


The forms of wisdom fall into three 
broad categories:

1. Proverb - A short pithy statement that 
expresses a truth.

2. Riddle- This tests the mind in order to 
expose the truth behind a situation. (cf. 
Prov. 1:6) 

3. Essay or Discourse- As seen in the first 9 
chapters of Proverbs. 

The proverb and essay dominate biblical 
wisdom literature.



The Hebrew verb for the word wisdom 
is hokmah הָמְכָח



NIV 2 Samuel 16:23 Now in those days the advice 
Ahithophel gave was like that of one who inquires 

of God. That was how both David and Absalom 
regarded all of Ahithophel's advice.

NIV Proverbs 5:13 I would not obey my teachers or 
listen to my instructors.

NIV Acts 7:22 Moses was educated in all the wisdom 
of the Egyptians and was powerful in speech and 

action.



The Theological Significance of 
Wisdom Literature 

The theology of the wisdom literature, though not 
limited to the covenant life of the community of 
faith, does speak to the covenant community in 
that it seeks to instruct in matters of piety, 
prosperity/success, and an integrated life. 



Two reasons for this conclusion: 

• According to Jeremiah 18:18, the prophet, priest, 
and sage were essential agents of divine 
instruction.  The sages were part of the 
institutional life of Israel who intended to move 
them to appropriate living within the covenant 
community.

• Secondly, there were many commonalities of 
concept, prescription and instruction between 
wisdom and Deuteronomy 



For Example: 

• Deut. 1:17; 16:19 with Prov. 24:23; 28:21 - impartiality in 
judgment

• Deut 4:2; 13:1 with Prov. 30:5-6 - do not "add to my/the 
words"

• Deut 16:20 with Prov. 21:21 - "justice" brings "life"
• Deut. 23:22-24 with Ecc. 5:1-5 - "do not remove the 

landmarks"
• Deut. 25:13-16 with Prov. 11:1; 20:10, 23 - "alternate 

weights" 

The wisdom writers of Israel were well versed in 
Deuteronomic law and sought to integrate that law into 
the wisdom life of the covenant community.



Waltke outlines the following commonalities between 
the law and the wisdom material: 

1. The same LORD (Yahweh) 

The sages use the name Yahweh and describe 
him the same way the prophets do. 

2. The same religious system

The sages had the same emphasis on ethical 
behaviour and were critical of ritual devoid of 
heart and ethics.



Waltke outlines the following commonalities between 
the law and the wisdom material: 

3. The same inspiration

While the means of collecting data for the biblical record may 
differ, the same Spirit that inspired Moses and the prophets
moved the sages to write as the Spirit desired. 

4. The same authority

Both the sage and prophet spoke to the community with divine 
authority, and their writings were canonized to continue to 
speak to the covenant people.  In fact, the wisdom materials 
are called "law" and "commandment." (Prov. 1:8; 2:1; 3:1, and so 
on…) 



Waltke outlines the following commonalities between 
the law and the wisdom material: 

5. The same anthropology

Both sage and prophet speak of man as 
disconnected from God and in need of the divine 
intervention of grace and law. 

6. The same epistemology

The sage understands that the heart is 
essential to inculcate and process truth (per 
law and prophet). 



Waltke outlines the following commonalities between 
the law and the wisdom material: 

7. The same spiritual demand

It is a demand to "love the Lord," "serve the Lord," 
and "fear the Lord." 

8. The same ethical demands

Both prophet and sage demanded care for 
the widow and orphan, and justice in 
relationships.  They both look for fear of the 
Lord and love of man made in God's image. 



Waltke outlines the following commonalities between 
the law and the wisdom material: 

9. The same hope
A hope based namely on life!  Whether prosperity of many days, or 
the realization of the highest possible good, or existence beyond 
death; law, prophet and sage see "life." ("that you may live") as 
the hope of the godly. 

10. The same faith

The sage in concert with the rest of the OT calls his 
hearers to "trust" the living, sovereign, gracious 
Creator and covenant God. 



However, this is not to suggest that there are no 
differences in wisdom theology and the law.  The 
foundational difference seems to be that the sage spoke 
from within the covenant community to the covenant 
community but did not point them to a God of covenant, 
but to a Creator God that has created a natural order of 
things. 

