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The thesis, motivated by the difficulties that OT wisdom presents to OT
theology, analyses the worldviews of Proverbs and Qoheleth and identifies the socio¬
economic realities from which these stem, in order to understand the relationship
between them. The examination concentrates on the Masoretic form of these books,
attempting to analyse them along the lines of the editorial intention: Proverbs is
looked upon as having a single voice, Qoheleth as representing two voices. The
analysis opens with a discussion of the enterprise that produced the two books, and
an attempt is made to identify the basic framework and the aims that characterise it.
The worldviews are then formulated under five categories of epistemology,
cosmology, theology, anthropology and social perspective, with the practical
outworking of these worldviews examined subsequently. Also, some implications of
the analysis for the questions of historical development and Sitz im Leben of the
books are pointed out.

The examination reveals a complex relationship between the two books. It is
shown that Proverbs and Qoheleth proper stem from the same tradition of thought,
sharing identical aims and using similar methodology, while, in contrast, the voice of
the epilogue is shown to originate in a different intellectual milieu. At the same time,
significant differences are found under each of the five categories. Both books build
on the assumption of objectivity and uniformity of human experience, but Proverbs
uses this premise to apply past communal experience to the present and future, while
Qoheleth uses it to justify application of present personal experience to both the
future and the past. Further, the proverbial understanding is theoretically centred
around one God, but in practical terms the cosmological framework is dualistic;
Qoheleth's perspective is strictly monotheistic. Neither the Proverbial Yahwism nor
Qoheleth's theology, in contrast to the epilogue of Qoheleth, stem directly from the
Israelite cult, and they employ different approaches to handling the cultic issues,
pointing to a different stage in the relationship between wisdom and the cult. The two
anthropologies also differ, with Proverbs having a significantly higher and overall
more positive view of humanity.

The examination further reveals that the socio-economic backgrounds of the
two books are radically different. The proverbial world is one of a small and
economically independent community with family as the principal socio-economic
unit, and the basic proverbial perspective is likely to date back before the emergence
of the Israelite monarchy. In contrast, Qoheleth's world reflects an established
imperial set up corresponding well with the common linguistic date in the Flellenistic
period. These socio-economic differences are the principal reason why the
worldviews of the two books diverge in spite of building upon similar initial
premises. This makes it difficult to treat Proverbs and Qoheleth in a simple
synchronic fashion and calls for a new approach from the OT theologian.

I hereby declare that this thesis was composed by myself and the work contained in it
is my own and of no other.

Edinburgh, 21 August 2000
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Introduction

My interest in OT wisdom literature and its implications for OT theology was

sparked during my time at Regent College by Professor Waltke (who was at the time

working on his commentary on Proverbs). In the spring of 1995, I was asked to

prepare a paper on the topic Is Ecclesiastes a deconstruction of the Book of
Proverbs? for a seminar centred around the latter book. I soon came to realise that

the question could not be properly answered without extensive exegetical work for
which I was neither adequately equipped at the time, nor would the few weeks I had

to prepare the paper allow it. Nevertheless, the seminars were fruitful and

stimulating; two questions remained with me after the discussions of that term: how

do the individual OT wisdom texts relate to each other, and, what is their

significance for OT theology. It is these two questions that form the background of

the present work.

Wisdom and Theology

When the similarity of Prov 22:17ff with the Egyptian Instruction of

Amenemope came to light in the early 1920s, it triggered scholarly interest in biblical

wisdom, until then standing on the periphery of OT studies. The surge in wisdom

research reached serious proportions after World War II, so that it is now possible to

speak of wisdom studies as a specialised discipline.1 Yet, its impact on theological

1 It is not my intention to present a complete and exhaustive survey of the present state of the study of
Proverbs and Qoheleth here, and even less of the whole of wisdom. Such overviews can be readily
found elsewhere, and there is no need to repeat what others have done with great skill and lucidity.
For the Book of Proverbs, a superb and exhaustive overview of the academic research can be found in

Continued on the following page
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deliberation has been rather limited. Often, wisdom is almost completely ignored by

the theologian, and even scholars who pay greater attention to it have major
difficulties when it comes to giving it a place in their overall OT theology. To

mention only a few, Eichrodt's massive work (1967, published in German 1933)

dedicates to wisdom a mere dozen pages, Vos (1973, first published 1948) ignores

wisdom literature altogether, and recent works by Childs (1985, 1992) allocate to

wisdom books fewer than three pages without actually seriously considering the real

theological significance of wisdom texts.2 The most significant effort to date to give
wisdom a legitimate place in OT theology remains that of von Rad (1962, 1972),
who felt the need to return to wisdom in a separate volume after publishing his OT

theology. Yet, while this volume is an extensive treatment of OT wisdom per se,

wisdom still does not fit logically into von Rad's theological framework.

The source of the theologians' difficulties is twofold. The first one is related

to a wider problem of OT theology and its methodology, namely, the question

whether there is a single key concept around which OT theology could be organised,

and if so, what it is; the number of such pivotal ideas proposed in the past speaks for

itself. The details of the discussion surrounding this question are not of an immediate

interest to this study,3 with the exception of the fact that in virtually all cases the

theological paradigms are built around the OT legal/prophetic traditions alone. Thus,

the difficulties with wisdom literature, characterised by notable lack of interest in any

of Israel's national traditions and only limited occupation with cultic matters, are

easily conceivable.

The problem of certain perceived tension between wisdom and the legal and

prophetic traditions of the Hebrew bible is by no means new; efforts to unite the two

types of traditions are already present, as will be argued in the present work, in the

Whybray (1995); for Qoheleth see for instance Murphy (1992); for wisdom theology see Perdue
(1994), Martin (1995), Dell (1997).
2 Childs is more concerned with certain questions about the role of wisdom in the formation of the
canon, than wisdom theology per se.
3
A useful overview can be found in Hasel (1991).
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epilogue to Qoheleth, and even more clearly in Ben Sira. The modern solution for

this tension most often, as has already been indicated, amounts to silently ignoring it,

but for example Gunneweg (1993) goes as far as arguing that wisdom is a foreign

body to the OT, centred around the Egyptian concept ofMaat, which is irreconcilable
with Yahwistic piety, a view which I reject. My own examination of the possible use

of the Egyptian material in Prov 22:17ff leads me to the conclusion that the Egyptian

concepts have not been accepted blindly by the Israelite sages, but rather both the
content and the form were modified to suit the new background; the sages' belief in

orderliness of the world is set within a Yahwistic framework of its own, as it will be

argued in chapter 3.

At the other end of the spectrum attempts have been made to establish closer

formal links ofwisdom material with the legal and prophetic traditions. Thus, Wilson

(1984) argued that the outlook of Proverbs, and in particular of Prov 1-9, is closely

related to the deuteronomistic perspective. While there are some fomial similarities

in the language and formulations found in the two books, which Wilson lists, it will
be shown later that proverbial Yahwism is a Yahwism of a very peculiar and distinct

type which makes deuteronomistic origins of Proverbs, including Prov 1-9,

implausible; an explanation for the formal similarities is more likely to lie in

traditions and customs common to both the proverbial sages and the deuteronomists.

A notable recent attempt to bridge the gap is that of Harris (1995), who argued for

dependency of some of the material in Prov 1-9 on the Joseph story and Jeremiah,
but the suggested parallels between Prov 1-9 and the Joseph story depend on

repetition of very common Hebrew vocabulary, while at the same time the

differences between the allegedly parallel stories are significant. Thus, in the Genesis

account Joseph does not appear to be the innocent man of Prov 1:18-19, who has

been ambushed without cause, and Judah's surety for Benjamin is a surety for a

blood relation, not, as in Prov 6:1-5, for a 'neighbour'. When we take into account

the fact that Proverbs offers generalised schemes of human behaviour, it seems more

reasonable to conclude that the Joseph story partially fits the scheme than to assert
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that the paradigm was derived from it. Likewise, the suggested parallels between

Prov 1:20-33 and Jer 7 & 20 hinge on vocabulary that is very common with very

little correspondence between the actual grammatical forms; the similar setting of the

two stories, rather than literary dependence, appears to be a much more likely

explanation for the observed common features.

While the theologian's first problem is largely one of methodology and, as

Perdue (1994:34) pointed out, it is essentially external to the textual tradition, the

second problem is rooted in the material per se. The fundamental obstacle lies in the

fact that it appears to be extremely difficult to formulate an 'umbrella' theology for

the OT wisdom corpus that would be comprehensive, yet, adequate. In turn, the lack

of such a formulation makes it difficult to incorporate wisdom into the larger OT

theology. Perdue (1994:341) captured it very well:

Renderings of the theology of wisdom literature need to be written and refined.
Regardless of the interpretative paradigm, articulations of the faith of the sages
are necessary. Otherwise, the literature will not be taken seriously in
formulations of comprehensive Old Testament and biblical theologies.

This problem is not simply a question of the 'centre of gravity' of wisdom thought

(for Wisdom theology faces a methodological problem similar to that of the larger

OT theology4). The real problem lies in the fact that the seeming naivete of Proverbs,

the disillusionment of Job, and the pessimism of Qoheleth, appear to share far less

common theology than vocabulary. Thus, most of the present studies in theology of

wisdom look on the individual texts in relative isolation without seriously dealing

with the dialogue which these texts create within the OT.5

4 The three most commonly suggested centres of gravity for wisdom thought are anthropology,
cosmology and theodicy. A fourth proposed approach builds around a diachronic shift from earlier
anthropologically-oriented wisdom to a later wisdom focusing on cosmology and theology; the
discussion has been well summarised by Perdue (1994:34-48), with whom I am inclined to agree that
the most fruitful approach is in retaining a synchronic tension between the anthropological and
cosmological perspective on creation.
5 It can be further observed that often 'wisdom theology' is essentially the theology of Proverbs, with
the other texts being marginalised. Thus, for instance, Zimmerli (1978) more or less reinterprets
Qoheleth and Job in the light of Proverbs, and similarly von Rad's (1972) understanding of wisdom is
based primarily on Proverbs.
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The internal tension among the OT wisdom texts is often perceived along

diachronic lines as the so called crisis of wisdom.6 Behind this phrase hides the

notion that the wisdom texts attest to a diachronic shift from a nai've and grossly

inadequate perception of the world by the earlier sages toward a more realistic

picture painted by the later texts. While I am convinced, and will argue later, that the
diachronic element is critical to understanding this tension, the standard crisis theory

in my view does not account for the textual data, and fails to even consider the

possible origins of the problem. Criisemann's (1984) attempt to understand the shift
of perspective in terms of a change in the social structures is in my view on the right

track, although his view that it is the exile that is the primary cause of the

development may need reconsidering later on. The critical question is not so much

what made Qoheleth and Job part with the proverbial outlook, but what made the

proverbial sages take such a stance in the first place.

The above analysis of the two-fold problem associated with theology of

wisdom leads to the following two conclusions. First, if wisdom literature is to have

a meaningful place in OT theology, there is a need for a fresh start, that would

include consideration of wisdom in the actual process of building the theological

framework, as has been pointed out by Perdue (1994:19-34). As of the moment, at

least as far as I am aware, no OT theology treats the wisdom corpus as material on a

par with the legal and prophetic traditions. Second, it is necessary to move from

considering the OT wisdom texts as isolated entities to examining the effects of their

juxtaposition; without this larger synthesising step wisdom literature is bound to

remain on the periphery of OT theology.7

6
Among scholars who adopted this approach one may mention for instance Crenshaw (1985:370,

1988b:51) and Loader (1986:8-11), but objections have been raised by von Rad (1972:238) and more

recently Murphy (1995:233).
7 Perdue (1994) has come closest toward the formulation of a wisdom theology. He carried out a
rather careful examination of the entire OT and apocryphal wisdom corpus in its own right,
demonstrating clearly that creation is a central theme in all of the examined wisdom texts. Yet, Perdue
himself does not attempt any significant degree of theological synthesis, i.e., he does not formulate
wisdom theology as such. In addition, because he concentrates largely on the theme of creation and its

Continued on the following page
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The Aims and Method of the Present Study
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The present work stems from the need for a more synthetic view of OT

wisdom just outlined. It is obvious that for the synthesis to have any real value, it can

only be attempted after a thorough exegetical analysis, on the basis of which the
different perspectives that these texts represent could be examined and related to

each other. The present study is intended as a step in that direction, looking in detail
at two of the OT wisdom texts, Proverbs and Qoheleth, and examining closely the

perspectives that they represent: the similarities, the differences and the probable

causes of these. The physical limits of a PhD thesis do not provide enough space to

carry out both the necessary detailed analysis and the actual considerations of its

theological significance. Since it is the latter that gave birth to this work, I will make
a few limited comments and suggestions concerning the implications of the analysis

for formulation of wisdom theology in the final part of the thesis, but I wish to make

clear from the very beginning that the sole object and focus of this work is the

analysis per se. At the same time, it has to be acknowledged that the theological

questions are reflected in the chosen methodology. Notably, my main interest is in

understanding the perspectives of the books in their present shape. This is not to

imply that I consider these books monolithic compositions each written by a single

author, nor that the questions pertaining to the history of their formation are of little

importance. In fact, it will be seen that the analysis of the present shape of the texts

uncovers certain significant clues to their formation, and these will be pointed out in

due course.

Which Text?

