introduction to wisdom literature
I. The Old Testament contains several different types of literature, which may be described as narrative (Genesis, Joshua, Samuel, Jonah, Nehemiah), legal (Deuteronomy, Leviticus), historical (Chronicles), poetic/wisdom (Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon), and prophetic (Isaiah, Jeremiah).

1. The different kinds of literature generally serve different didactic functions, which are designed to reveal God and enable one to orient to His plan.
1. Legal literature is a declaration of God's will designed to mold the moral, spiritual, cultural, and ethical direction of individuals and nations.  Ex. 20:2ff; Lev. 18:28

2. Narrative and historical literature is a record of the sovereign work of God in history, which is designed to inform us about God and His activities.  Gen. 12:1ff, 18:14,17

3. Prophetic literature is a declaration of the will of God for future history, including judgment for historical failure as well as the promise of God's future blessings.  Isa. 1:24-26

4. Wisdom/Poetic literature is practical direction for obtaining substantial fulfillment out of the fallen nature of man’s life.  

a. Job addresses the suffering of the righteous, dealing with affliction that is beyond the scope of human explanation.  Job 3:20

b. The Psalms are an expression of man's attitude and thinking toward God during the varied events of life, which include his fears, doubts, tragedies, triumphs, joys, sorrows, and hopes.  Ps. 51

c. Proverbs provides practical instruction for living skillfully within the parameters of God’s laws and the natural order of the world.   Prov. 1:1-6

d. Ecclesiastes affirms that ultimate meaning in life is not in all the things that people generally think (or even life itself), but in the One who gives life.  Eccles. 12:13-14

e. Song of Solomon deals intimately with the principle of RM/RW and the blessing of romantic/sexual love in marriage.  SOS 4:10

A. There is some overlapping of these types of literature; one can find wisdom statements in a book of narrative, prophecy, or history and vice versa.

B. The Bible recognizes that the effects of the fall of mankind were pervasive, affecting man’s relationship with God, Satan, the physical creation, marriage, family, work, and other people.

C. In that regard, the Scriptures are designed to address mankind's need of salvation/deliverance restoration/healing in all the realms of his life mentioned above.

A. Biblical wisdom literature is designed to minister to the whole person--to his intellect, his emotions, and his heart.

2. Therefore, wisdom literature is often concerned with the application of truth to daily life and choices, whether that truth comes from a spiritual source (Prov. 1:7,20) or natural source.  Prov. 6:6

3. The application of truth is designed to give one skill at life, how to live it, discernment, and even help in developing good spiritual common sense.  Prov.1:1-6

II. Hebrew wisdom literature was part of a larger corpus of material with Egyptian, Babylonian, and Canaanite-Phoenician influences.

B. There are many examples of this type of literature that can be found in other cultures; this type of writing was not unique to the Hebrews.

A. However, the major distinction between other cultures and their “wisdom literature” is that the Jewish perspective was firmly rooted in its belief in one true God.  Eccles. 3:14,17

1. While the Jewish sage might not always understand what God was doing, or where His plan was headed, he certainly had a basic understanding that God existed and was the creator of all human existence.  Eccles. 3:14
2. In that regard, the Hebrew community had some presuppositions (revelations) that they held as part of life itself. 

3. However, it is not merely their belief in one God that set the foundation for Hebrew thinking and living; it is what they believed about Him that made the difference. 

4. The God of the Hebrews was not dependent upon them, they were vitally dependent upon Him; His nature was one of justice and mercy, blessing and provision. 

5. The Hebrew people saw God as one who was actively involved in the human experience, and who had declared Himself to be faithful to His people. 

6. He created all things (Psalm 104:24), sustains all things (Psalm 145:16), is sovereign over all things (Psalm 67:4) and so demands the respect and worship of his handiwork (Psalm 150:6). 

7. Unlike other cultures of the day, the Hebrew people believed in one God, and His Name was YHWH. 

8. This was distinctive because most other cultures engaged in polytheistic worship, where not one god, but many were exalted. 

9. This foundational belief concerning God's role in human affairs effected the Hebrews perspective and perception of life itself; God was not distant, but involved in all human life, directing its events and circumstances. 

10. In contrast to this, other cultures of the time saw their gods as removed from everyday human life; their deities were too busy fighting with each other to be overly concerned with mere mortals. 

