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Preface and Acknowledgments

In my conversations with students, family members, and random seat
partners on airline flights, there are certain questions that inevitably rise
to the surface given enough time and candor. Full disclosure: I studiously
avoid talking with people seated next to me when I travel, but sometimes
it does happen in spite of my best efforts to immerse myself in a book or a
nap. When those exchanges do begin, up front I confess that I teach Bible,
and the conversation usually grinds to an immediate halt. Occasionally,
however, that declaration prompts a curious question. Why on earth. . .?
And away we go.

At any rate, you can guess some of the subsequent questions in each
of these contexts, I am sure. How is it that people do such horrible things
to each other? In the face of overwhelming despair, what is the point of
living, to say nothing of living well? For that matter, who defines what

“living well” is? Why is your interpretation of right and wrong (righteous-
ness and wickedness) any better than anyone else’s? Ah, that one could
get uncomfortable, and it suggests such quaint language. Righteousness?
Wickedness? What do these words mean? Here is a slightly safer one:
Why are some days so boring and others shot full of fearsome perils? But
then come questions that are intended to poke holes in my worldview.
What kind of a God holds people responsible if he exercises absolute
control over their lives? Why must we endure pain? How are we sup-
posed to come to grips with the prospect of dying? Couldn’t there have
been a better design?

Biblical wisdom texts wrestle with these questions and a host of oth-
ers. Some of them explore good and orderly living and warn against
landing in traps. Others poke a little fun at idiosyncratic human behavior.
(Reading some parts of the Bible requires a good sense of humor.) While
Song of Songs rhapsodizes about love, still other wisdom texts echo the
heart-wrenching outbursts of agony that are only fully understood by
those who suffer. No matter the focus, we find in these texts mirrors of
our human longing to grasp something of these perplexing aspects of life.
We would dearly love to curb unruly circumstances, subdue pain, and
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stave off the ominous darkness of death. We vainly think that using our
good sense will advance these causes.

The Plan

Enough of the opening volley. Here’s what I would like to accomplish
in this book. Part One will explore an array of introductory issues, the
first of which will be looking at basic definitions. We need to zero in on
wisdom and folly as we see them through a biblical lens. To be sure, the
pursuit of wisdom is universal; our opening questions indicate that. Nev-
ertheless, there is also a powerful moral component of biblical wisdom
that will shape the direction of our study rather significantly. It can be
distilled in “the fear of the Lorp,” the powerful connection with Torah
(God’s instruction) and character traits of humility and trust. Remember
those potentially nagging terms “righteousness” and “wickedness”?

A second preliminary matter has to do with the nature of Hebrew
poetry. It is not an overstatement to claim that poetry is a perfect vehicle
to convey rich, sometimes ambiguous, and challenging truths. Part One
closes with a brief investigation of the possible historical and theological
contexts for the Bible’s wisdom texts. Can we legitimately place some or
all of them in Solomon’s tenth-century court circles, or should that sug-
gestion be sent to the dustbin of less sophisticated interpretation?

Part Two will address the practical wisdom found in Proverbs, start-
ing with a brief overview of the pertinent academic questions. These are
fascinating, by the way. Please don’t skip that chapter! Because no facet of
human experience is exempt from the sages” keen observations, Proverbs is
an endless treasure trove, very difficult to distill and summarize but always
yielding more gems with each reading. The chapters that explore these
practical nuggets focus on recurring themes: the ever-present challenge to
choose between righteousness and wickedness; the power of words; charac-
ter and human nature; family relationships; discipline and diligence; justice
and stewardship.

Part Three focuses on Ecclesiastes. This is one of my favorites. Schol-
ars differ as to whether the views expressed in the book are a comfortable
fit with “orthodoxy.” Was the author just chronically gloomy? The word
that defines the book, Hebrew hevel, eludes easy definition. Fittingly, this
word may mean “elusive,” even though popular translations have opted
for something like “meaningless” or “vanity.” Equally compelling are

“transient” or “absurd” or “enigmatic.” Get the picture? This is good stuff.
Ecclesiastes alternately presents the reader with disturbing and oddly
reassuring realities, rocking back and forth between the perspective from
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“under the sun” and the reality of God’s gifts. The author speaks to the
frustrating and tedious nature of much of life, the anguish over the brev-
ity of life and the finality of death, and the pain of incessant injustice. And
he clings to hope in judgment—of all things. A final chapter in this sec-
tion addresses several of the more challenging interpretive conundrums
in Ecclesiastes 7.