The deliberate choice to look at each of the two books from a synchronic

perspective is closely related to the question of choosing the text. Since the biblical

anthropological and cosmological aspects, he does not offer a sufficiently comprehensive formulation
of the worldview of the individual books.
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material is not represented by a uniform textual tradition, before any study of it can

be carried out, a decision needs to be made about the identity of the texts that are

going to be considered, as well as the overall text-critical strategy. Three principal

options are open to the interpreter: to use one particular textual tradition, to use an

eclectic text, or to use a text of one of the principal traditions occasionally corrected

in the light of other textual witnesses. The choice is largely determined by the
character of the material available and the purpose of the study. From the perspective
of a theologian the former approach has the advantage of being able to claim close

continuity with a community of faith that the text represents, but it ignores a number

of issues stemming from the lack of uniformity of the textual witnesses. In biblical

studies the third approach is the most common (although the principal text and the

degree with which the resulting text nears one of the other two ends of the spectrum

vary). This third approach will also be employed here. The principal tradition will be

that of III with the intention being to stay as near to that textual tradition as

reasonably possible, but not to the extent of ignoring the nature of the formation and

transmission of ancient texts. This approach should allow the claim of continuity to

be mostly retained, without having to entirely ignore the reality of varying textual

traditions; my principal interest is not in the text per se but in the mindset that

brought it into being.

The details of the textual situation in the case of the two books differ

significantly, therefore, the specifics of the text-critical strategy adopted here will be

somewhat different for each of them. The textual situation is relatively simple in the

case of Qoheleth. The versions in their present form appear to stem from the same

tradition as til, and show serious attempts to stay as close to the received tradition as

possible. Thus for instance in the case of <S, the translation is extremely literal, even

rendering the particle "TlX by the preposition aw, and further, where the translator

did not understand the meaning of the Hebrew text, he typically rendered the words
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8
as literally as possible, even though the resulting Greek may not make much sense.

As far as Vil of Qoheleth is concerned, it appears that a number of common scribal
errors entered the text as we have it, but often these are not reflected in the versions

which can be used to correct them.9

In the case of Proverbs the situation is more complicated. The text of ©

differs significantly from that of lit, both in respect of the arrangement of the material
and of the actual content. This could be due to some extent to differences in the

translator's Hebrew Vorlage (Tov 1990), but it also appears that the translator took a

great degree of liberty in modifying the text for stylistic reasons, as well as adjusting
the thought of the book to the Hellenistic concept of wisdom of his own milieu. In

addition, it is also apparent that the translator's grasp of Hebrew was somewhat

limping, and consequently the Greek text is often a new literary composition rather

than a translation. Thus © of Proverbs represents a quite separate tradition, stemming

from different circumstances and addressing different concerns, one that deserves

study in its own right. At the same time its value for text-critical purposes when

dealing with the Hebrew text can be limited in places, and it has to be used with

caution. Since © seems to have influenced the other major versions at least to some

extent, equal care needs to be taken when their variant readings are evaluated.10

The outline of the basic text-critical strategy needs to be accompanied by a

few notes on my view of the text of the two books from a more macroscopic

perspective. Until recently it has been taken for granted that the sayings collected in

Proverbs are mutually unrelated, to the extent that some commentators felt free to

8 This led some scholars to the conclusion that the text preserved in © is not the original © translation,
but a secondary replacement. Thus for instance Gordis (1955a: 126) suggested that the present text of
© ofQoheleth is the first version ofAquila's translation.
9
Unfortunately, attestation of Qoheleth among the Dead Sea Scrolls is limited, but the evidence will

be used for text-critical purposes where available; for detailed information see Muilenburg (1954),
Ulrich (1992).
10 For instance S often tends to conflate texts of HI and © although on a number of occasions the
translator understood the Flebrew text better than the translator of©.
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rearrange the material according to their own schemes.11 However, this approach has

been seriously challenged in recent years. Of the greatest significance in this respect

is the work of Van Leeuwen (1988), who suggested that the literary context in

Proverbs intentionally substitutes the lost life-context, i.e., the Sitz im Leben had

been consciously replaced by Sitz im Buck, and, therefore, the context is a serious
19

factor in interpreting the book. The implications of this newly gained insight are far

reaching — the whole is more than the sum of its parts. At the same time, this new

perception of the book should not obscure the fact that the nature of the petty sayings

is such that they have to be understandable in relative autonomy, i.e., the primary

source of meaning in the collections is the individual saying. A juxtaposition of

selected sayings can focus the meaning of the sayings in a particular direction

(individual sayings are often open to a number of related, but not necessarily

identical interpretations, and can be applied to different situations in life), or the

juxtaposition can add certain additional nuances; there are a number of cases in

Proverbs where this is detectable. On the other hand, as far as I am able to see, the

book does not display any homogenous overall strategy for organisation of the

material; it remains first and foremost a collection of sayings.

Concerning the composition of Qoheleth, numerous attempts have been made

to date to identify a meaningful literary structure in the book that would aid its

interpretation. The sheer number of the various schemes perceived by different

interpreters would seem to point in one direction — there is no obvious and carefully

constructed literary framework to Qoheleth proper (i.e., Qoh 1:2-12:8) serving as an

overall guide to Qoheleth's thought. This is not to say that the text is a random

collection of sentences; there are smaller identifiable units, held together by common

11 An example par excellence of this atomistic approach to the book is the commentary by McKane
(1970).
12
Another, less detailed example of context-oriented approach to the book of Proverbs is Saebo

(1986).
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themes and catchwords and the analysis of these and the grammatical forms shows a

shift of emphasis between the first and second half of the book.13

The key issue for the overall interpretation of the book is the relationship

between Qoheleth proper and the epilogue.14 While it is widely acknowledged that

the views of the two differ, the theological significance of this juxtaposition is not

normally addressed in OT theologies, and the theologian often accepts one or the

other as the overall voice of the book. However, Sheppard (1977:184-89) argued that

the epilogue cannot be seen as a simple theological corrective to the book's

scepticism, but instead that it has a wider canonical function giving a singular focus
to the entire wisdom corpus, and at the same time limiting its extent. Although I am

not completely convinced about the latter assertion which Sheppard developed later

on (1980), I agree with him that the epilogue is not a simple theological corrective.

First, it should be observed that the epilogue thinks highly of Qoheleth and his

wisdom, and it is thus unlikely that it is intended as an outright rejection of the rest of

the book. This view is further supported by the briefness of the epilogue which

makes it inadequate as a rebuttal of Qoheleth's views. At the same time, the epilogue

is not a straightforward endorsement of the core of the book.

Wilson (1984) argued that the epilogue is intended to form a frame with Prov

1:1-3, which is meant to serve as a hermeneutical key for the two books, essentially

to do with divine demand for justice and divine judgment with respect to fulfilment

of this obligation. While I find Wilson's argument unconvincing at a number of

points,1:1 I am of the opinion that both Sheppard and Wilson are correct in detecting

13 This issue will be addressed further in chapter 1.
14 The opinions of commentators on the origins of the epilogue differ; it is most often seen as coming
from a different hand than the core of the book, but Fox (1977), for instance, argued otherwise.
Further, it has been suggested that there are in fact two epilogues in the book, Qoh 12:9-11 and Qoh
12:12-14. This is possible in the sense that the two sections could have originated separately.
However, no attempt is made in the second section to distinguish its voice from that of the earlier
portion. Thus, on the literary level, the entire epilogue represents a single voice.
15 I have already expressed reservations about the claims of deuteronomistic origins of Prov 1-9 and
without it the implicit reference of the epilogue to Proverbs is untenable. Overall, Wilson in my view
fails to appreciate the fundamental difference between the perspective of the epilogist on the one hand

Continued on the following page



Introduction 19

in the epilogue what might be called canonical forces, by which I mean evidence of

attempts to bring together traditions that are quite different from each other, namely
wisdom and the traditions that revolve around the cult.

The text indicates clearly by the shift from first person to third person

references to the persona of Qoheleth that the two voices are to be seen as distinct
from each other. Thus, in the following chapters, I will treat the two voices of

Qoheleth and the epilogist as voices in their own right without attempting to find a

composite reading of them; only in the final part of this work will I make some

limited comments on the implications of the differences between the two voices for

understanding of the book.16

Examining the Worldviews

Having explained the basic approach to the textual tradition adopted in the

present study, I wish to outline the way in which the analysis of the text will be
carried out. The intention is to formulate a comprehensive worldview for each of the

two books; by worldview I mean an overall and comprehensive set of beliefs about

the world and one's place in it which informs, if not dictates, one's behaviour. I have

decided to use the term worldview quite deliberately. It is common in biblical studies
to speak of theology of a book when referring to its overall perspective. Although I

have used the term this way so far, e.g., referring to theology ofwisdom, I do not find
the terminology entirely satisfactory, partly because sometimes it is necessary to

speak of theology in a narrower sense of views concerning God, partly because I feel

that using the term in the broad and loose sense does in fact prejudice the enquiry by

forcing theological issues where none might be present. In my view neither Proverbs,

and both the views of Proverbs and Qoheleth on the other, a difference which I will attempt to
demonstrate in due course.
16
For a recent extensive treatment of the epilogue and various interpretative issues see Christianson

(1998:96-114).
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nor Qoheleth are principally theological works; they have to reckon with theology,

but they are not about theology.

Since, as I have also already indicated, my primary interest at this moment is

in the synchronic voice of each of the two books, the examination of the worldviews
will be carried out along the lines of the intentions detectable in the composition of
the books. In considering the worldview of Proverbs, the book will be treated as

speaking with a single voice (or several voices in harmony), for this appears to have

been the editorial intention.17 Where Qoheleth is concerned, the situation is rather

different. As it has been pointed out, the voice that speaks in the epilogue expresses

views that appear to be different and independent from those of Qoheleth proper, and

consequently, I will be looking for two separate worldviews where that is possible.18

The key methodological issue is how to formulate the worldviews of the two

books. First of all, it is important that the perspectives of the two texts are examined

and expressed in terms that are native to them, rather than using concepts that are

borrowed from other OT traditions. In addition, there are two conflicting

requirements on the formulation itself. On the one hand, it has to be sufficiently

comprehensive, i.e., the formulation should cover all the essential issues that the

texts are concerned with, for failure to do so would call into serious question the

general validity of the conclusions reached. On the other hand, the formulation must

allow a reasonably transparent comparison of the two worldviews. This requires that

the discussion is limited to a relatively small number of clearly defined issues, for too

large a number of categories would necessarily lead to a fragmentation of the overall

picture. Also, since the ultimate aim of the study is to relate the two worldviews to

each other, in deciding what the key issues in the two books are, relative rather than

absolute significance has to be considered. What may appear to be a major issue in

17
Quite apart from the editorial intention, it will be seen in due course that there are no wide and far-

reaching differences in the perspectives advocated by the separate sections of the book.
18 Due to the brevity of the epilogue it will not be possible to formulate a complete worldview of the
epilogist, but only some of its elements. However, since, by the nature of the text, these will be the
points where the two worldviews differ most significantly, the partiality will be of lesser importance.
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one book, may not appear so in the other. Yet, from the point of view of the

comparison, an absence or near absence of a particular issue from one of the
worldviews might be just as revealing, and therefore significant, as an emphasis

would be. Therefore, the issues considered for each book must be the union, in the

mathematical sense of the word, of the key concerns of the two texts.

For practical reasons, it is useful to draw a distinction between the cognitive

part of a worldview, i.e., what a person thinks of the world, and its practical element,

i.e., how in practical terms this cognitive perspective projects itself into the person's

behaviour; both Proverbs and Qoheleth have the latter of these in mind, and to some

extent I will be attempting to derive the abstract perspectives from the practical ones.

In the case of Proverbs, a distinction can be made between three main types

of conduct that the book addresses: behaviour within the context of human

relationships, behaviour within the context of relationship with God, and,

occasionally, behaviour with consequences largely limited to the self. Thus, it is

necessary to examine the proverbial social and anthropological views, including the

sages' ethics,19 and the book's theological perspective. Closely related to the latter is

the larger cosmological framework that the text represents, and material with implicit

or explicit cosmological implications is scattered all over the book. It is, therefore,

necessary to look also at the larger cosmological framework. Further, we have to

appreciate that Proverbs is not simply a rule book, but that the desired behaviour is

an informed one, as is shown by the high concentration of cognitive vocabulary

throughout. This fact requires that we also examine the sages' epistemology.

Turning to the latter book, the types of behaviour that Qoheleth examines fit

under the same three rubrics used above, although the mutual proportions of these

are different, and the behavioural considerations are mainly from the perspective of

an impact on the self, so that the term ethics can be used with reference to the book

19
Throughout this work I will use the term ethics with the very basic sense of system of values that

governs the way how a person's behaviour is, or should be, affected by the presence, needs or interests
of other people.
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only with caution. Similarly to Proverbs, the book is also interested in an informed

behaviour, as is shown by the frequent occurrence of the root irp, so that the question
of epistemology is no less important. As far as the epilogue of Qoheleth is

concerned, some significant aspects of the epilogist's worldview are implied in spite

of its brevity. Thus, his comments about Qoheleth, his work and the wisdom

enterprise in general reveal certain views concerning knowledge, the process through

which it is acquired and its value. Further, all of these comments show a certain

theological perspective that informs the epilogist's epistemology, and offer insight

into the code for proper behaviour to which he adheres.

Overall, the cognitive element of the worldviews that we find in these books

can be formulated under the categories of epistemology, theology, cosmology,

anthropology and sociology; I am not aware of any other issues that appear in these

two books that could not be treated under one of these five rubrics. The two books

will be discussed under these in chapters 2-4, and in chapter 5 I will present a

summary of the practical code of conduct that the two books derive from their

respective understandings of the world.

