition comes in the poem 
of Sir. 24, building on Provo 8: the fair and fragrant personified wisdom 
now journeys from heavenly places and primordial times to take up her 
dwelling place within the Jerusalem Temple and to be identified with the 
law of Moses just as she, too, first came forth from the mouth of the 
Most High. Israel's wisdom is finely poised here between an ambitious 
universalism ("Over every people and nation I have held sway;' Sir. 24:6) 
and a deepened particularism (''And so I was established in Zion;' 24:8). 

This chapter's mythic pattern of wisdom's preexistence, descent, and 
embodiment as the word of God would become influential in works such 
as the deuterocanonical Baruch and on into Christianity and rabbinic 
Judaism. Although the equation of law and wisdom is not absolutely 
new here (see on Deuteronomy above or possibly proverbs such as Provo 
28:4, 7, 9; 29:18), it is now explicitly at the heart of the wisdom enter
prise, and torah here is a more clearly defined body of text than the 
framers of either Deuteronomy or Proverbs knew. Writing wisdom liter-
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ature now means self-consciously belonging to a written tradition, while 
the "wisdom" within that tradition encompasses far more than the say
ings of the sages. 

This new orientation toward wide-ranging scriptural interpretation 
also marks Wisdom of Solomon, though that book is saturated with the 
categories of Greek philosophy and rhetoric, which filter and frame its 
presentation of Israel's wisdom. Wisdom of Solomon was probably writ
ten in Alexandria, in the Greek language, and most likely in the first 
century BeE. The author begins with the question of justice for the un
godly and the righteous in language reminiscent of Qohelet, or at least 
an Epicurean caricature of Qohelet, but dissolves Qohelet's and Job's 
problem into the promise of immortality. The book likewise maintains a 
fiction of Solomon's voice, woven into an encounter with a beloved Lady 
Wisdom, but the main work of scriptural interpretation in the book is a 
history of the human race culminating in a long retelling of the Exodus 
plagues. Sacred history has become the pattern book of wisdom's action 
in the world.30 

Wisdom has several distinctive notes in those books that emerged 
from more apocalyptic early Jewish circles. The book of Daniel is not 
cast in the forms of wisdom literature, but it brings the wise-courtier tale 
of the older, international wisdom into contact with a newly energized 
form of sapiential scribal activity more sharply defined around scrip
tural interpretation. Daniel's wisdom in the earlier tales is his God-given 
gift for mantological exegesis of dreams and mysterious writing (e.g., 
2:20-23, 5: 11-12); in the later literary stages of the book, divinely given 
wisdom becomes the revelation that unlocks scriptural prophecies (9:1-3, 
22-23), the knowledge of the hidden future (10:12-14), and the minis
try of instructing the faithful for endurance and martyrdom (11 :33-35, 
12:3). Like Sirach, the book of Daniel is marked by a deep integration 
of wisdom with a priestly sensibility; differently to Sirach, in Daniel wis
dom is combined with apocalyptic urgency and a more radical depen
dence on divine revelation. 

Further examples of Second Temple Jewish wisdom literature have 
also emerged among the Dead Sea Scrolls: copied at Qumran but pre
dating the sect there, works such as 4QBeatitudes (4Q525) and 4QWiles 
of the Wicked Woman (4Q 184) mirror the forms (proverbs, instructions, 
macarisms) and themes (the two ways, the feminine appeal of wisdom 
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and of folly) of Israel's older wisdom literature, though with a more de
cisive orientation toward Torah and toward heavenly revelations and 
rewards. In the composition known as 4QInstruction, the search for 
wisdom takes on notes of inscrutability reminiscent of Ecclesiastes, as 
the hiddenness of wisdom is bound up with the hardships of life under 
the sun: "Investigate the mystery of existence, and consider all paths of 
truth, and observe closely all the roots of injustice. Then you will know 
what is bitter for a human being and what is sweet for a man" (4Q416 2 

iii). This work combines a pedagogical format with an insistence on the 
heavenly "mystery that is to be" or "mystery of existence" (raz nihyeh); 
here, the imagery and advice of Proverbs meet a strictly apocalyptic 
worldview.31 In the eclectic intellectual culture of Second Temple Juda
ism, categories such as "wisdom;' "prophecy;' "law;' and "cult" increas
ingly blur into one another; as the wisdom tradition weaves itself more 
tightly around scriptural memories of Solomon and the sages, so, too, 
do its latest scribes spin a web of connections to many other books. 
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