11. Therefore, given this knowledge of the sovereign creator, their wisdom expressed itself in very practical ways; one must trust in this God, and live in a manner that was acceptable to Him since all deeds would eventually be judged.  Eccles. 12:14

B. Therefore, to say that Hebrew wisdom literature was similar to some of the writings of its neighbors does not mean that there were not some very clear differences.

1. An example of one essential difference between Mesopotamian wisdom literature, and that of Israel may be found in the first millennium Babylonian "Dialogue of Pessimism", which concludes a similar struggle as Solomon's in Ecclesiastes with absolute despair.

2. "Slave, listen to me,"  "Yes, master, yes." "Then what is good?" "To have my neck and yours broken and to be thrown into the river.  Who is so tall that he can reach to the heavens?  Who is so broad that he can encompass the underworld?" "No, servant, I will kill you and let you go first."  "Then (I swear that) my master will not outlive me by even three days"  XI Conclusion

C. Nevertheless, several factors are common to wisdom literature; it is essentially practical, it is relevant to the varied aspects of life, and one needs it for successfully navigating this world.

III. The character of Hebrew poetry and wisdom literature employs a variety of literary devices in order to express the truth it is seeking to communicate.

A. One primary form is found in the rhythm of thought, which is often accomplished through the technique of parallelism.

B. Parallelism involves the correspondence of one thought with another and is comprised of a number of types of parallel statements.

1. Synonymous parallelism exactly balances the thoughts or meanings in two lines of poetry by saying the same thing twice in nearly the same way.  Ps. 3:1; 7:16

C. Synthetic and climactic parallelism takes up a thought and further develops that thought by adding another statement to enrich the thought.  Ps. 92:9, 93:3

2. Emblematic parallelism uses images to convey the poetic meaning; while one line conveys the main point in a direct fashion, the second line illuminates it by an image, moving from the point to a picture.  Ps. 23:1-4

3. Antithetical parallelism balances the thoughts or ideas within the line pairs by stating truth in the first line in an opposing or negative way by introducing a contrast Ps. 1:6; Prov. 10:1

4. While there are a number of other forms that parallelism can take, these examples are certainly representative of how it functions.

C. Acrostic poems are written so that the initial letters of consecutive lines form an alphabet, word, or phrase.  Ps. 9-10, 119

D. Other literary techniques include alliteration (repetition of the initial letter), assonance (correspondence of sound), paronomasia (word play through the repetition of words of similar sound), onomatopoeia (using words that sound like what they describe), as well as numerous other devices.

E. Wisdom speech is also recorded in a number of ways that include the following:

D. The parable is a lesson taught from a familiar setting.  Prov. 7:5ff

1. The precept is an authoritative instruction or regulation for behavior, connecting wisdom with the moral codes of the Law.  Prov. 3:27-31

2. The riddle is a puzzling question stated as a problem calling for some mental acumen to solve it.  Jud. 14:14

3. The fable is a brief tale conveying a moral truth using people, animals, or inanimate objects as characters   Jud. 9:7-20

4. The wise saying is a generalization about the way of wisdom based on the insight of experience, or a folk expression of simple common sense.  Prov. 18:18

5. Wisdom literature also employs other literary devices such as numerical proverbs, rhetorical questions, allegory, personification, hyperbole, satire, and irony.  

The perspectives of wisdom literature did not replace the other two major strands of though in Ancient Israel, that of prophets and priests.  Jer. 18:18

E. Wisdom/poetic literature simply provided a different focus that complemented the other perspectives.  

F. When one reads the historical accounts of Samuel or Kings, or the prophetic writings of Amos or Jeremiah, he might be prone to assume that Israel lived in constant crisis, but such was not the case.  

G. The book of Judges provides a good example of the fact that there were periods of crisis and judgment, as well as extended periods of peace and security.  Jud. 2:7, 3:11

H. When we consider the fact that the Old Testament contains history that essentially extended from the time of the conquest under Joshua (c. 1400 BC) to the time of Malachi (c. 400 BC), we are dealing with approximately 1000 years of history.

I. Although there were major upheavals in Israel's history, there were many generations that lived when there was no crisis.  

J. During those times there was often no great prophetic voice proclaiming thus says the Lord;  there was just the daily routine of life that preoccupied the majority of God’s people with the mundane questions of how to deal with life.