One of the potential dangers of treating the two books merely under the five

isolated rubrics is losing the sense of the overall picture. In order to avoid this, the

detailed analysis of the worldviews of the two books in chapters 2-5 is preceded by a

chapter that presents a more coherent, albeit only sketchy, image of what is

happening in the two books, the concerns they stem from, the questions they address,

and the ways they go about doing so. The detailed discussion of the individual

aspects of the two worldviews in chapters 2-5 should be understood as always having

an implied reference to this overall framework.

One final issue needs to be mentioned. In order to argue the case, it is

necessary to quote the text of Proverbs and Qoheleth frequently. Some of the

material used has a direct bearing on discussion of several different aspects of the

worldview, and will, therefore, figure several times in the text. For the sake of the
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reader it was deemed more practical to repeat such passages, rather than back-
reference them. However, the textual notes that accompany these are included only

once. This is normally on the first occurrence of the given material, except for

situations where a shorter piece of text is used in one place, but the same text is
found later within a larger quote. In such cases the textual notes accompany the

larger text. In all cases, however, appropriate page references are given. It should be
further noted that for reasons of physical space the textcritical notes are not fully

exhaustive, and textual variants that were deemed not to be of any real interest for

the purposes of the study are not discussed. The grammatical terminology used

throughout the thesis is that found in WOC.



Chapter 1

TheWisdom Enterprise

What kind of world hides behind the two biblical books of Proverbs and

Qoheleth? This is a question which summarises the whole inquiry of the present

work. However, it must be made clear that in asking this question I am not looking

for answers of an historical nature, i.e., how and when these books were born, nor am

I principally asking about their Sitz im Leben, i.e., what immediate purpose did they

serve the community that produced and used them.1 Rather, I am enquiring about the

kind of people that these books represent, their concerns, aspirations, joys and

struggles; about the kind of world in which they belong. In the following chapters I

will deal in detail with a number of individual elements of this world and the place of

humans in it; at present I will concentrate on the basic question of what these books

are all about. An attempt will be made to sketch an elementary framework for

looking at these texts, serving as the starting point for the detailed examination.

The question of what our two books are about is closely related to the wider

question of what is wisdom, one which has been the subject of a considerable debate.

This has been sparked initially by von Rad's (1953) attempt to identify the Joseph

narrative as a wisdom material, followed by other scholars in claiming wisdom

origins for a number of other OT texts, including Gen 1-11; 37; Exod 34:6ff.; Deut;

Esth and the Succession narrative. However, when the definition of wisdom is

' This is not to say that these questions are of no interest or importance. Since the conclusions of the
present enquiry will have some bearing on these issues, they will be at least briefly visited in the
Excursus.

24
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loosened to accommodate such a variety of material, it becomes virtually

meaningless to speak of wisdom literature as such, and Crenshaw (1969) after

consideration of the methodological issues demonstrated the need for distinction

being maintained between the 'classical' wisdom texts, such as Proverbs and

Qoheleth, and the other so called wisdom texts. Whybray (1974) went further,

arguing not only that 'the interests of scholarly investigation are not served by the

application of the word "wisdom" to every manifestation to use one's brains in

ancient Israel [sic]' (p. 3), but also that there is no coherent wisdom phenomenon

found in the OT, only a loose intellectual tradition.3

While Whybray's work exposes the difficulties in identifying wisdom

material on the grounds of subject, form and vocabulary, it contains certain

methodological flaws, notably the fact that the disputed texts are considered to be

wisdom material from the very beginning, thus prejudging the question whether

wisdom can be defined narrowly, or only in broad terms. Further, the loose concept

of intellectual tradition that Whybray arrives at is of no more practical use than the

watered-down definition of wisdom which he is so critical of. At the same time,

Whybray is, in my view, on the right track at least to some extent, when he starts

looking at wisdom outwith the confines of a literary genre. The central question with

respect to wisdom is not, in my view, one of forms and vocabulary, but rather the

question of what wisdom is really about. I do not mean simply what type of subjects

we find in wisdom literature, but rather what aspirations hide behind the texts and

what methodology is used to achieve them. It is these categories that differentiate

between a scientist and a philosopher, between a preacher and a biblical scholar, i.e.,

among smaller segments of a broad intellectual tradition. Therefore, in our attempt to

define wisdom we need to look primarily for a quest with an aim and procedures and

maintain a distinction between the quest per se and texts that represents it.4

2 For a more recent rebuttal of Von Rad's analysis of the Joseph story see also Weeks (1994:92-109).
3 A similar view has been expressed more recently by Weeks (1999).
4 The text is a particular deposit of the quest, yet, it is important to appreciate that the books such as
Proverbs or Qoheleth are not the wisdom quest per se, they are merely its product, vehicles for

Continued on the following page
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Consequently, I will approach Proverbs and Qoheleth, from this perspective.

As a starting point I will take Crenshaw's (1969:132) definition of the wisdom

undertaking as 'the quest for self-understanding in terms of relationships with things,

people, and the Creator'. This definition applies fully to both books, self-

understanding being its key term. Wisdom, as we find it in Proverbs and Qoheleth, is

not simply about making and stating observations, nor is it about formulating rules. It
is about penetrating beyond that which is observed and comprehending it, but in

particular, about understanding the place that a human being has in the world. This is
reflected in the contemplative nature of these texts and their focus on the generalised

rather than the specific.5

While Crenshaw's definition of wisdom is fully applicable to our two books,

it still does not adequately describe what is happening in Proverbs and Qoheleth; it

lacks at least two critical ingredients. First, it does not provide the answer to the

question of the purpose of such a search. Neither in Proverbs, nor in Qoheleth, as we

will see, is self-understanding the ultimate goal; rather it is only a means to a more

tangible end. Its purpose is to live; the wisdom of our sages is not simply about

understanding who they were but also about making the most of that understanding,

about getting the most out of life. I, therefore, wish to propose that a more adequate

description of the wisdom of Proverbs and Qoheleth is a quest for self-understanding
in terms of relationships with things, people and the Creator, andfor self-realisation
in the context ofthese relationships.

communication of its concerns, questions and conclusions. This can be seen from the fact that while
writing and composing are occasionally mentioned, they play no real role within the perspective of the
two books. This point may seem obvious and unnecessary. Yet, the danger that the wisdom quest will
be seen as the exercise of producing these texts is very real and led in the past to treating Proverbs, in
particular, as a scribal exercise and, thus, reducing the enterprise behind them to scribal duties and
skills. Such an attitude toward the material obscures the profound nature of the central concerns that
these texts represent; cf. McKenzie (1967:2).
5 Here lies the fundamental difference between material such as Proverbs or Qoheleth on the one hand
and texts such as the Joseph narrative. Non-wisdom OT texts may have an educational purpose, but
they do not combine the contemplative with the generalisation; narratives may lead to contemplation,
but present specific cases, while legal and cultic materials typically present generalisations but, being
principally prescriptive, lack the striving for understanding.
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The second component lacking in Crenshaw's definition has to do with

methodology. In our search to understand the material in front of us we need to go

deeper than merely attempting to understand the aims that hide behind these books. It

is not enough to know what the wisdom thinkers were broadly doing, we also need to

understand how they carried out the quest for understanding, and our definition of the

wisdom undertaking should reflect this.

The /zow-qucstion can be further separated into two narrower issues. The first
of these concerns the epistemological perspective of the sages, the basic processes

through which they obtained and evaluated their data, i.e., how they got to their self-

understanding. This in itself is a complex matter which I will leave aside for the

moment and return to in the next chapter. The second sub-question concerns the

methods that the sages used to get from the raw knowledge, i.e., the self-

understanding, to fulfilling their aim, i.e., the self-realisation, and it is this question

that I will concentrate on in the remainder of this chapter.

I will start this consideration by drawing a distinction between two rather

different approaches to understanding a particular phenomenon. The first approach is

exact; to understand a phenomenon means to be able to describe fully the mechanics

of it, to describe it as it really is. The search for understanding then is a search for

complete comprehension. Such a concept of understanding is common in the exact

sciences, but can be found outside of this arena, for instance in dogmatics. The other

mode of understanding is what I will call practical. Outside of the arena of pure

sciences one may knowingly and purposefully settle for understanding that is only

partial. This is simply because in practical aspects of life such an imprecision may

not be significant enough to warrant the search for a more complete understanding,

or, because a more complete understanding becomes too complex to be practically

applicable, or because the exact mode is too elusive.

The principal difference between the two approaches is not in the fact that

one is complete and the other is only partial, for the mere conviction that something



The Wisdom Enterprise 28

is complete does not guarantee it to be so, and even in the exact sciences perspectives

develop and come to be modified from time to time, sometimes radically. The key

difference lies in the attitudes that accompany the two modes, in the fact that in the

latter case the imprecision is acknowledged and considered acceptable, while in the

former case imprecision is a fundamental flaw that has to be avoided and overcome

when it is discovered. Thus, these two modes of understanding need to be evaluated

differently, and the answer to the question whether the two books ahead of us

approach the world in the former or the latter manner will fundamentally influence
our view of them. Consequently, it is worthwhile to consider some of the basic
characteristics that distinguish the latter approach from the former.

At the heart of practical knowledge is a paradigm. By a paradigm I mean a

theoretical system which describes a behaviour of some other, real system, and is

used to predict the state of the real system on the basis of some input data. However,

the theoretical system, i.e., the paradigm, is always simpler than the real system. For

example, the student of BH leams vowel patterns of different Hebrew stems and the

endings of the verbal suffix conjugation. This allows her to create an appropriate

suffix conjugation form when given the root, the stem, the person and the

grammatical gender. While this paradigm may seem overwhelming to the student at

first, it saves her memorising all possible forms of all possible roots for all the stems.

As is obvious from this example, the simplification of a paradigm is achieved by

exploiting patterns ofbehaviour exhibited by the real system.6

A second property of a paradigm is closely linked to the first one. A

paradigm, because it is simpler than the real system, only produces results that are an

approximation of the true state of the real system. For example, the basic paradigm

for formulating the past tense of an English verb works well with most verbs, but

5 That such a conjugation table is a paradigm and not the real system itself is clear from the fact that
the native speaker is likely to be fluent in the language and entirely able to decline and conjugate long
before he or she might even come across a grammar book. It is now commonly recognised that
grammar is descriptive rather than prescriptive, i.e., grammar is a paradigm, a theoretical system
attempting to describe the real system, i.e., language.
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there are some 200 cases where it produces incorrect results. The imprecision of a

paradigm can be approached in two basic ways. The first option is for the exceptions

to be listed, i.e., the student is made to memorise a list of the irregular English verbs.

The second alternative is to look for ways of improving the paradigm to cover the

exceptions. Thus, when rules of vowel contraction are added to the basic paradigm

for conjugating a Greek verb, it can be applied to contracted verbs, which otherwise

would have to be treated as exceptions. While this second approach may seem to be

the better solution by far, its shortcoming resides in the fact that as the complexity of

the paradigm increases, its practical usability diminishes; the strength of a paradigm

resides in its simplicity. Thus a compromise will always be necessary between a

paradigm's precision and complexity; a good English textbook will make use of the

fact that within the group of irregular verbs there are subgroups formed along the

same patterns, but will not try to overcomplicate the matter.

Further, it is often impossible to enumerate the exceptions either because they

are too many, or because the real system is not entirely deterministic. In such a case a

third approach will often be taken, a simple acknowledgement that the paradigm does

not always work to complete satisfaction. The key question then is how often it does

produce satisfactory results. Some paradigms, such as those used in engineering

disciplines, are scrutinised meticulously, but in daily life, such an evaluation is

usually less pronounced, often intuitive, based on personal or collective experience.

At the same time, while the limits of such common paradigms may not be discussed

at great length, they are tacitly understood to be there.

A further characteristic of a paradigm is that it is formulated to serve a

purpose, and that it is entirely subject to this purpose. A typical paradigm has an

immediate aim and a broader aim. The immediate aim concerns the modelling of the

real system, the broader aim has to do with exploiting the knowledge of the

behaviour of the real system. The real value of the paradigm resides not in it being

able to serve the immediate aim, but precisely in it facilitating reaching the broader

aim. A conjugation table will have as its immediate aim facilitation of conjugating
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and parsing a verb. While some linguists may find this to be an exciting exercise per

se, it is not the ultimate reason why conjugation tables are created (although a first

year BH student may think otherwise). The broader aim is to enable one to learn to

use the language correctly and effectively. Here lies one of the principal differences

between a practical paradigm and a scientific theory, for the latter has only the

immediate aim and its value resides in it being able to fully satisfy it.7

Alongside the intended purpose, each individual paradigm is meant to be

used under specific, and sometimes rather limited, circumstances. It is quite normal

to have several different paradigms that describe the same real system and serve the

same purpose but are intended to be used in a distinct circumstance. Thus a typical

grammar of biblical Hebrew will present a number of distinct paradigms to

accommodate the different types ofweak verbs alongside the strong verb.