Part Four is devoted to Job. What can I say? Where ought we begin?
Awe, humility, trepidation, caution, hope—the character and the book
drive us to our knees. As before, our first chapter is given over to the
formidable array of academic issues. And then we get into it. Succes-
sive chapters address the initial confrontations between God and the
adversary, Job’s character and initial lament, and the friends” penchant
for invoking fear as they attempted to correct Job’s perception of his own
situation. All of these are disturbing at their very core. Probing more
deeply, we look in turn at how Job felt as he was on the cusp of life and
death and at the shocking things he said about and to God. Whether Job
spoke chapter 28 or it is an ethereal interlude, it merits its own chapter
in this treatment. And what do we do with Job’s final, powerful self-
vindication? Do his words in chapters 29—31 subvert his entire case? Is
he self-righteous and unlikable in the end? Elihu’s speeches certainly add
something to this astonishing work, but the question is what they add.
Pressing on, God’s torrential words from the whirlwind are the founda-
tion of the whole wisdom enterprise, but they do leave us perplexed.
Even God’s responses, however, are not the end of the story, and we
explore the implications of Job’s final words, God’s demand of and threat
issued to the friends, and God'’s restoration of Job.

Finally, Part Five recognizes the potential place of Song of Songs in
the wisdom tradition. Given the nature of intense human love, it is ap-
propriate to consider it under a wisdom umbrella. After all, we need a
healthy dose of wisdom when the extravagances of emotion overwhelm
us! We explore the effusive descriptions of the lover and the beloved;
they are often quite foreign to our ears. In addition, the love described
in this text begs us as readers to probe for deeper meanings. What are all
the purposes of this text?

Additional Notes

The chapters in this book are brief. That is intentional so as to sustain
focus and interest. Each part closes with suggestions for further reading.
Questions for reflection, details concerning Hebrew words and phrases,
mentions of related literary works, and possible projects to engage
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readers appear in sidebars. References and very brief explanatory com-
ments have also occasionally been included in the form of endnotes. Un-
less otherwise indicated, I offer my own translations, even though they
are not always felicitous in English. I attempt to retain the Hebrew word
order as much as possible, since subtle emphases are often conveyed
through sentence structure. In addition, awkward syntax often makes us
slow down as readers, and that is what I intend. Although it is a difficult
choice, I have chosen to translate adam with “man” because all other op-
tions are either awkward (“humankind”) or lose the distinctiveness of a
singular individual. On occasion I simply leave it as adam. One further
note: on the few occasions when the Hebrew text has different versifi-
cation, it is noted in square brackets following the English translation
reference.

While most readers will be familiar with the label “Old Testament,”
I have chosen to designate this portion of the Scriptures the “Hebrew
Bible.” The term “old” often carries connotations that are unwarranted —
such as out of date or irrelevant. In fact, too many of our contemporary
churches have carefully placed these extraordinary books in the equiva-
lent of a safety deposit box, only consulting them on very rare occasions.

The divine name that represents God’s covenant relationship with
Israel is the unpronounced Tetragrammaton. This term refers to the four
Hebrew letters that comprise the name. When it appears in the biblical
texts with which we are dealing, I will render it “Lorp,” in keeping with
major translations. This distinguishes it from the instances in which the
Hebrew word “adonay appears. This latter term means “lord” and can
refer to a human master as well as the Lord of heaven and earth.

In addition to my academic objectives, my fervent hope is that our
study will nurture our love for God, who is the source of our wisdom
and truth. May these chapters help us wrestle with the love, fear, doubt,
joy, anger, and wonder expressed by the biblical writers in the context
of our own faith journeys.
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PART ONE

Where and How
Do We Start?