K. There were common questions about life such as how to discipline an unruly child, how to teach children what they need to know in order to survive as an adult, or how to handle one’s finances.  

L. There were the dangers to the Jewish community that involved mental attitude sins (hatred, jealousy, envy, etc.), verbal sins (gossip, slander, etc.), and overt sins (adultery, theft, etc.)
M. When apostasy was not a significant problem, the challenge for believers was to remain focused, bear maximum fruit, and not slip into the malaise of becoming lukewarm.
N. People had to be instructed with respect to the need for hard work, avoiding laziness, earning a living, sound planning, and providing for the necessities of life.

O. Other more complex issues that arose included questions as to why wicked people seem to prosper, why the people of wealth and substance did not seem to suffer, or why the righteous suffer.
P. In that regard, these are all questions that most of us face today this make the corpus of wisdom literature quite valuable.

Q. We should recognize that ancient Israelites faced these same questions, and grappled with them rationally from the perspective of experience and their accumulated wisdom, just as we do.

Some basic characteristics of wisdom literature.

A. Wisdom literature is concerned with everyday life, instructing individuals how to handle the sometimes mundane issues of life we all face.

B. In that regard, wisdom is concerned with the issues facing humanity in general, the typical and recurring aspects of life that humans face on a daily basis. 

C. Generally speaking, wisdom literature does not concern itself with history, politics, God, sin, forgiveness, guilt, or redemption; it focuses more on the common aspects of life, such as raising children, providing economic security, finding the appropriate wife, etc.

D. This literature proceeds from a world view that deals with life as it is, the status quo in the political, social, economic, and cultural realms. 

E. Some of the focus is on interpersonal relationships, which are common to the human experience in every culture.
F. However, there are larger issues and reflective questions about the meaning of life and how we are to understand and deal with it.

G. Wisdom literature generally does not make authoritative claims that it is speaking for God; it is not always necessarily addressing things from the divine viewpoint.

1. Wisdom literature does not tend to make claims that it represents God; rather, its influence lies more in human tradition, experience, and observation.  Job 4:8, Ps. 37:35; Eccles. 3:16

2. Therefore, there are no expressions like thus says the Lord; rather, wisdom seeks to understand the truth that has been provided by God in this present world.  

3. Valid traditions represent the thinking of experience, in individuals and in the collective experiences of the community at large.  Eccles. 8:5

4. Therefore, preference is usually given to the aged, who have recognized and learned the established and proven ways of doing things rightly.  Lev. 19:32; Job 12:12

5. Wisdom then comes through the established social structures, such as the family (Prov. 5:1, 6:1), the schools of the prophets and sages (Gen. 41:8; Prov. 10:14), or the king and the royal court.  Prov. 16:10; Eccles. 8:2,4

H. Wisdom literature focuses more on the realm of human needs and concerns, sometimes providing advice about things we can and should do to address those needs and concerns.  Prov. 3:27-31

I. Wisdom literature also attempts to deal honestly and frankly with the way things are; it does not provide a look at the human condition through rose-colored glasses.  Job 5:3; Eccles. 1:14, 5:8

J. Once people have an honest and adequate view of the way the world actually is (not the way they perceive it, or hope it will be), then they can proceed with making proper decisions in that world.

K. Jewish Wisdom literature is written with the recognition that God exists, is the creator of mankind and the physical world, and has a plan for men and this world.  

1. Wisdom literature proceeds on the assumption that the Genesis record is correct and that the created world is good; there is no is no trace of the later philosophical, Greek thinking that the world is evil.  Gen. 1:10,12,18

2. As the sovereign creator, God’s  creation reflects the wisdom, nature, and character of its perfect creator.  Ps. 19:1-4

3. In that regard, people can learn a lot about God, His nature, and His purposes for the world as they observe the cosmos (a well-arranged and orderly creation).  Eccles. 8:17

4. Therefore, mankind is responsible to figure out the truth about God, learn how the world operates according to the laws established by its creator, and then live within God's order.  Prov. 11:9

L. The wise man searches for the order that God has established in the world and seeks to live within that order as God has designed it.  Eccles. 12:13

M. On the other hand, the fool is the type of person that ignores or disregards these facts, does not recognize God as creator, and does not seek to live according to God's standards.  Ps. 14:1; Eccles. 10:3
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