In addition to these basic characteristics of a paradigm, one further issue

needs to be considered: the paradigm's reversibility. Some paradigms are reversible,

i.e., from a state of the real system it is possible, using the paradigm, to derive the

input conditions that led to such a state. The way present participles are formed in

English can serve as an example of such a paradigm. When one encounters a word

ending in -ing it can be surmised with a significant degree of certainty that it is a

present participle and the present stem can be found by removing the ending. On the
other hand, the paradigm for forming the regular plural of an English noun is not

reversible. When one is presented with a form that ends in -s, it is not possible to

determine without additional information whether it is a plural form of a noun, a

third person singular verb in the present tense, or whether the is a part of the stem

itself. In general, real systems where distinct inputs can produce identical outputs and

systems that are not entirely deterministic will be described by paradigms that are not

reversible.

7
True, science can often be driven by utilitarian forces, but these tend to hinder rather than encourage

the scientific enterprise and are external to it.
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In conclusion, the discussion of the nature of paradigms can be summarised

as follows. A paradigm, as it will be understood in the present work, is a

simplification that carries with it a systematic error. It is intended to be used under

certain specific conditions and has a two-fold purpose; the systematic error of such a

paradigm is considered insignificant for the particular purpose. Not all paradigms are

reversible, notably paradigms that describe processes that are not completely

deterministic are not.

Having explained what I mean by paradigmatic understanding, I can now

return to our two texts. Is the enterprise reflected in them paradigmatic in the sense

outlined above? It is, if it satisfies the following two conditions: (1) it is understood

by the respective books that the depiction of the world they offer is incomplete but

the possible error is considered of only limited significance under the specific

circumstances; (2) the two books offer understanding with a practical end in mind

and the value of this understanding is in its practical application. To answer the

question postulated here, it is necessary to have a closer look at the key

characteristics of the perspectives that we find in the two books.

An Outline of the Proverbial Perspective

The Basic Structure of the Proverbial Worldview

The overall framework of the proverbial perspective reflects the three distinct

elements contained in Crenshaw's definition of wisdom, i.e., the relationships with

things, people and the Creator. Yet, these are not addressed in equal proportions.

Relatively little attention is given to the understanding of the relationships with

things, and the examination of the relationship with God is also fairly limited and

largely implicit. The proverbial emphasis lies on the middle element, on

understanding people. At the heart of the proverbial perspective is a world polarised

into two camps. This polarisation is all inclusive, there are no other types of people,

or more precisely, as will become clear in a moment, of responsible adults. One
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camp is perceived as positive, the other as negative. I will refer to the positive as the

wise and to the negative as the fools. In fact, the terminology is more complex and a

number of distinct expressions are associated with both groups. The following

paragraphs will take a brief look at the most important of these in order to delimit the
two groups more clearly. However, before I do so, a more general comment on the

nature ofwisdom vocabulary is needed.

Even a brief glance at the book of Proverbs, and OT wisdom texts in general,

reveals that the wisdom tradition uses certain characteristic vocabulary. We can

distinguish two groups of lexemes in particular: words that are exclusive to

Proverbs/OT wisdom literature, and words attested elsewhere, but used with an
o

increased frequency in Proverbs/OT wisdom. While these two groups deserve

special attention, we need to resist the temptation to automatically label either of

these vocabulary sets as technical. The fact that a lexeme is exclusive to the

traditional OT wisdom corpus does not necessarily mean that it was not used in other

contexts, only that it is not attested so in our body of texts, which is relatively small

and specialised; this factor should be taken into consideration before we label such

unique words or phrases as technical,9 Similarly, a high frequency of a lexeme in the

wisdom corpus does not mean that it belongs to the technical vocabulary ofwisdom,

or that occurrences of such a word outside of this corpus indicate wisdom

influence.10 A distinction is necessary between what is typical vocabulary, and what

8
By 'OT wisdom literature' I mean here the three OT books available in Hebrew broadly agreed to be

wisdom literature, i.e., Proverbs, Qoheleth and Job, and the so-called wisdom psalms.
9 The assumption that exclusive to our corpus of texts equals technical is in the background of the
argument about the Sitz im Leben of Proverbs by Shupak (1987). Having identified 14 expressions that
are exclusive to the wisdom corpus, she attempts to ascertain their equivalents in Egyptian instructions
and school texts, and argues that these indicate that both the Egyptian material and the wisdom texts
have the same Sitz im Leben. Yet, it is dubious whether some of these expressions should be
considered technical. For instance, since the adjective "IDII is not exclusive to wisdom and is the
ordinary word for mind, it is conceivable that the expression 3^ "100 could have been a common
one. Similarly, since 000 is regularly used in the sense anger and ETK is commonly used in
'converting' nouns into adjectives (WOC 9.5.3b), the assumption that the phrase illpn EOK is a
technical wisdom expression is questionable. The vivid imagery of nil Op and nil 03p is easily
conceivable and could hardly have been limited to the wisdom circles, and the references to beating
and rod, are more likely to allude to the upbringing of children in general rather than indicate a school
setting.
10 A similar view is expressed by Whybray (1974:75) and more recently by Weeks (1994:90).
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is technical vocabulary in the proper sense, i.e., vocabulary used with a sufficiently

distinct, or refined, sense from that found in non-wisdom texts. Only a limited

number ofwords found in Proverbs are truly technical.11

Among the vocabulary used to define the above-mentioned polarity

wise/fools, the derivatives of the root DDI! feature prominently, of which the

adjective/noun DSPI, is the most common representative. The meaning of DDn, as

used in the OT outside of the wisdom books, can be broadly placed into two

categories. First, in the more general sense, it denotes that a person possesses a

certain skill, most often a cognitive skill, although not exclusively [e.g. Exod 31:6]. This

meaning is ethically neutral. It denotes a proficiency, which can be put to both good
and bad use, although the former is more common.12 The ethically-positive English
wise is a somewhat limping equivalent; the range of meanings of the Flebrew word is
broader.

Second, the plural form ETQDn is used on a number of occasions with
reference to the royal advisors, both at Israelite and foreign courts. The view that

these wise men should be identified with a professional group, namely the palace

advisors, was most extensively advocated by McKane (1965). With Whybray (1974),

I have reservations about McKane's argument at a number of points, which leave the

whole case untenable.13 At the same time, Whybray's (1974:15-31) argument for

'1 The book of Proverbs, and the Wisdom literature in general, are preoccupied with the cognitive.
Consequently, there is a great concentration of words describing this side ofhuman/divine nature. Yet,
many of these expressions appear throughout the Hebrew bible with the same meaning and without
any wisdom connotations. For a complete survey of the distribution in the OT of the vocabulary
common in wisdom texts see Whybray (1974:75-154). Whybray shows that most of the common
wisdom expressions cannot be considered technical in any real sense; unfortunately he fails to notice
the distinct use of some vocabulary in Proverbs (see the following discussion of DDI! and TIB).
12 See 2 Sam 13:3ff for an example where wisdom is clearly void of any positive ethical connotations.
13 McKane depends heavily on the assertion that 2 Sam 16:23 implies that prophecy and wisdom were
two parallel and competing systems of guidance in Israel during the early monarchy (p. 55-58). He,
however, fails to notice that the statement of 2 Sam 16:23 refers exclusively to Ahithopel, but clearly
not to Hushai. Consequently, this is not a statement about the office or profession, but about the
exquisite abilities of an individual. The assertion that the same dualism is also to be seen in 2 Sam
14:17, 19; 19:27 is equally unconvincing. Further, McKane's claim that !1!SI? is a technical word of
the secular wisdom was convincingly refuted by Whybray (1974:132-33), who pointed out that this
claim requires that the wise would be a priori identified as the palace politicians, thus begging the

Continued on the following page
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there not being any professional use of the word DDI! in the OT is not convincing

either. While not all the passages where the technical use is commonly assumed need

to be understood so, on some occasions a major degree of exegetical ingenuity is

necessary to make the text to conform Whybray's thesis.14 My own view is that there

are places where the term □''ODn is used in a professional sense [e.g. Jer 18:18], but that

this use needs to be identified cautiously. The key question concerning the references

to the royal advisors is that of precedence; are these men called wise because they are

the king's advisors, or are they the king's advisors because they are wise? In other

words, is it a title derived from the position, or is their position a result of their ability

expressed by the title? The answer to this question can only by obtained from the
wisdom tradition itself, for it is there where the self-identity of the wise is expressed.

In the book of Proverbs we find a similar twofold distribution of the meaning

of the root DDn. Most occurrences are of the first type, referring to skill. However,

closer examination of its semantics shows that the actual sense has been significantly

narrowed, so that it is possible to speak of a technical usage. The adjective 0311 in
Proverbs does not designate a person with just any skill, but someone who lives

according to the principles expressed in the book, and has an understanding of the

consequences of human actions that agree with the book's perspective [e.g. Prov 10:14;

13:20; 14:3, 16; 15:31-32], Wisdom in Proverbs is not so much to do with intellectual

knowledge or abilities, but it is essentially a commitment to a way of life.15 Further,

being wise in the proverbial sense is not so much a state but, rather, a process, a

desire and striving for perfection [e.g. Prov 9:8; 12:15; 21:11]. The most important

characteristics of the wise in Proverbs include fear of God [e.g. Prov 3:7; 14:16], the

willingness to learn continually [e.g. Prov 1:5; 9:8-9; 10:14; 12:15; 13:1; 15:12; 25:12], working

question. In many of the passages interpreted by McKane as an apologetic against wisdom, the
vocabulary is more likely to be due to the topic of the discourse, with the polemic aimed more
generally than at a specific and narrow class of palace professionals.
14 A prime example is Whybray's seven-page discussion of Jer 18:18 which reaches the conclusion
that the verse is a pejorative numerical saying concerned with excessive talking (pp. 24-31).
15 This is most clearly seen in those proverbs that actually use the imagery of a path [e.g. Prov 4:10-19;
15:10; 23:19],
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for the benefit of the community [e.g. Prov 11:12], respect for justice [e.g. Prov 8:20; 17:23;

18:5, 29:7], compassion for the poor [e.g. Prov 14:20-21, 31; 19:17], working diligently [e.g.

Prov 12:11], and exercising self-control [e.g. Prov 29:11] (with special emphasis on control

of speech [Prov 12:18; 14:3; 16:23]).

Alongside this basic sense of E^n, the plural form CTQDn is quite clearly

used in a still narrower sense in Prov 1:6. Here the surrounding vocabulary shows

that it designates people involved with the literary forms found in the book, quite

clearly those who formulate and pass on the principles that constitute wisdom. That
this sense of □"'0311 is not the same here as the basic one outlined above is indicated

• t

by the fact that the book in its quest to impart wisdom, i.e., to form a 0311, does not

directly encourage the literary activity which is explicitly associated with the □"'03n.
The basic distinction between these two uses is that the former one is

adjectival/descriptive, the latter is nominal. This distinction is better carried over into

English if D3n in the broader sense is rendered as a wise person while LPQDn in the

narrower sense as the sages. There are two other places where this usage is, in my

view, attested in the book [Prov 24:23; Prov 22:1716], although on other occasions it is also

possible [e.g. Prov 15:12],

16 In Prov 22:17 ITl reads 0333 3.33 S3t3 "3^ t3!l while © has Aoyots aocfcov Trapd(3aXXe aov
ovs kccl aicoue epov Xoyoy. I am inclined to think that the Hebrew text originally read
333 i35ffi art CPQDrj ''1.31 and once D33D 3.31 became displaced, 331 was omitted.
Since it is quite clear that a new collection ofmaterial starts at this point (note the change in form after
the introduction of vv. 17-21), it is likely that words of wise was originally its title. Whybray
(1974:48-54) objects to interpreting the occurrences of□331 'n the superscriptions as references to a
class of professionals. His argument is that if Prov 22:17 is in fact a transposed superscription, then it
is a prosaic text, and we would expect an article with the noun. From the lack of the article Whybray
infers that the phrase should be rendered words ofclever ones. The same rendering is then by analogy
applied to Prov 1:6 and 24:23. Yet, if in case of Prov 22:17 we are dealing with a textual corruption,
we have to allow for the possibility that the article dropped out when the superscription was
transposed into the poetry. In addition, it is likely that the perceived lack of article is more a case of
English than Hebrew usage. The plural form of the adjective could have been perceived in certain
contexts by the native speakers as intrinsically definite (WOC 13.4a). Since the general contrast
definite-indefinite in Hebrew is that of identity vs. class (WOC 13.2b), the lack of the article does not
mean that the expression cannot designate a specific group. After all, the translation suggested by
Whybray (clever ones) also denotes a specific group— the distinction of this rendering is not so much
in the absence of the article, but in different semantic understanding of the word, and I have pointed
out earlier that 033 in Proverbs does not simply mean clever, intellectually capable.
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There is no direct additional indication in the book who these sages were.

Yet, one of the central notions in Proverbs is that wisdom is available to all who

show interest, and the content of the book is almost generally applicable, with no

exclusive focus on any social class or otherwise defined group. While there is some

indication of association of wisdom with the court, this is insufficient to fully

identify the wise with the court advisors.17 In the absence of an attempt by the sages

to clearly identify themselves as anything other than the wise, it is necessary to

conclude that this is their primary identity; they represent a certain intellectual

movement, the concerns of which were with broad understanding of humanity, not

just with politics. However, my use of intellectual movement differs from that of

Whybray's (1974:57ff) intellectual tradition, in that I am convinced that while the

wise cannot be identified exclusively with any other group found in the OT (e.g.

politicians), they still represent a clearly defined entity of their own, and more

importantly, they thought of themselves as a clearly distinct group, albeit not

necessarily formally organised. The superscriptions mentioned and the comments in

the epilogue of Qoheleth [Qoh 12:11-12] make that very tangible.