Preliminary Observations

Before we begin our investigation of specific biblical wisdom texts, we
need some background. Because I mentioned air travel in the preface, try
this analogy. Prior to hopping onto a plane and heading around the globe
to distant countries, it would be wise to procure maps and a guidebook.
For some of us, that means apps on our cell phones. Bottom line: it helps
to know where we are going and how many stops we are making. Is each
destination very different? Will we be able to relate to the people? What
are they like? Will language be a problem? Perhaps we should have one
of those handy cards that tell us how to ask the five most important ques-
tions in any language. Are there cultural customs that we need to know
in order to avoid offending our hosts? How can we avoid blundering
too badly or repeating cultural gaffes? Addressing these questions ad-
equately means acquiring and interpreting available data. Some of those
data have to do with specific places to visit—palaces, temples, villages,
and wayside rests. We will find rhyme and reason in this particular list
of “specific places” shortly.

Let’s refocus: our destinations are a succession of biblical texts that
have characteristically been labeled “wisdom” even though not every-
one agrees on the label or what is included under the umbrella. For now,
however, let me set aside that argument and pose several additional basic
questions. What is wisdom? Since we are talking about destinations, is
wisdom a “destination” we will ever reach? Will we recognize it if and
when we get there? Would our traveling companions agree with us that
we had “arrived”?

Beyond the matter of destination, why go on this journey anyway?
What are the human impulses and desires that compel us to pursue
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wisdom? Are we lacking something and know we cannot live without
it? A side question: Does the specter of pride worm its ugly way in here?
It might run like this: “I want to be wise so as to be better than . . .”! That
is not a motive we are eager to claim, but it seems to lurk within each one
of us. How do we squash it? And here is a cultural note: How much is our
quest reshaped when we introduce the concept of “the fear of the Lorn”?
Perhaps that might be an antidote to at least part of the pride problem,
but is fear constraining or freeing? Here’s one more: Do wise people all
manifest the same character traits? (That might be a bit tedious.) As you
can see, we're all about questions here.

Even the matter of language is complicated. We're not only dealing
with Hebrew but with Hebrew poetry. Although we may be quite fa-
miliar with poetry —and even like some of it—Hebrew poetry has some
unique and exquisitely well-tailored characteristics for conveying God’s
truth. This will be the place where we think of bringing along that handy
card to help us with language features that are not always familiar. Trust
me, we will need it.

Finally, specific places will be important. To be sure, foundational
cultural customs and values are shaped in the home no matter where we
go. After all, our first and often best teachers are our parents. The family
context threads its way through a good part of the material we encounter
in wisdom texts. Nevertheless, there are additional shaping influences
that have to do with place. The royal court, the marketplace, busy streets,
and the city gate are venues where we watch wisdom in action. We will
want the guidebook’s descriptions of these places and their importance.

This biblical wisdom pursuit has to do with keen observations, pen-
sive reflections, and definitive choices. Keeping a journal might help, just
as we would write a travelogue about a new adventure. We initially en-
counter a host of wisdom gems in ancient Israel and among its neighbors,
but we inevitably bring them back home and continue to relish the les-
sons that we absorbed during the course of our journey.



CHAPTER 1

The Universal Pursuit of Wisdom

What Is Everyone Seeking?

The search for what we are going to call wisdom crosses cultural bound-
aries. This is evident in texts from across the centuries and around the
globe. Even more basig, it is evident in the human penchant for always
asking questions. Kids ask questions without hesitation. When we adults
don’t know something, we ask—usually. The prior threat of revealing
our embarrassing ignorance is now alleviated by the nonjudgmental in-
ternet. We simply search and receive 1,975,887 responses in one second.
Then we assess which are remotely useful.

There are reasons behind this penchant for asking questions. Let me
pose just a few as foundational. We will think big for starters. We live
in a universe that is immeasurably vast. We humans, even with all our
ingenuity and inquisitiveness, have only the faintest clues as to what is
going on throughout the far reaches of the cosmos. Even in such a narrow
and tiny place as our planet, we cannot wrap our minds around the com-
plexity of ocean life, geological formations, plants, living creatures—are
you getting the picture? Quantum particles and astronomical distances
all defy our imagination, and they are part of what we get to explore.
That's the point. Something compels us always to press beyond what we
know. We have the privilege of endlessly experimenting in science labs,
composing and sculpting in artistic studios, and constantly writing and
rewriting our life stories. These are adventures without boundaries —just
like the expanding universe.

