The Search
for Wisdom
1. Introduction
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Welcome
• If you managed to dip into the book of Proverbs, what did you find?
• In the past, the book of Proverbs was one of the most popular books of the Old Testament,
often printed with the New Testament.
a) The quest for wisdom is universal.
b) Across cultures, the traditions resemble each other.
c) Jesus himself was a wisdom teacher.
d) St Paul is often “in dialogue” with wisdom traditions.
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Welcome
• In the Sunday readings:

• In the weekday readings:

3

Welcome
• In the Sunday readings:
Prov 8:22-31

Sunday after Pentecost:
Holy Trinity C

Prov 9:1-6

20th Sunday in Ordinary
Time B

Prov 31:10-13,
19-20, 30-31

33rd Sunday in Ordinary
Time A

• In the weekday readings:
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Welcome
• In the Sunday readings:

• In the weekday readings:

Prov 8:22-31

Sunday after Pentecost:
Holy Trinity C

Prov 3:27-34

Ord. Time, Week 25, Mon

Prov 9:1-6

20th Sunday in Ordinary
Time B

Prov 21:1-6, 10-13

Ord. Time, Week 25, Tues

Prov 31:10-13,
19-20, 30-31

33rd Sunday in Ordinary
Time A

Prov 30:5-9

Ord. Time, Week 25, Wed
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Presentation
The first presentation has three steps:

1. Contexts of the Wisdom Books
2. Themes of the Book of Proverbs
3. The Layout of Proverbs
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1. Contexts
The Wisdom Books
MT (Masoretic Text)
Hebrew Bible

LXX (Septuagint)
Greek Bible

Proverbs
Qoheleth
Job
Song of Songs
Psalms (some)

Proverbs
[= Ecclesiastes]
Job
Song of Songs
Psalms (some)
Wisdom of Solomon
Sirach [= Ecclesiasticus]

Tobit
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1. Contexts
The Wisdom Books
MT (Masoretic Text)
Hebrew Bible

LXX (Septuagint)
Greek Bible

Proverbs
Qoheleth
Job
Song of Songs
Psalms (some)

Proverbs
[= Ecclesiastes]
Job
Song of Songs
Psalms (some)

The Wisdom psalms include:
1, 10, 12, 15, 19, 32, 34, 36, 37, 49,
50, 52, 53, 73, 78, 82, 91, 92, 94,
111, 112, 119, 127, 128, 139.

Wisdom of Solomon
Sirach [= Ecclesiasticus]

Tobit
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1. Contexts
Bible

Context

Text

Source

Proverbs
Job
Proverbs
Qoheleth

Mesopotamia
Mesopotamia
Egypt
Egypt

Story of Ahiqar
Babylonian Theodicy
various
Dispute over Suicide

ANET 427-430
ANET 601-604
ANET 412-425
ANET 405-407

ANET = Ancient Near Eastern Texts.
Pritchard, James B., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1969 (a pdf of this book may be found on www.tarsus.ie).
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1. Contexts
Matthews, Victor H. and Don C. Benjamin Old Testament Parallels. Laws
and Stories from the Ancient Near East Newly Revised and Expanded
Second Edition. New York: Paul Press, 1997 (a newer edition from 2012 is
available).
Job and Ecclesiates
Declarations of Innocence (203-207)
A Sufferer and A Soul in Egypt (208-214)
A Farmer and the Courts in Egypt (215-222)
A Sufferer and a Friend in Babylon (223-228)
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Characteristics
a) A minimum of interest in salvation history (Torah and prophets)
b) Little interest in Israel as a nation or in its history
c) A questioning attitude to the problems of life: suffering, inequality, death etc.
d) A search for how to master life and understand how humans should behave before God
e) A great interest in the universal human experiences which affect all people and not just
believers in YHWH
f) A joy in the contemplation of creation and God as Creator
g) A shift of interest from the community to the individual
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Wisdom Traditions
a) The home
b) The wider community tradition
c) The court
d) The court schools
e) The wider Ancient Near East
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How to read
a) Slowly — one chocolate at time!
b) Parallelism (saying the same thing twice; “uneasy synonymity”)
c) Thematic patterns across a book or across the literature
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Proverbs as an illustration
The Book of Proverbs as an illustration of this rich background
a) Within the book: many, many short proverbs
b) Within the book: “tractate wisdom”
c) Within the book: clear links to Egyptian wisdom
d) Within the book: Wisdom personified as a woman
e) The domestic context is clear
f) The court context is also present and clear.
g) There is even advice from a mother to her son
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2. Themes
General themes in the Book of Proverbs

1. Retributive principles of justice
2. The proper use of language
3. The recognition of authority
4. The ordering of self
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I. Retributive Justice
10:2

Treasures gained by wickedness do not profit,
but righteousness delivers from death.

11:21 Be assured, the wicked will not go unpunished,
but those who are righteous will escape.
10:3

The Lord does not let the righteous go hungry,
but he thwarts the craving of the wicked.
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II. Language
15:1

A soft answer turns away wrath,
but a harsh word stirs up anger.

15:4

A gentle tongue is a tree of life,
but perverseness in it breaks the spirit.

25:15 With patience a ruler may be persuaded,
and a soft tongue can break bones.
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III. Authority
1:8

Hear, my child, your father’s instruction,
and do not reject your mother’s teaching.

22:17 The words of the wise:
Incline your ear and hear my words,
and apply your mind to my teaching.
24:21 My child, fear the Lord and the king,
and do not disobey either of them.
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IV. The ordering of self
15:18 Those who are hot-tempered stir up strife,
but those who are slow to anger calm contention.
17:27 One who spares words is knowledgeable;
one who is cool in spirit has understanding.
6:27

Can fire be carried in the bosom
without burning one’s clothes?
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Personification of Wisdom
8:22 The LORD created me as the beginning of his works,

28

before his deeds of long ago.
23
24

From eternity I was appointed,
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when he gave the sea his decree
that the waters should not pass over his command,

When there were no deep oceans I was born,

when he marked out the foundations of the earth,
30

then I was beside him as a master craftsman,

before the mountains were set in place–

and I was his delight day by day,

before the hills–I was born,

rejoicing before him at all times,

before he made the earth and its fields,
or the beginning of the dust of the world.
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when the fountains of the deep grew strong,

from the beginning, from before the world existed.
when there were no springs overflowing with water;
25

when he established the clouds above,
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rejoicing in the habitable part of his earth,
and delighting in its people.

When he established the heavens, I was there;
when he marked out the horizon over the face of the deep,
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3. The Layout of Proverbs
I

1-9

The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel

II

10:1-22-16 The proverbs of Solomon

III

22:17-24:22 Give ear, listen to the sayings of the sages (change of style)

IV

24:23-34

The following are also taken from the sages

V

25-29

Here are some more of Solomon's proverbs, transcribed at the court of Hezekiah king of Judah

VI

30:1-16

The sayings of Agur son of Jakeh, of Massa

VII

31:17-33

Numerical Proverbs

VIII 31:1-9

The sayings of Lemuel king of Massa, taught him by his mother

IX

The Perfect Housewife

31:10-31
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