1 o

The second most important word associated with the wise is p"H^!. In
contrast with the word 0311, it can be observed that the book does not attempt to

define who is p"H^ but rather the word is used in Proverbs with the same basic sense

17
I am inclined to give some historical currency to the statement about Hezekiah's court in Prov

25:21, as I am not aware of any more satisfactory explanation for its presence. The proposal that the
reference to Hezekiah is to give more weight to the text by calling upon the authority of a legendary
wise man and a patron of wisdom (Weeks 1994:41-46) suffers from the lack of Hezekiah's reputation
for wisdom in the surviving tradition and, more critically, from the fact that the collection is not
actually ascribed to Hezekiah himself, but to some anonymous men at his court. Similarly, the textual
evidence for the claim that the reference is due to intertextual links between the collection and the
record ofHezekiah's reign in 2 Kgs (Carasik 1994) is insufficient. This argument hinges on two roots,

and nCDIl, of which the former does not appear at all in Prov 25-29, and both of which are more

frequently associated with David than Hezekiah. The whole superscription is construed in such a way
that Hezekiah's name does not have in it any other than temporal value, indicating that even if its
historical value cannot be taken for granted, in the circles that preserved the book its contents were
associated with the royal court.
18
In fact there are more occurrences of p'HS in the book than of 0311, but the latter carries the weight

of the book's aim to impart wisdom.
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it has elsewhere in the OT.19 Its meaning needs to be seen against the background of

life in a community. is a person who shows integrity in dealing with others and

who works for the well-being of the community. Further, shows integrity in his

relationship with the deity, although Stigers may go too far when suggesting that

.T-IS is 'the man who ... tries to preserve the peace and prosperity of the community

byfulfilling the commands ofGod in regard to others' (TWOT, p. 1879, italics mine).

Being is not so much about fulfilment of religious obligations, but about

personal identification with what is right, an identification which the community
knows it can rely on. While the vast majority of occurrences of p'H!S in the book
have this significance, on several occasions we encounter the forensic sense innocent

[Prov 17:15; 18:5; 24:24].2°

The examination of the lexica used to refer to the fools possibly casts even

more light on the nature of the polarity than the terms that refer to the wise. The

basic word for a fool is This is a person characterised by intellectual laziness

[Prov 1:22] and complacency [Prov 1:32], a stubborn and unteachable character [Prov 17:10],

who will not learn even from personal experience [Prov 26:11], He is an unrealistic and

unfocused dreamer [Prov 17:24], who lives merely for the present [Prov 21:21], While the

wise learn in a joint effort, the fool's intellectual life is entirely self-centred [Prov 18:2]

and his trust in his own abilities knows no limits [Prov 28:26], Yet, is not simply

stupid and the term is not ethically neutral. is bent on evil [Prov 10:18; 13:19] from

which he derives pleasure [Prov 10:23], He has no self-control whatsoever [Prov 29:11],

and shows a tendency to initiate conflicts [Prov 18:6], even lacking respect for his

closest relations [Prov 15:20],

19 Most of the 66 occurrences of the word in Proverbs are concerned with what happens to the person;
it is assumed that the reader knows what the word means (notable exceptions are Prov 12:5; 13:5;
15:28; 20:7; 21:15, 26; 29:7). In contrast to that most of the occurrences of DDI! in the book are

descriptive of what the person does, with comparable proportion of exceptions to that above (in
particular Prov 3:35; 11:29; 14:24; 16:21; 21:20, 22; 24:5).
20 There a few additional terms used to refer to the wise largely synonymous with the two main words
discussed. Among those belong ]i33, a parallel to 3311, and *"H2T parallel to p,'T13.



The Wisdom Enterprise 38

A second frequent designation of the fool is 'pb. The basic characteristics of
pb are pride and insolence [Prov 21:24] demonstrated in his refusal to admit a fault and
accept correction [Prov 9:8; 13:1; 14:9; 15:12], Similarly to he causes conflicts [Prov

22:10], It is pointless to rebuke fv for his own benefit, it is worthwhile only for the
benefit of others [Prov 19:25; 21:11], Another frequent designation of a fool is b$V. This
is a person who is lazy, a sluggard [Prov 6:9-11; 26:14] who has all sorts of ridiculous
excuses to avoid work [Prov 22:13; 26:13], His behaviour is sometimes described with a

healthy dose of irony [Prov 26:15], Alongside and also considers
himself smarter than anyone else [Prov 26:16],

The three words discussed so far, 'rpp, p1?, and bxV, stand roughly in
antithesis to □pn. While they all have an ethical dimension,21 they point primarily to
a flawed understanding of, or a blatant disregard for, the way the world is. When

antithesis is to be created with the ethically loaded the book uses the term

l?p"l.22 Similarly to the use of the book does not generally attempt to define
the meaning of the word.23 From those statements that are descriptive, it can be

surmised that S7I2H has certain clear affinities with the previous terms, for instance

does not accept correction [Prov 9:7], is self-confident [Prov 21:29] and his views are of

little value [Prov 10:20], However, the main connotation of the term is that of evilness.

The speech of UEH is perverse and destructive [Prov 10:32; ll:ii; 12:6; 15:28], He is

deceptive [Prov 11:18; 12:5], cruel and merciless [Prov 12:10; 21:10] and perverts the course

of justice to achieve his ends [Prov 17:23], He dislikes those with integrity [Prov 29:27],

and his wickedness leads to paranoia in fear for his own safety [Prov 28:1], Further, on

the account of his unethical behaviour, his religious practice is of no value [Prov 15:8-

21 This is the case even with b-zv, who is perceived as not only detrimental to himself, but also to
others [e.g. Prov 10:26],
22

Alongside it we also find the impersonal I?EH, wickedness, typically with indirect personal
reference [e.g. Prov 10:2]. Interestingly, the root UGH, with almost 80 occurrences, is the most common
one in the book, and the adjective is the most common personal attribute used by the sages.
23 About three quarters of the occurrences are found in statements depicting what happens to such a
person.
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9], Similarly to p"H^, can be used in a forensic sense meaning guilty [Prov 17:15;

24:24],

As we look at the examined vocabulary, an interesting pattern emerges. The

words without primary ethical connotations such DDPI or are used mainly in

statements which describe human activity, while the words of chiefly ethical

significance, i.e., p","r7^ and S7EH are used largely in statements that describe the
consequences of human behaviour. It has been suggested in the past that the two

groups of words come from distinct traditions, the former from an older, secular

wisdom, the latter from a later theological reworking of the originally secular

tradition (McKane 1970:10-22). However, the authority of the book rests largely on

the ethical vocabulary, since it is the ethical lexemes that are largely linked with the

consequences; this makes such a view of the book implausible. In addition, the

antithesis righteous/wicked is found repeatedly in the Aramaic Ahikar, showing that

this type of proverb is certainly not exclusively Yahwistic, and further, the only

occurrence of the root hkm in known Western Semitic inscriptions contains

reference to righteousness (Weeks 1994:69-70). When all this is held together with

the fact that the two ethical terms occur in the book more frequently than their non-

ethical counterparts, it would appear to emerge that ethical considerations are at the

very heart of the bipolar structure of the proverbial paradigm; the righteous in the

book are the same as the wise and the wicked are the same as the fools.

The bipolarity wise/fools in itself is not adequate to outline the proverbial

perspective, but has to be seen as linked to a conviction that God is fully in control of

the world and that he is on the side of the wise [e.g. Pr 3:33; 10:3; 15:29; 18:10]. As a result,

the world of the proverbial sages is regular and predictable and those who belong

among the wise will succeed in it and prosper.24

24 This issue will be dealt with in detail in chapter 3.
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The Aims ofthe Proverbs and the Working Parameters ofProverbial Wisdom

Having considered the basic structure of the proverbial worldview, I will now

turn in greater detail to the question of what end the sages pursued. In order to

understand the aim of the book of Proverbs, we first need to deal with another lexical

term which does not fit into the otherwise strictly bipolar classification of people as

wise or fools, the TIE). This word occurs only twice in the OT outside of the wisdom

texts with the basic sense of one who is simple, nai've, not entirely responsible for his

or her actions.25 In wisdom material the sense is more narrowly defined. The TIE) is
26

an individual who is immature because he is untrained in wisdom. He has a double

identity in Proverbs. He is not a fool per se, yet, has a natural inclination toward

foolish behaviour and is easy to fool because he lacks experience [Prov 14:15; 22:3; 27:12],

Thus, he is sometimes listed alongside the fools [Prov 1:22-33; 14:18]. However, this

natural leaning can be overcome through learning and discipline. He has the potential
to become wise, and so is sometimes found alongside this other group [Prov 1:2-6;

19:25],

The possibility of moulding the TIE) into a wise person is what principally
27

distinguishes him from those who are classed as fools. In contrast, the fools are

unlikely to be reformed. This is not because the fool is somewhat less capable than

the TIE), but it is the result of the fool's previous choice not to pursue wisdom. The

transformation of a TIE) into a fool is captured in the following passage:

Until when will [you] immature love immaturity? (But29 scorners revel30 in
laziness, and fools will always hate knowledge.) Should31 you turn to my

25 The non-wisdom occurrences are Ezek 45:20; Ps 116:6. Note the parallel with PBEi ETK in Ezek
45:20.
26 Outside of Proverbs it is found in the wisdom psalms 19:7 and 119:130, in both cases of someone
being educated (DDI! used in the former case, ]"Q in the latter).
27 See for instance Prov 19:25; 21:11 alongside Prov 9:7-9. While rebuking a mocker (i.e. a fool) is in
itself a pointless exercise, it has a value when it serves as a negative example for the TS.
28
However, even the fool is not entirely rejected, e.g. Prov 8:5.

29 The shift to 3rd person shows that the sluggards and fools are not addressed by Wisdom, and
requires disjunctive rendering of the conjunction 1. The B and C colons are best understood as an
independent proverb used as a parenthetical comment (cf. Emerton 1968).
30
Oesterley (11) emends to Diron to conform with the 2nd person address in the preceding clause,

but the 3rd person in the next clause suggests that this is not a scribal error, but an intentional shift— it
is only the simple that are addressed by Wisdom. The Sx is gnomic, the following Px is habitual.
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rebuke, see, I would pour out to you my spirit, I would reveal to you my words.
Since I called and you refused [to listen], since I stretched my hand, and no-one
was paying any attention, since you neglected all my advice and did not wish
to accept my rebuke, I also will laugh at your disaster, and will mock [you]
when your calamity comes — when your calamity comes like a storm (and
your disaster will [surely]32 come upon you as a hurricane), when distress and
agony come upon you.

Then they will call3"' me, and I will not answer; they will seek33 me— they will
not find me. This is because they hated knowledge, and did not choose the fear
of Yahweh. They did not wish to accept my advice, and rejected all my
rebukes, and [so] they will eat34 from the fruit of their ways, and they will be
sated from their own cleverness.35 For the apostasy of the immature will kill
them, and the carelessness of the fools will destroy them. [Prov 1:22-32]

Wisdom here is addressing a group of DT1E) who are about to become fools. In v.

22A Wisdom speaks directly to the immature; in contrast to that, the fools are only

mentioned indirectly in the third person. The second person address in v. 23ff. is also

directed at the simple, since the categorical statement of v. 22C about the fools'

persistent attitude to knowledge indicates that the glimmer of hope contained in v. 23

can only refer to the DTIS.

The climactic point in the story is the arrival of the disaster. In the pre-

disaster section [w. 22-28] there is some hope for the simple which, in spite of the fact

that they appear to be nearing the critical point rapidly, makes it worthwhile for

Wisdom to address them. With the arrival of the disaster the situation changes

dramatically. The DYIS must now bear the consequences of their folly, they are no

more spoken to in the second person, but only spoken of in the third person just as

the fools were earlier on; they are now considered fools.

31 Px best understood in modal sense, cf. McKane (1970:274) who treats the verse as a conditional
clause without a conditional particle.
32 Note the change of tense from ptc to Px.
33
Paragogic nun often denotes a contrast, such as exceptions to normal practice (WOC 31.7.1), which

is likely the case here.
34 In the light of the B colon it is unlikely that this is intended as modal they will have to.
35 is mostly used in negative contexts, but the noun itself can have positive connotations [cf.
Prov 22:20].
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The critical failure of the DTlS is their PD^l? [v. 32], This rare word in the

OT36 is found parallel to HSH [Jr 2:19] and 17^3 [Jr 5:6], but it is not synonymous with
them. The basic sense of PQIttfp is relational, it has to do with abandoning a

person/' In this passage it refers to the DTlS abandoning the speaking Wisdom. By
the act of rHZWHyO the simple become fools, and when they try to get hold ofWisdom
later on, she has turned to a new audience for which the once DTlS, now suffering

fools, become a deterring example. This passage shows both the distinction between
the TlS and the fool, but also the very close natural affinity of the two groups; it
takes no effort for the TlS to become a fool.