This fledgling description has not even ventured into the intricacies
of human hearts and minds as we interact with our world, with each
other, and with the Presence that we seem interminably to be seeking.
Even for those who do not affirm a God-centered and God-created uni-
verse, there is still that insatiable desire to seek something (Someone)
beyond ourselves. In some cases, we “create” and reduce that someone
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to our own image. We like the likeness; it is manageable. On the other
hand, a glimmer of wisdom cautions us. If we can “manage” that likeness,
its value might be questionable.

All of this is to say that our identities (no matter who and where we
are) compel us to search for answers as to how to live and live well in
our world(s). Okay, so how do we do that? Using reason is an important
component of this quest. We have minds that are remarkably equipped
to deal with our complex living quarters! What we observe about our
wider world helps us determine how best to adapt. Let me pose an ex-
ample from my own geographical context. Is it snowing today? Boots and
gloves will be in order as I venture outside. Living well means mastering
information so as to exercise some control over our circumstances. Is it
snowing today —again? Okay, that has tipped the accumulated snow
total over one hundred inches this year; next year we are hiring some-
one to clear our driveway. Another way of putting this is that we seek
to create security in a world that is always filled with potentially fear-
some prospects. No point in being caught entirely off guard when a bit
of proactive wisdom might have served well. (Truth is, though—I like
shoveling snow.)

Fine, reason fuels the search. What else is essential? We might add
to critical reason the capacity to love people, to love beauty, and to hate
whatever robs us of joy and hope. That is a slim sample of endless emo-
tional responses to our day-to-day living. These responses are interwoven,
tempered, and enriched by passing time and changing circumstances—
ever-changing circumstances. We are perpetually evaluating and reeval-
uating; how we feel about those circumstances matters. In the midst of
all this, we strive to discover what is good and, in our best moments, we
choose accordingly. We learn about consequences, especially when they
are sobering. Our reason, sensitivity to goodness, and dogged determina-
tion form the fabric within which we develop moral resolve. The “we” in
these paragraphs encompasses pretty much every breathing soul. These
are things “we” do because we are human. But there is more.

Our finite minds run up against boundaries in all realms, and at the
same time we know there are things beyond those boundaries, just out of
reach—so tantalizing. The author of Ecclesiastes put it well: God “made
everything beautiful in its time; he set eternity in the hearts of humans,
but they are not able to find out what God has done from the beginning
to the end” (Eccl 3:11). This is, frankly, a recipe for endless frustration.
In this sphere arise questions about the meaning of life in the face of
intense suffering, in the face of apparent absurdities, and in the face of
emptiness. As if these are not enough, we agonize over how to pick our
way through the minefields of human relationships, the pain of love, and
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the horrifying love of hatred that destroys so much in its path. In sum,
there is a sense of what ought to be, but life is fraught with inexplicable
tragedies. These are the questions that drive some to despair, some to
deep hope, and all to question and seek greater wisdom. These questions
are universal. Biblical wisdom literature is but one slice of the global pie,
but it is an important slice.

Wisdom “Attitudes” and Behaviors

In the survey above, the disciplines of psychology, anthropology, and
sociology made cameo appearances along with the realms of the natural
sciences and aesthetic pursuits. Here we circle back to explore what wise
people are like. How do we know a wise person when we meet her? The
following character traits are not in any hierarchy; each is simply an in-
tegral part of a whole person. Even though we are still exploring wisdom
through a cross-cultural lens, we cannot help but make connections with
biblical descriptions.

No matter what wisdom tradition we visit, a defining characteristic
of wisdom is humility. To be sure, this sounds counterintuitive at first.
In fact, we worry that gaining wisdom will result in pride, and we warn
against such a treacherous path. We probably know a few people who
think they embody wisdom —and they let us know. Nevertheless, true
seekers of wisdom soon realize how little they know. They are humbled
at how few questions can really be answered but are still deeply curious.
They realize the limits of human understanding and come to rest in an
odd way in the fact that they don’t have to try to control the universe.