This is not just a response to general revelation.  Instead, 
the sage roots their wisdom in the special revelation of 
Scripture to establish the theological, ethical and moral 
framework; thus, pointing the people to the harmony of 
the natural order of the created world. 





The Practical Components of the Wisdom Literature 

The "fear of the Lord" leads to success, prosperity, 
and skillful living.  This is due to the following: 

1. It leads to an avoidance and hatred of evil, leading 
to a life of moral and ethical uprightness (Psalm 
34:11-14; Job 1:1, 8; 2:3; 28:28; Prov. 3:7; 10:27; 14:2, 
26; 16:6, 17; 19:23;22:4).

2. To fear the Lord keeps in proper perspective the 
relationship of the material and present versus the 
spiritual and eternal (Ecc. 1:3-11; 3:14; 12:13). 

3. To fear the Lord keeps a person living in sincerity, 
honesty, and truthfulness (Ecc. 5:1-7). 



William Brown sees in these components the primary 
basis for the wisdom material.  He writes the following 

The appeal of suggesting character formation as the central 
framework and goal of biblical wisdom lies in the literature's focus 
on the developing self in relation to the perceived world, thus 
bridging the gulf between the anthropocentric and theocentric 
frames of reference that run throughout the wisdom corpus. 

The "fear of the Lord" is the basis for a life of blessing 
from God.  Life is viewed here as both qualitative and 
quantitative.   A life of wisdom did not mean just 
existence.  It meant a life of success, well-being, 
blessing, and fulfillment.



The wisdom material borrows from the themes of 
Leviticus and Deuteronomy which declare that if a child 
of God keeps the statutes of God, they will live! (Lev. 
18:5; Deut. 8:1, 3; 30:15, 19-20) 

There are a number of metaphors 
for "life" in the wisdom literature: 

1. The path of life (Prov. 2:19; 5:6; 10:17; 15:24)
2. The fountain of life (Prov 13:14)
3. The tree of life (Prov. 3:18; 11:30; 15:4)



The "fear of the Lord" also leads to an integration of life
and truth.  This is the primary theological notion of 
Ecclesiastes.  

It is through the Lord that humanity learns appropriate 
values and priorities for life.  Outside of God everything is 
"vanity."  Humanity is dependent upon the Creator, and 
values must come from God who lives "above the sun," 
rather than the creation that is "under the sun."

The "fear of the Lord" leads to a proper 
understanding of happiness and well-being. 



The wisdom teachers pointed to the practicalities of due 
reward intrinsic in the natural order of things.  Two examples 
are hard work (Prov. 10:4) and moral uprightness (Prov. 11:6).  
These were even seen outside the covenant promises of 
blessing for those who were obedient. 

This is not to promote the idea that all hard work and moral 
good was rewarded with health, wealth, and happiness 
because God gives no guarantees since His purposes must 
prevail (Job; Psalm 73; Ecc. 6:1-12; 7:1-15). 



So, the sages taught the values of moral and ethical 
uprightness, diligent work, and godly relationships as an 
end in and of themselves.  Whatever blessings came into 
the life of a believer were purely considered to be gifts 
from God, meant to be enjoyed by the godly.

Blessings included the gifts of food, drink, fun, relationships, 
marriage, and sexual intimacy based on love and fidelity 
(Prov. 5:18; Ecc. 2:24; 3:13; 5:18-20;8:15;9:7-10; Song of Songs 
4:12, 15; 8:6-7). 

The final blessing, according to wisdom – “What is 
the ultimate good in life?” Namely, to fare well on the 
judgment day! 



In the New Testament, wisdom continues to be an 
important component of faith, as well as a by-product of 
prayer, when needed. 

If you need wisdom, ask our generous God, and he will give 
it to you. He will not rebuke you for asking. 6 But when you 

ask him, be sure that your faith is in God alone. Do not 
waver, for a person with divided loyalty is as unsettled as a 

wave of the sea that is blown and tossed by the wind. 7 Such 
people should not expect to receive anything from the Lord. 

8 Their loyalty is divided between God and the world, and 
they are unstable in everything they do. 

(James 1:5-8 NLT)