What then is the aim of Proverbs? The book's explicit intention is to make a

wise person out of the immature [Prov 1:2-6]. The TS, who in the book is generally an

uncommitted youth who has reached a point of adulthood where he has to assume
38 39

responsibility for his life, is the primary addressee in the book [Prov 1:4, 22; 8:5; 9:4],

He finds himself in the bipolar world of the wise and the fools with both sides trying

to 'recruit' him. The first nine chapters of the book are essentially a polemic of the

wise camp which should convince the 'TIS to join them. In these chapters various

witnesses are brought in, the father, the grandfather,40 and even Wisdom herself, all

36 In lit found in Hos 11:7; 14:5; Jer 2:19; 3:6, 8, 11, 22; 5:6, 8; 14:7; Prov 1:32. In © also likely in
Ezek 37:23. It was further proposed for Prov 12:28 in place of m !"QTD (e.g. KBL2), but this cannot
be easily accounted for as a scribal error, whether audible or visual.
37 God is the person abandoned elsewhere in the OT, but from its place in the marriage metaphor of
Jer 3:6ff it is clear that on its own TCI2/2 does not have an exclusively religious frame of reference.
38 The identification of the Tfi as a young person is most clearly made in Prov 7:7. That Proverbs is
essentially a beginner's primer of wisdom has long been observed, thus for instance Jerome stated:
'Solomon wrote his three books, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the Canticle, in order to instruct mankind
in the three stages of the spiritual life. Proverbs taught men how to live virtuously in the world and
was meant for beginners. Ecclesiastes taught them to despise the things of the world as vain and
fleeting and was meant for the proficientes. The Canticle told initiates of the love ofGod.' (Smalley as
quoted in Murphy 1982:331-32).
39 Note how in Prov 1:2-6 the puipose of the book is denoted by the repeated construction *7 + infc.
Verse 5, in light of its deviation from this pattern, should be understood as a parenthetical comment—
the book is for the simple, but even those already wise can learn from it.
40
Prov 4:4ff. Note how the previously singular vocative my son changes into pi. sons in Prov 4:1 and

back to the sg. in 4:4. This is a rhetorical device which is intended to distinguish the voice of the
father from that of the grandfather's address to the father. This understanding is further supported by
the fact that the next occurrence of [Prov 5:7] is directly preceded by indicating the present
flow of the discourse is being interrupted; since the topic remains the same, change of speaker is the
best explanation for the interruption.
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of whom testify to the benefits of wisdom and the shortcomings of folly, and the

consequences of following one or the other are presented in a very tangible manner.

Thus, on one level, it is the book's intention to impart wisdom.

Yet, as I have pointed out previously, wisdom in Proverbs is not so much
about knowing as about doing through knowing, about a commitment to a way of

life. The following verse can serve as an illustration of this point:

A prudent man sees trouble and takes cover, but the simple walk on and get
punished. [Prov 22:3]

It is not the seeing that distinguishes between the prudent and the simple, it is the

action that follows; the proverbial wisdom is all about action and it is supposed to

enable one to live successfully.

From our discussion so far, we can see behind the proverbial wisdom a

twofold aim, characteristic of the practical approach to understanding. On the

immediate plain it wishes to impart knowledge about the world and to make the

simple wise. Yet, behind this immediate aspiration hides the more tangible end, the

desire to succeed and to be happy.41 In this respect, therefore, proverbial wisdom fits
both the proposed definition of wisdom and the paradigmatic way of thinking

outlined earlier in this chapter. It must be further concluded that with the simple

youth being the principal intended audience, the book defines for itself a context

within which its perspective is to be understood; it should be seen as an introduction

41 This is a simplification that is adequate for outlining the proverbial worldview at the moment, but it
has to be noted that the value of wisdom is not derived solely from its practical benefits, the whole
issue being complicated by the relationship between wisdom and God, which will be discussed in
chapter. 3. The success is perceived in terms ofmaterial prosperity, physical well-being, reputation in
the society, longevity and harmonious relationships (the most comprehensive depiction of success is
found in the poem about the woman of valour). Yet, while the material aspect of success is by far the
most pronounced in the book, hoarding wealth is not construed as the sole purpose of life [e.g. Prov
23:4], nor is material prosperity an aim with the highest priority as will be seen in chapter 4. I wish to
suggest that the pronounced material emphasis is to some extent due to the intended audience.
Although the wise are invited to come along, the principal aim of the book is to instruct the TlEl [Prov
1:1-6], and it is conceivable that he lacks the sufficient motivation to pursue wisdom with such vigour
as his mentors would like him to; he needs to be convinced of the benefits.
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to wisdom for this youth, not as an attempt to deal exhaustively with the enigmas of
life.

Having shown that the first characteristic of the paradigmatic approach is

present in the proverbial wisdom, I will now look at the second question posed

earlier, notably whether the proverbial depiction of the world is understood in the

book to have inherent limitations or whether it is perceived as a complete

representation of the reality.

How Complete is the Proverbial Picture?

When one first reads through the proverbial material, the world which

emerges is very black and white: the wise prosper and the fools come to destruction,
over and over again. Is this the whole picture, or are there indications in the book of
the sages' awareness that such an understanding is subject to exceptions? A closer

reading shows that indeed some exceptions are at least implied, if not explicitly

stated, for wisdom can sometimes accompany poverty:

A poor man who walks in his integrity is better than one with twisted lips42 and
who is a fool.43 [Prov 19:1]

While sayings of this type are scarce in the book, the fact that the premise about

prosperity of the wise and destruction of the fools has to be reiterated again and again
is a further indirect indication that this claim is not always obviously true.

This in itself should be a sufficient reason not to perceive the book too

simplistically as a collection of dogmas. It should be further noted, that wisdom is
not seen in the book as a mere possession of information. From its introduction it

transpires that the intention of Proverbs is not simply to impart a set of rules, but

42
lit TT1SK?; S mAsjiond, possibly reading ■pD~H but more likely improving the parallelism; the

whole verse is missing in <8.
43

lit 1T,p3; S i.e., "Vttiy, but the texts of the 7a 1 family read tX*\ v Co, supporting in,
although it is possible that this a result of harmonising the text with the Hebrew. I am inclined to agree
with Toy (368), that the alternative reading represented by S, is probably the result of smoothing the
parallelism and harmonisation with Prov 28:6.
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rather, the book aims to equip the simple to understand the words of the wise in their

different forms [Prov 1:6]. That is, it is the stated intention of the book to foster the

ability to scrutinise different perspectives, suggesting that a distinction between the

quest for wisdom per se and the specific expression of it found in the book is present

here; there is wisdom even outside Proverbs. A person who is perceived as wise can

still learn and grow in wisdom. If being wise had simply meant acquiring the specific

set of rules contained in the book, there would have been no way that the wise could

have become any wiser from the same book. Yet, the prospect of a wise person

learning from Proverbs is explicitly acknowledged [Prov 1:5]. Proverbial wisdom is,

therefore, not a fixed body of doctrine, but rather a process of active interaction

among the wise helping each other to grow in wisdom [e.g. Prov 9:8; 17:10];

unteachability characterises the fool. Therefore, the concept ofwisdom in Proverbs is

that of an ongoing and fundamentally collective quest for understanding.

Thus, even on the grounds of this brief discussion, we can conclude that the

proverbial perspective is genuinely paradigmatic in the sense defined earlier, having

pragmatic thrust and being aware of its limits. Consequently, theological dogmatism

is not an adequate explanation for the fact that the continuing nature of the wisdom

quest and the exceptions to the proverbial scheme of things are expressed in the book

only in a subtle manner. Partly this is, as it has been already suggested, due to the

focus on the simple. However, any paradigm is valid only when the exceptions to it

are relatively insignificant with respect to its aim. In this context, the primary

addressee is not an adequate explanation for lack of wider acknowledgement of

disparity between the proverbial perspective and the reality of the world; it is

improbable that the sages insisted on the simple gaining this particular perspective

only to have to abandon it immediately. Thus, if, from our contemporary experience,

the book appears to be very naive, we must resist the temptation to see it is a naive

product of a dogmatic mind. Rather, we should first examine the possibility whether

the book might not have originated in conditions where the reality was much closer
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to the proverbial scheme of things than it is today, and I will argue in chapter 4 that

this is in fact the case.44

The Reversibility of the Proverbial Paradigm

I now wish to turn to the question whether the basic paradigm, as presented in

the book of Proverbs, is understood to be reversible or not. It has been pointed out

above, that one of the marks of success in the perspective of this book is material

prosperity. If the righteous accumulates wealth, is it equally true that the wealthy

person is righteous? The answer to this question in Proverbs is no, for it is possible to

obtain wealth by dishonest means, and further, the poor, as we have already seen, can

belong to the wise camp. This is quite clear when it is asserted that it is better to be

poor but have integrity than to be wealthy and unscrupulous [Prov 16:19; 28:6; 19:l]. In

other words where choice should be made between integrity and wealth the former is

to be selected. Since the basic division of the society in the paradigm is bipolar and

since the proverbial material is intended to produce a wise person from the immature,

this implies quite clearly that the wise may sometimes be poor, or at least poorer than

the wicked fool, precisely because in his wisdom he refuses to be dishonest. It is

therefore necessary to conclude that the proverbial paradigm as it is presented in the

book is irreversible.

This should not be surprising since the real system with which the book deals

is acknowledged not to be entirely deterministic, for God directs it at his pleasure [e.g.

Prov 16:9; 21: i].45 However, as this fact is not particularly stressed, most probably

intentionally, it is easy to overlook it and treat the paradigm as reversible. Such a

44
Although the proverbial approach is not dogmatic in principle, the line that separates it from being

so in practical terms is very thin, and this is critical to understanding the relationship between
Proverbs and Qoheleth. The proverbial worldview does not respond very well to significant changes
in human experience. The principal reason for this is in the specifics of, and a very tight link between,
the sage's epistemology and cosmology. We will examine these two aspects of the proverbial
worldview in the next two chapters and return to this larger problem in chapter 5.
45 The theological perspective of the book will be addressed in detail in chapter 3.
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tendency is likely to be amplified if sight of the implicit limits of proverbial wisdom

is lost. It is not necessary to provide lengthy proof that paradigms very similar (if not

identical) to the proverbial one were perceived as an exact depiction of the world and

treated as reversible already in antiquity: Job's friends and Ps 37 serve as suitable

examples.

Formal Expression of the Paradigm

Finally, a brief note is appropriate on some of the literary features of the book

relating to the paradigm. The book is made up of two formally distinct bodies of

material, the initial nine chapters and the rest of the book. The former is

characterised by longer units that tend to have a narrative line, while the latter is

made of several collections of short sayings, that are sometimes grouped into

sections using different poetic techniques, sometimes based on sound, other times on

catchwords,46 but, as I have pointed out in the Introduction, still retaining their

autonomy.

These shorter sayings can be classified according to their form into two types,

that of wisdom sentence and that of instruction. The former is characterised by use of

indicative mode, the latter by imperative mode (McKane 1970:3). Yet, this formal

distinction should not be pressed too far when the function is considered, for it is

only significant on the level of locution with both forms having the same

illocutionary force; both are intended to make the addressee act, or not act, in a

certain way. The sometimes made assertion that the indicative sentences are mere

dispassionate statements of observation without any implied judgement is untenable.
Austin (1962) argued convincingly that it is not possible to distinguish constantive

and performative statements on the grounds of grammatical criteria, such as verbal

mood (p. 53-66), reaching the conclusion that all speech is performative by function,
and that no human speech, with the possible exception of swearing, has merely

46 See in particular McCreesh (1991) and Van Leeuwen (1988).
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constantive value (pp. 132-46). That this is so in the case of the contrast between

wisdom sentence and instruction can be demonstrated, for instance, in Prov 23:24-25,

where a wisdom sentence [v. 24] is followed by a proverb which is almost identical

with it, except that it has the form of an instruction [v. 25]; the illocutionary forces of

both of these verses are undoubtedly identical.

While the formal differences between Prov 1-9 and Prov 10-31 are striking,

there is one other issue that distinguishes these two sections, and which is, in my

view, ofmuch greater significance. It can be observed that the collections of sayings
found in Prov 10-30 have one particular purpose: they introduce the reader to what it

means to be wise. Thus, they depict what the wise people do, what the fools do, what

the righteous do, what the wicked do. In contrast, almost all of the initial nine

chapters are filled with calls to acquire wisdom at all costs and to be wise, but they

contain relatively little of practical instruction, with the exception of warnings

against strange women. In other words, it is virtually impossible to build a picture of

what wisdom is from these chapters. This character of the opening section of the

book implies that they serve primarily as an introduction to the wisdom enterprise

and are intended to motivate the simple to become wise. The way of wisdom itself is

then expressed in the form of the short sayings that follow.47

It needs to be appreciated that the brevity of the two literary forms chosen as

the primary means through which the paradigm is expressed has important

implications for our understanding of it. As a result of the pettiness of the sayings,

none of them contains a full picture of reality; rather each individual saying offers a

mere glimpse at the world from a particular narrow angle. The paradigm is

constructed as a kaleidoscope, where the whole image of the world is created by a

combination of the glimpses that the individual proverbs offer, and is more than a

47 This observation has certain bearing on the issue of formation of the book, to which I will return
later.
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simple sum of the parts. As the paradigm is examined, it is necessary to focus on the

intended whole, not on the individual sayings in isolation.48

An Outline of Qoheleth's Perspective

The Basic Structure ofQoheleth's Worldview

In contrast to the proverbial paradigm which places greatest emphasis on an

understanding of the human element, in Qoheleth there is much more stress on the

interaction between the world and human beings and the role of God in this

interaction; Qoheleth's perspective can be labelled theo-cosmological. The critical

environment in which human life is taking place is not the human collective, but the

impersonal world; human experience is determined mainly by factors that are

external to humanity, and thus out of human control, subject merely to the divine

intention. Qoheleth concentrates heavily on the issue of the unpredictability of divine

action, yet, divine activity in the book is rarely direct; most often it is mediated by

the divinely designed cosmos. At the heart of Qoheleth's wisdom lies a picture of a

world which by the divine design has a natural tendency toward equilibrium between

the negative and the positive. Within this equilibrium every single positive event has

its corresponding negative counterpart and this pairing of events means that no

substantial and lasting accomplishment is possible in life.49 To some extent there is a

similarity with the proverbial perspective, both being based on bipolar arrangement

of the world. Yet, in contrast to the proverbial paradigm that revolves along an

ethical dichotomy, the polarity postulated by Qoheleth is ethically neutral. This has

