WISDOM


(1)  THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE IDEA OF WISDOM


(a)  The Wisdom idea

The wisdom literature of the Old Testament is a literary type common to the Ancient Near East that included short sayings (Proverbs), larger reflections on life (Ecclesiastes) and dialogues dealing with the problems of life (Job).  The basic idea is reflected in the Hebrew word hokmah from a root meaning ‘firm and well grounded’.  Wisdom is the intensely practical art of being skilful and successful in life.  The seat of wisdom is the heart ( = the centre of moral and intellectual decision: 1 Kings 3:9,12).  If the ‘cult’ is the form of worship in the temple or tabernacle, wisdom is the life of worship extended to the home and marketplace.

Originally wisdom implied technical skill or expertise like that of a craftsman, and it never lost this connotation (Exodus 31:3,4; 1 Kings 7:14).  A large measure of Solomon’s wisdom was seen in building the temple (1 Kings 5:9-18).

During the monarchy, there arose a class of wise people that may have been connected with a school for officials in the court (2 Samuel 14:2).  They may have become counsellors to government officials.  By Jeremiah’s time, these wise people stood with the prophets and the priests and the three were identified with counsel, the word and the law respectively (Jeremiah 18:18 cf. Isaiah 29:14).

Recent research has made it clear that the Hebrew wisdom movement was part of a broader movement common to the whole Ancient Near East (dating back as far as the third millennium BC).  The Bible itself tells us about the wisdom of the Egyptians (Exodus 7:22; 1 Kings 4:30), of Edom and Arabia (Jeremiah 49:7; Obadiah 8), and of Babylon (Isaiah 47:10; Daniel 1:4).  The relationship between the wisdom of these countries and the Bible’s wisdom literature became clear with the discovery of the “Teaching of Amenemope” and its publication in 1923.  This “Teaching” was written before 1000BC, but showed overlap with biblical wisdom literature.  Possibly both drew from a common source, or the similarities might be accounted for by the similarities of wisdom forms in that period.

Israel was not above borrowing from the glory of the nations, but with a view to transforming it.  In the end, it was all too obvious that by wisdom alone, no one could know God.

(b)  Learning to be wise

The curriculum of the school of wisdom was really all of life.  Ordinarily it was the older members of the community who had learned more from life, and so could teach wisdom.  They sat at the city gate and gave their counsel (Proverbs 1:21).  But if one was serious about learning wisdom, he walked with those who were wise (Proverbs 13:20), or even went to live with them (Sirach 51:23).  Learning wisdom was a personal discipleship.  The key words in the learning process were: instruction, reproof, correction.
The goal was an intuitive insight into life – its dangers and joys.  The typical process for the Hebrew way of thinking was not to begin with abstract principles, but with concrete life issues that everyone knows of – foolish sons or loose women.  Wisdom was a means of revelation, though obviously not in the direct sense of the prophets.

After coming by an indirect revelation through the events of life, wisdom could be transmitted by personal discipling.  If foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child, he must be led away from it, by one wiser than he.  It takes first an insight into one’s foolishness, then a ‘conversion’ ( = hatred of evil: Proverbs 8:13).  After this, the path of wisdom is one of devotion (Proverbs 8:34 ‘watching daily at my gates, waiting beside my doors’).  It demands careful perseverance and tending.

The wisdom literature never lost its balance between the practical and the general.  Job and Ecclesiastes wrestled with larger philosophical issues, but they were equipped to tackle these bigger questions by the practical insights of the whole wisdom movement.  Job deals with the problem of the innocent sufferer.  It faces squarely the reality of evil and human suffering, but shows the futility of calling God to account (Job 40:6-14).  The attitude of the sufferer is more important than the answer to their questions.

(2)  THEOLOGICAL CHARACTER OF WISDOM

(a)  wisdom comes from God 

It is true that wisdom was sometimes used in a secular way, without reference to God, especially during the time of Israel’s unfaithfulness.  It is also true that a certain amount of Israel’s wisdom was borrowed from the wisdom of her neighbours.  But in Israel, wisdom was understood in the closest relationship to her faith in God and her covenant obligations (cf. Proverbs 2:1-5).

Israel believed wisdom belonged to God.  “With God are wisdom and might” (Job 12:13).  Isaiah pronounced “woe” on the Egyptians for trusting in their army and not God who is wise (Isaiah 31:1,2).  Since the world and all that is in it comes from God’s hand, it must all display this wisdom (Proverbs 3:19).  All the processes of life on earth display His wisdom (Isaiah 28:23-29; Psalm 104:24; Job 28).  God’s working in history displays His wisdom, His protection and His judgement (Isaiah 31:2; Proverbs 10:3).

For the Hebrew, all that went on in the world had some direct relationship with God and His purposes (Psalm 145:10-12).  Since all earthly purpose was expressive of God’s personal presence and interest in one’s life (Proverbs 5:21), it was comparatively easy to see in the ordinary events of life a reflection of a deeper significance.