This results in the ability to trust, a positive by-product of experienc-
ing our limitations. Coming head-to-head with limits, a proud and self-
dependent individual succumbs to anxiety and eventually despair. One
who is wise learns to rest. “It is what it is, and I now leave it in hands
that are much stronger and more capable than mine.” We do the best we
can and then learn to practice confidence and hope in our sovereign God.
Part of this means giving up the expectation that we can always explain
and fix everything! No one said this path to wisdom was easy or short.

It seems that kindness is also a constant companion to humility and
therefore to wisdom. Perhaps this is because humble folk are more sensi-
tive to pain and hurt, and they seek ways to lessen the impact of suffering.
Experience has been for them a sober teacher. Another way of expressing
this trait might be to call it compassion and love —unfailing love for our
neighbors and, from our biblical perspective, love for the Creator of all
good gifts that we enjoy.
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Wise persons, no matter where they come from, are observant. “At-
tentive” might be an even more precise adjective. It suggests a developed
and systematic focus on each aspect of the surrounding environment
without mentally straying away to distractions as they come along. De-
veloping the ability to attend to something is part of education. It is clear
when we read Proverbs 30 that the author had been attentive to aspects
of nature in order to discover moral lessons embedded in what he ob-
served. Not everyone singles out ants, locusts, and lizards as models for
exemplary character traits (Prov 30:25-28).

Speaking of the ant, diligent work and discipline are also part of the
fabric of wisdom. They are in harmony with our affirmation that the
universe is the work of a Master Creator. Our existence in it requires that
we engage in the tasks of preservation; these labors are gifts from God
(Eccl 2:24; 3:13; 5:18-20; 9:9—10). Wisdom literature addresses responsible
study, just government, family maintenance, and the value of all sorts of
manual labor. The self-disciplined person is recognized as wise. Idleness
is an affront to God. It is not happenstance that laziness is characterized
so negatively in Proverbs.

Humility coupled with the need to learn trust, diligence, and at-
tentiveness send us in search of mentors. We need master instructors,
teachers who can model the character traits we wish to embody. We also
need those with whom we can exchange ideas, cross intellectual swords,
debate, and agree to disagree. “Iron on iron together . . .” (Prov 27:17a).
Biblical wisdom is often expressed in riddles, puzzles, fables, parables,
and allegories. These are, by their very nature, tests of the intellect and
the product of keen thinking and acquired skill and knowledge. In our
study of the book of Proverbs we will examine these spheres of reason,
discernment, and understanding in much greater depth.

Finally, there is a good deal of value in silence. Excessive words bode
ill for wisdom. We cannot help but think of politicians of all stripes. Cast-
ing the net more widely, folks who are noisy are generally thought to be
fools. There are a number of biblical proverbs that affirm this observation
(e.g., Prov 10:19; 12:23; 17:28).

Our Invitation

We are invited to explore everything within sight and “walking distance”
as well as the faint images resting at the very edges of our horizons. We

are compelled to embrace this pursuit, savor every part of our experience,
cling to wisdom, and rejoice in the precious honor that wisdom grants

us. This is not a sterile or confined structure that we enter under duress.
This is our very life.



The Universal Pursuit of Wisdom 7

Admittedly, we have moved in the course of this chapter from a
global understanding of wisdom toward the biblical understanding. In
preparation for the next chapters, let me suggest you read each segment
below out loud, slowly.

Acquire wisdom; acquire understanding.

Do not forget and do not turn from the words of my mouth.
Do not forsake her and she will guard you.

Love her and she will protect you. (Prov 4:5-6)

There is no place for neglect, to say nothing of willful rejection, of wis-
dom. That would be perilous. On the contrary, we are to invest our emo-
tional energy as we love wisdom and enjoy the assurance of protection
she affords.

Wisdom is first; acquire wisdom,

and above all your acquisitions, acquire understanding.
Esteem her and she will lift you up.

She will honor you when you embrace her.

She will set on your head a garland of grace;

a crown of splendor she will give to you. (Prov 4:7—9)

In case we did not hear it the first time, here it is again: “Get wisdom and

understanding.” It seems wisdom is vital. In addition to love and protec-
tion, honor and esteem are part of this deeply personal engagement. We

wrap our figurative arms around wisdom, taking her as ours, and in turn

we wear grace like a crown, evident to all not in ostentatious finery but

in radiance. What better way to walk through life?
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