48 This is particularly important where certain sayings stand in tension with each other. These should
not be considered as contradictory, but rather as complementary, trying to express reality that is more
complex than a single saying can capture.
49 The details of this equilibrium will be expounded in chapter 3.
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the necessary implication, that wisdom stemming from such an understanding is also

ethically neutral, for it is about dealing with the ethically neutral world.50

The Aims ofQoheleth's Quest and Its Working Parameters

Determining the aim of Qoheleth's undertaking is slightly more complicated

than in the case of Proverbs. Qoheleth's inquiry is initially introduced by the

question what profit is there for man in all his labour which he carries out under the
sun [Qoh 1:3]. This is a programmatic rhetorical question, which focuses the following

discourse.51 The key word of this question is pink This is more or less an

accountant's term, referring to that which is left over when all the transactions are

added up, a profit. It has to be pointed out that in itself pUT does not have any
52

special theological significance in the book. Rather than imposing some singular

point of reference on "pUT, one needs to appreciate that it is used in the book in two
distinct contexts. On the one hand it refers to profit generated by a person's activities

throughout their entire life, on the other hand it refers to a short-term profit, a gain

associated with a particular undertaking in a particular time. In the case of the

programmatic question ]1~IIH"! is modified by the phrase in all his work, indicating
that the pUT about which Qoheleth is asking at this point is the result of adding up

all of a person's undertaking which happens under the sun. The phrase under the sun,

and the synonymous under the heavens, signifies in the book the spatial and temporal

30
Interestingly enough, Qoheleth considers the ethical neutrality, with which the same fate is applied

to all, evil.
51 Rhetorical questions can serve two distinct purposes. They can either be declarative, making a
statement which is equivalent to the implied answer, or they can be introductory, serving as a headline
focusing the following discourse. While in this case the reader has his suspicion what the answer to
the question is to be (especially in the light of the preceding verse), it is my understanding that this
question functions mainly as an introductory one and is thus, I believe, rightly identified by Ogden
(1987b:28) as a programmatic question. I, however, disagree with Ogden's conclusion that this
programmatic question applies to the entire book (see below).
52 On this I wish to differ with Ogden (1987b:22-26) who understands as referring to an

advantage in the afterlife. This, however, does not square up with the way the word is used by
Qoheleth. In particular, while Qoheleth is unable to shed any light on what happens after death, he is
adamant that |1~ITT] cannot be obtained precisely because humans die [Qoh 3:18-21]. This places pHT
firmly into the experience of the living.
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sphere in which human life happens. It is exclusive to the living, the unborn have not

yet entered the under the sun [Qoh 4:3], while the dead have no share in the under the

sun anymore [Qoh 9:6]. When the under the sun is related to a single individual, as

here, it basically means during one's lifetime. Therefore, from a closer examination

of the question of Qoh 1:3, it becomes apparent that Qoheleth is enquiring at this

point about some kind of profit one can produce over the span of human lifetime —
the initial aim is a search for some absolute gain from life.53

However, Qoh 1:3 does not apply to the entire book. As the equilibrious

picture of the world outlined above begins to emerge out of Qoheleth's inquiry in the

first half of the book, it becomes obvious that no absolute and lasting advantage can

be achieved; the balanced nature of the world precludes it. The ultimate conclusion

with respect to the question of Qoh 1:3 reached by Qoheleth is summarised in the

word . This term poses serious difficulties to the translator, for there is no single

English equivalent that would fully capture its sense and its precise significance has

been widely debated. In my view the best analysis of the meaning is that of Miller

(1998) who argues that with its original meaning vapour is used by Qoheleth as

a symbol that encapsulates the notions of insubstantiality, transience and foulness,

summarising Qoheleth's evaluation of human experience.54 In relationship to jlllY
and ]il~lpn, surplus and deficit, is Qoheleth's term for nothingness — human
beings produce nothing of lasting value, whether positive or negative, there is no

absolute "pIpP.

Yet, while the world leans toward the outlined equilibrium in the long-term

run, it allows for temporary imbalance. Joy is not necessarily instantaneously
followed by sorrow, just as most people do not die at the point of birth. The

33 It is worth noting at this point that once in the book [Qoh 1:15], we meet the antithetical word
]i-|pn, deficit.4 This understanding, however, still does not resolve the problem of English rendering. Common
translations include meaningless (NIV), vanity (RSV), absurd (e.g. Fox 1989) and one commentator
even proposed a somewhat shocking, yet, not entirely inadequate, rendering shit (Criisemann 1984).
In the present work will be rendered for the sake of consistence as futile/futility, which, albeit not
entirely satisfactory, is in my view the best single English equivalent.
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temporary asymmetry allows for a temporary gain, and so instead of being forced to

abandon the search for pUT altogether, Qoheleth is able to refocus his enquiry. The
original programme is transformed into a less ambitious one, captured by the

question who knows what is good for man while he is alive, during the limited
number ofdays ofhis futile living [Qoh 6:11].55 It is within these redefined boundaries
that the aim of Qoheleth's quest is found; Qoheleth is looking for ways to maximise

any temporary success, at least to a degree.

What then does Qoheleth perceive as success in life? Similarly to Proverbs,

material welfare is at the centre of Qoheleth's understanding of it. However, wealth

per se is not identified with success, and it constitutes much less a mark of a person's

status in Qoheleth's mind than it does in the proverbial association wise-wealthy.

Qoheleth's principal emphasis is on the ability to enjoy one's resources, and any

striving for possession is only 'legitimised' by the perspective of enjoyment; the

effort to succeed and gain property is seen as a painful one and only the resulting

enjoyment can make it worthwhile [Qoh 2:22-24], Situations in which one is not able to

enjoy the product of one's endeavour are perceived as deeply tragic [Qoh 6:1-3], Thus,

Qoheleth, just as Proverbs, does not advocate hoarding wealth for its own sake, it is

only a means to an end. Indeed, excessive possessions have their pitfalls [Qoh 5:10-11],

and it matters more to have a good reputation and maintain it throughout one's life

[Qoh 7:1]. Further, Qoheleth does not perceive success in purely individualistic terms.

Rather, he prefers situations where achievement and material resources can be

enjoyed in the company of others, solitude is depressing and degrading [Qoh 4:6-12],

Again, we can see that the whole search that Qoheleth undertakes is driven by

practical concerns. For Qoheleth, the value of knowledge is explicitly located in its

practical benefits. In fact, in contrast to Proverbs, Qoheleth entirely relativises the

55 There are good reasons to believe that the original search for absolute advantage was never intended
as a serious option, for instance the presence of the framing negative inclusio of Qoh 1:2 & 12:8
shows an immediate prejudice about fruitfulness of such a search. This broader-aimed quest was,
however, a necessary starting point in developing the basic paradigm, and reflects Qoheleth's affinity
with other wisdom texts.
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value of wisdom as a mark of success; his perception of wisdom is nowhere near to

the elevated imagery of Dame Wisdom as found in Prov 8. Wisdom is not much

more for him than a tool through which one's resources can be manipulated and

maintained [Qoh 7:11-1256], and it is entirely human in nature. Thus, while in certain

contexts Qoheleth affirms the superiority of the combination wisdom/poverty to that

of folly/wealth [Qoh 4:13], without access to the resources wisdom does not constitute

success in Qoheleth's eyes [Qoh 6:7-9] and can be virtually worthless.

That, however, does not mean that Qoheleth rejects wisdom. On the contrary,

he loathes folly [Qoh 10:2-3, 12-15], On many an occasion he sees little difference

between the fool and the wise, but not on a single one does he suggest that it is better

to be a fool [e.g. Qoh 1:14; 9:16-18]; he identifies with the wise. To cover up the enigmatic

and painful elements of human experience by ignorance satisfies him even less than

having to admit the ultimate failure of wisdom. He chooses the frustration and pain

of knowledge over the ease of inanity, and the epilogist grasps this, when he

describes him as a sage [Qoh 12:9-10],

Qoheleth's wisdom is set within certain limiting boundaries. His investigation

is based entirely on experience and the ability to experiment. He refuses to speculate

about those issues that he personally cannot examine,57 notably about the question of

a meaningful afterlife and the possibility of achieving a lasting benefit from life

beyond the point of death. As we will see later, he subscribes to the traditional OT

56 I prefer to render Qoh 7:11A 'wisdom with inheritance is good'. Crenshaw (1988:138) renders □!?
by as on the basis of Qoh 2:16. However, in 2:16 the bin indicates that the force of the thought is
more associative than comparative. Since Qoheleth regularly uses 3 to express comparison [e.g. Qoh
2:15] and there is no clear indication that comparison is intended, it is in my view better to render with.
Fox (1989:231) quotes Job 9:26; 37:18 as examples of used comparatively, but both cases are
questionable. Ogden (1987b: 108) adds the equivalence of wisdom and money in v. 12 as a supportive
argument for reading as, but there clearly is no equivalence between wisdom and riches in Qoheleth's
mind, he has stated previously [Qoh 6:7-9] that wisdom cannot guarantee riches. If v. 11 is rendered as
suggested above, then it serves as a qualifying statement for the assertion of v. 12, where wisdom is
not a guaranteed source of riches per se, but a suitable tool that can help to multiply and preserve
riches. This is in harmony with the explicit affirmation of v. 12B that wisdom can preserve the life of
those who possess it, which quite clearly is not intended as a claim that the wise do not die; wisdom is
no more equivalent to riches than it is to life.
57
Although on some occasions he is willing to extend the implications of his experience beyond what

he personally can verify, this issue will be dealt with in the following chapter.
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idea of Sheol, a shapeless existence in oblivion, but at the same time, he is aware of

not being able to verify this understanding, and leaves the issue at least theoretically

open. This should not, though, obscure from us the fact that the depiction of the

world which he offers is strictly limited to the here-and-now; the points of birth and

death are the basic boundaries within which Qoheleth's wisdom applies. This earth-

bound, yet, cautious position should be respected. On the one hand it allows the

reader to incorporate the book into belief-systems that may not entirely share

Qoheleth's sceptical position, such as it was possible for the first century rabbis to

include it among their canonical texts. On the other hand, it should also prevent the

interpreter from imposing such external solutions as the concept of after-death

judgement on the internal tensions within the book. It is only then that one can begin

to get to grips with the person of Qoheleth and his world.

Adequacy ofQoheleth's Picture ofthe World

We find in the book a conviction that the quest for understanding cannot be

completed, the world is not fully comprehensible and never will be because God

intended for it not to be:

Then I saw [concerning] every deed of God, that man is not able to find out the
deed which is done under the sun, no matter how much man may work to find
out, yet, he cannot find out, and even if the sage should say that he knows, he
cannot find out. [Qoh 8:17]58

The quote shows an acute awareness that the sage must be careful with what he
claims. The specific expression of one's wisdom is always short of reality, and it is
the reality which remains the ultimate object of Qoheleth's investigation. Qoheleth of
all people is least in danger of confusing his theories with the tangible world.

Having seen that Qoheleth's search for understanding is driven by practical

application from which the value of wisdom is solely derived, and having seen that
he is aware that even the conclusions of his experience cannot be considered the final

58 For textual notes see p. 160.
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word, it is possible to say that Qoheleth's approach to wisdom is also paradigmatic in
the sense defined earlier, even though the composition of the book is such that the

process of progressing from observation to a paradigm is not always immediately
obvious. The fact that this is what Qoheleth is doing can be illustrated by the

following example where a specific case is turned into a general paradigm:

There was a small city and few men in it, and a great king came to it, and
surrounded it, and built against it massive ramparts.59 And he found in it a poor
man,6 [who was]61 wise, and could have rescued62 the city by his wisdom, but
not a single man remembered this poor man. And I said: Wisdom is better than
strength, but the wisdom of a poor person is despised, his words are not
listened to. [Qoh 9:14-16]

It is apparent that Qoheleth's paradigm is different than that of Proverbs; the

unqualified proverbial 'better' is replaced by 'better, but'. In other words, Qoheleth

is greatly concerned with the exceptions to the paradigmatic generalisations and with

the external constraints which limit the validity of such a paradigm, and this

preoccupation with the exceptions brings his paradigmatic approach closer to an

exact mode of knowing than is the case with Proverbs; there is a distinct sense in the

book that Qoheleth stays with the paradigmatic approach only out of necessity, being

convinced that exact knowing is not within human capabilities.