(b)  religion for the common man

Wisdom had to do with all people in whatever station they found themselves.  Wisdom was the real, solid, happy life that all people everywhere sought – which is why Israel was not ashamed to use the wisdom of other countries.  It spoke to husbands and wives (Proverbs 12:4), parents and children (Proverbs 4:1-9), masters and servants (Proverbs 29:19-21), rulers and subjects (Proverbs 28:15,16), rich and poor (Proverbs 19:4-7).

Wisdom is common sense derived from common experience.  “Pride goes before a fall” didn’t come from reflection of the nature of pride, but from the simple observation of proud people who stumbled. The difference between Greek and Hebrew thinking is marked in this regard.  The Greek mind would begin with ideas, but the Hebrew would begin with experience.  The ‘Proverbs’ comments on ants, badgers, locusts and lizards (Proverbs 30:24-28) suggest a curiosity that is foundational for natural science and harks back to God’s intention at creation.
But while wisdom is “common sense derived form common experience”, the key to wisdom is the fear of God (Proverbs 1:7; Job 28:28).  You can watch and learn, but it’s God who “gives light to the eyes” (Proverbs 29:13).  Close observation will lead you a long way, but the insight that brings it all together must come from God.  When you see the divine meaning of the whole, then all that you learn from experience becomes part of the great path that leads to Him.  This can help us understand how the wisdom of neighbouring nations can be included in the biblical record.  To the Hebrews who knew God and His wisdom, all that others had learnt added greater testimony to God’s greatness, and so could be taken and put into the context of special revelation.

(c)  the two paths: wisdom and folly

Wisdom, or the lack of it, issues in a particular kind of life ( = a ‘way”).  This is more than just a “way of life” because it involves the total character of a person in all activities.  Each act or word is seen as playing a part in shaping this way.  It is a sense of direction that distinguishes the Hebrew view of time from that of her neighbours.  Life was a pilgrimage that led to a particular end.  This character, which was unique to Israel, in the end transformed those insights that Israel took over from other nations and cultures.

One “way” was the way of the fool that begins with the person Proverbs describes as the simple.  He is easily led, gullible, irresponsible (Proverbs 1:32) and believes anything (Proverbs 14:15).  His life is presented more as a warning than as one to be condemned, though in Proverbs 7 he is shown to fall into temptation easily.  The danger of the simple is that they are on the way to becoming fools.  Fools are characterised by an aimlessness which leads to a trap that Proverbs calls “folly”.  They return to this “like a dog … to his vomit” (Proverbs 26:11).  Entangled in their folly (Proverbs 17:12), they can’t concentrate (Proverbs 17:24) which leads to time being wasted (Proverbs 14:7).  They lack the beginning of wisdom - the fear of the Lord.  A fool is a practical atheist (Proverbs 14:1).  He is so engrossed in his folly that he doesn’t see where he’s going. He doesn’t choose a wicked life.  He just slides into it, one step at a time.  For something as seemingly innocent as a lack of discipline, he will die (Proverbs 5:23).

The second “way” is that of the wise.  The wise are the friend, the good neighbour, the valuable wife, the thoughtful husband.  They are whatever they are naturally and easily.  The way of the wise seems as light and easy as the way of the fool is rocky and hard.  The way of the wise “flourishes” (Proverbs 11:28).  Their way is characterised by all the fullness of the Old Testament view of life.  Life is not its goal, as though it lay somewhere in the future.  Life is now.

So wisdom is a matter of character more than intellect.  A person is considered to be wise when their whole life is shaped by the insights of wisdom.  There is a caution and a reserve to the wise person (Proverbs 19:2; 13:11), a restraint in speech (Proverbs 29:20;  17:27),  which produces pleasantness and health (Proverbs 16:24).  There is a control over life and its demands (Proverbs 24:1-6), a ruling over one’s spirit (Proverbs 16:32).

What is good for the farmer and tradesman is good for the king because wisdom is the foundation for each.  Success is the fruit of wisdom’s tree.  If a ruler exercises wisdom, his throne is established (Proverbs 29:14,16).

Life is more the companion than the goal of the wise, but their way leads them to a new kind of life, defined as fellowship with God with whom wisdom began (Proverbs 8:35).

 (3)  THE FUTURE OF WISDOM

(a)  the limitation of wisdom

Wisdom finally has limits (cf.  Proverbs 25:2).  Even wisdom, though better than folly, can in the end lead to vanity (Ecclesiastes 2:12-19).  No one part of God’s creation, however good in itself, can supply the key to life (Ecclesiastes 3:11).  The truly wise understand this limitation, and this recognition leads to humility (Proverbs 18:12).  This confidence is not in wisdom but in God, who is the source of all wisdom (cf. Proverbs 18:10).
(b) the promise of wisdom

While there is an inherent limitation because man is only man, there is promise also in the exercise of wisdom.  In Proverbs 8, wisdom is personified, concluding with “For he who finds me finds life, and obtains favour from the Lord” (v. 35).  This is what could be termed a personal call to salvation, which if not heeded, will lead to death.

     (This study is a summary of Themes in Old Testament Theology by William Dyrness, InterVarsity Press, {1977], pp. 189-199)
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