59
Reading with two Hebrew manuscripts, <8, a', S, D □'"IIDD.

60 The subject of the verb is not clear. I am inclined to agree with Fox (1989:261-2) that the subject is
the king from v. 14, but Fox's rendering and in it he [the king] apprehended a man ... and he ... saved
the city is impossible in the context, because if the man was apprehended in the city, it had to be
already taken— too late to be rescued. Driver (1954:231) proposes to read R15D pointing out the post-
biblical such vocalisation is not implausible.
61 Several Hebrew manuscripts and C read and wise, most likely in an attempt to make the syntax
clearer.
62 Sx is commonly used to express unreal situations (see WOC 30.5.4). That this is the case here is
indicated by the fact that what follows implies that the poor man's wisdom is not heeded. In
particular, v. 16, which offers the generalised moral of the story, would make little sense if the city
had been saved by this man (cf. Crenshaw 1988:166). Gordis (1955a:311) objects to such an

understanding, claiming that "IDT is not used in the sense to think of, but that is clearly the case in Qoh
11:8; 12:1. Fox's (1989:263) objection that "IDT always refers to recalling a fact which is already
known and cannot be used in the sense of paying attention to a new fact/advice is irrelevant here,
because Qoheleth does not say that no-one remembered his advice, but that no-one remembered his
person (cf. Qoh 12:1).
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The Reversibility ofQoheleth's Paradigm

The question of reversibility, so essential to the book of Proverbs, does not

really apply to Qoheleth's paradigm. This is given by its nature. While the proverbial

paradigm is based on the assumption that the world can be predicted with a

reasonable degree of accuracy and the outcome can be influenced by choice of

action, Qoheleth's model centres around the assumption that apart from the tendency

toward equilibrium the world is stochastic. Qoheleth's paradigm is not about

forecasting what will happen, but about making the most of the events that one

cannot predict or control; the question of causality, i.e., why something that already

happened took place, is not one that Qoheleth asks outside of the positive-negative

polarity.

Formal Expression ofthe Paradigm

The most notable formal feature of the book is the epilogue; the approach that

will be taken here in this respect has already been outlined in the Introduction. What

has been said earlier with reference to the proverbial forms, concerning the inherent

performative nature of language, applies fully to Qoheleth; his observations tend to

imply some kind of a personal judgment even when it is not explicitly stated. In fact,
the framing inclusio of Qoh 1:2 and 12:8 indicates very clearly that Qoheleth is

ultimately going to pass judgement on the entirety of human experience.

The book employs a number of different forms to get its reasoning across.

Among these are the traditional wisdom saying and a pseudo-autobiographical
narrative. While the text does not contain a singular smooth line of reasoning and the

style is somewhat disjointed, it shows a significant formal uniformity both in terms

of vocabulary and the way arguments are constructed. In the light of that it is not, in

my view, likely that we should look in the core of book for voices with different

ideologies as a way to explain the internal tension. Rather, we should perceive these

tensions as an expression of a life-experience in a real world.



The Wisdom Enterprise 57

It can be further observed that the formal nature of the material between the

two sections of the book differs. The first six chapters are largely characterised by a

first person discourse in an indicative mood, while the second half of the book

employs a large number of second person verbal forms, mainly absent from the first
half of the book, including a number of command forms (see Appendix C). This
leads to the conclusion that the two sections have a different function. In the first half

of the book Qoheleth develops his understanding of the world from his personal

experience, while in the second half he relates his observations to the reader. Thus, in

spite of the possible initial impression of chaos, the book has a certain definite flow
of thought and intent, one which culminates in the final paragraphs, from which the

persona of Qoheleth disappears entirely and the reader becomes the sole focus of the

discourse. This shows quite clearly that in the final analysis Qoheleth is just as

interested in making people behave in a certain manner, as the proverbial sages are.

Summary

I have shown so far that the basic approach of both Proverbs and Qoheleth is

paradigmatic in the sense defined earlier in this chapter, i.e., the two books have

primarily pragmatic concerns and offer a consciously simplified picture of reality.

This conclusion is contrary to Golka's (1993:114-16) view that wisdom uses

principally the same method as modern science. It is precisely attempts to see

wisdom from the point of view ofmodern science and its methods that resulted in the

very low esteem for wisdom, and particularly Proverbs, in critical scholarship; the

paradigms offered by the two books have to be treated as simplifications and

approximations that are intended for a specific purpose and are meant to operate

under certain conditions.63

63 The paradigmatic nature of the wisdom enterprise should not be confused with the issue of the
authority of wisdom. Namely, it should not be surmised that Proverbs or Qoheleth are not intended to
be authoritative because they are paradigmatic. In fact, sometimes it is asserted that wisdom amounts

Continued on the following page
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It is clear from the outline of the two perspectives presented above, that the

two paradigms are quite different, and that the differences are not merely in minute

details, but in matters of substance, as will emerge even more clearly in the following

chapters. Yet, this should not obscure from us the fact that, in spite of the differences,

behind both books lie quests that share a number of similarities. In most general

terms, both books are driven by practical concerns, they revolve around an

understanding of the world and the place that human beings have in it, and have the
same basic aim, to foster successful life, conceiving of such a success in similar

terms. Thus, in other words, the two books have identical points of departure,

identical goals and similar overall approach to achieving these. The earlier suggested
definition of the quest we find in Proverbs and Qoheleth can, therefore, be further

narrowed as the quest for self-understanding in terms of relationships with things,

people and the Creator and self-realisation in the context of these relationships,
based on a paradigmatic approach to understanding.

to nothing more than a body of good advice that one may want to consider following. While wisdom
is not a legal system with penalties applied externally for lack of compliance with it, obedience to the
wisdom paradigm is nevertheless not portrayed as optional, nor do we gain the perception from our
books that the paradigm can be applied selectively. While the authority of the paradigm is limited to it
being applied within its intended working parameters, within that boundary its acceptance is assumed
to be unconditional. This is very clear in Proverbs in the authoritative and non-compromising
speeches of Dame Wisdom and the clear-cut bipolar image of the world. It is equally true of Qoheleth,
whose paradigm is no less ambiguous and who gives no indication that he expects the reader to pick
and choose what he or she likes. The sages considered theirs to be a serious and important business
expecting it to be taken seriously. This is fully in line with the hints elsewhere in the OT that wisdom
enjoyed a great degree of authority, e.g., the reputation ofAhithophel [2 Sam 16:23] at David's court.



Chapter 2

How Does the Sage Know?

In the previous chapter I argued that the wisdom undertaking is pragmatic,

with paradigm being its primary mode of thought. The paradigm is the conceptual

end-product of the quest for practical understanding of the world pursued by the

sages; its formulation is preceded by a twofold undertaking, consisting of the

collection of data followed by its assessment. By 'assessment' I do not mean here the

process of drawing conclusions from the data, for in that sense I prefer to talk of

formulation of the paradigm. Rather, by assessment I mean a process through which

a value is given to that which is observed; essentially a method through which

differences between separate observations are handled and through which it is

decided that a particular observation should be included in, or may need to be

excluded from, the formulation of the paradigm itself. Both the methods used to

collect and assess data are an essential part of any epistemology, and while in our

case the latter may not be overtly explicit, it nevertheless constitutes a critical part of

the sages' worldview.

The Epistemological Perspective of Proverbs

Direct Observation

The first method of collecting data found in the book is by personal

observation, although it should be noted that in Proverbs direct observation is

presented as the source of the sages' knowledge only on a limited number of

59
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occasions. It is usually marked by the presence of lcs form of the verb HKI. A prime

example is found in Prov 7:

Say to Wisdom: 'you are my sister,' and call understanding a relative —to
keep you from a strange woman, from the foreign woman, who makes her
words smooth. For through the window of my' house, through my shutters I
was looking down, and I saw among the immature, I noticed among the sons,2
a boy who lacked sense. Crossing the street by her comer, and step by step
heading3 in the direction of her house ... And behold, the woman [comes] to
meet him ... She seduced him by her persuasiveness, by the smoothness of her
lips she beguiled him. He follows her in an instant,4 like an ox to the slaughter
he keeps on going,5 ... for he does not know [that] with his life he [will pay].
And now sons, listen to me, and pay attention to the words of my mouth. Do
not turn your mind in her direction, do not stagger by mistake onto her paths.
For she caused the fall of many corpses, and those she killed are numerous.
Paths to6 Sheol are her house, descending to the chambers of death. [Prov 7:4-
27]

The father's insight into what happens to a youth who falls prey to a strange woman

is based on his personal knowledge of a case of such a young man in the past. This

particular case is now generalised into a paradigm in which association with such a

woman leads to destruction and death.7 A similar type of observation is found in

Prov 24:

1
©, S have the whole of the following narrative in 3fs. The difference is probably stylistic rather than

textual, the lit version with the three narrative planes (that of the father, of the characters and of the
addressees) is much more dynamic and preferable.
2 Omitted by versions, most likely due to haplography with
3 The Px has here a past iterative sense which creates a special dramatic effect; the observer hangs on
each step of the youth with anticipation.
4
m DKriS; © K€Trcj)w9eLS', to be cajoled, i.e., 71113; S reA -i r u-yifX', i.e., reading T® and adding 3

on the analogy of the following ~Ti©3, but this is unlikely to be the correct reading since the character
is TIS not just like T®.
5
m © ayeTaL, possibly reading Hophal, is led. I prefer the !Tt active voice to the © passive, for

the point being made here is that the boy fails to put up any resistance; the emphasis is on the boy's
actions.
6 Hebrew has a construct relationship here.
71 disagree with Fox's (1987:146) view that the father's conclusions are not derived from observation,
but are based on prior knowledge. While the father could be regarded as reporting the outcome
without observing it, and thus relying on prior knowledge, it is better to understand the shift from past
to present (v. 22) and future (v. 23) as the result of a difference between the story time and the
narrative time, the latter being delayed against the former. The narrative time is chosen so that the
present, i.e., the most vivid, section appears at the critical moment of the narrative, when the point of
no return is crossed. Instead of leaving the story with the primary focus on the consequences, the
reader is left to contemplate mainly what led to the critical twist in the plot, which is what the narrator
intends, as is clearly indicated by the imperatives of v. 25 — the primary role of the story is
preventative. Further, the father's claim that she has caused the fall ofmany [v. 26], indicates clearly
that the whole paradigm relies on reoccurring experience, so that even if some prior knowledge is
used here in evaluating the story, it is based on observation of the same type.
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I crossed over a field of a lazy man, and over a vineyard of a man with no
sense. And look: all over it weeds were coming up, chickweed covered its
surface, and its stone wall was breached. And I observed and I took it to my
heart, I saw and I learned a lesson: A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding
of hands to lie down, and your poverty comes like a tinker, and your need like
a shielded warrior. [Prov 24:30-34]8

The process through which the observation is turned into a paradigm is directly

described in v. 33, with the paradigm expressed in v. 34: laziness, even in small

doses, leads to impoverishment which, once it takes hold, is extremely difficult to

overcome.

Sometimes the paradigm applicable to human behaviour is built from an

observation that lies outside of human society. Consider the well known passage

from Prov 6:

Go to the ant, sluggard, see its ways and be wise. Although it does not have a
leader, officer or ruler, it prepares its bread in the summer, it gathered its food
in the harvest time. How long, you sluggard, will you lie down, when will you
get up from your sleep? Little sleep [here and there],9 little rest [here and
there], little folding10 of hands to lie down, and your poverty will come in like
a tinker," and your need like a shielded warrior.12 [Prov 6:6-11]

From our modern perspective, the world of the ant is not directly related to the world

of humans, at least not to the extent that we would readily consider the behaviour of

the ant as a model for human conduct. Human intellect is almost invariably seen as

the ultimate pinnacle of knowledge in today's world, and a certain epistemological

leap is necessary to draw conclusions about humans from observations of other

creatures; such observations might be used as secondary illustrations of a particular

concept, but rarely would they be the source of the idea itself. While at first glance it

might seem that the same is true in the case above, there are indications that the

reference to the ant here is much more serious than a mere illustration. The proposed

exercise in studying the behaviour of the ant is not some momentary and superficial

8 For textual notes see p. 143.
9 Note the extensive pi.
10
lit p3ri; Rabin (1949) suggested that, since Qal is the only stem in which the root has the meaning

to fold, this is not a noun but a Qal pass. ptc. (with doubling used to preserve the long vowel). Hands
then are a genitive of specification, i.e., folded with respect to hands.
11 See note 32 on p. 143.
12 See note 33 on p. 143.
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observation, but rather a long term study that spans several seasons and the assertions

that are made on basis of this observation indicate some significant insight into the

behaviour of the ant collective. It is, therefore, necessary to conclude that the

speaking sage studied the ants systematically and in some detail. We find a number

of other places with a similar thrust:

These three things are hidden from me, and four I do not comprehend: the path
of the vulture in the skies, the path of a snake on a rock, the path of a ship in
the heart of the sea, and the path of a man with a marriageable woman.13 [Prov
30:18-19]

These four are small [creatures] of earth, and they are wiser14 than sages. The
ants are not a strong people, but they prepare their food in the summer. Rock
badgers are not numerous people, but they set their house in rock. Locusts have
no king, but all of them come out in ranks. A gecko can be caught15 with two
hands, yet, he is in royal palaces. [Prov 30:24-28]
These three stroll elegantly and four walk well: the lion, the mightiest among
animals, who does not turn from before anyone. Swaggering cock or he-goat,
and king ??? among his people.16 [Prov 30:29-31]

In all of these texts the understanding of the animal world is a serious business on a

par with understanding the human world. In fact Prov 30:24 affirms explicitly that

other creatures possess wisdom which is in no way inferior to that of the sages and

can provide them with insight. In other words, these passages show that the world of

the sages is a coherent and unified whole, of which human beings are a part, one of

many. There is no deep dichotomy between the human sphere and the animal

kingdom— the patterns and phenomena observed in nature are applied to human life
• 17

without hesitation.

13
nt nip'pyg; © kv veoTiyn., in youth, but that does not necessarily imply difference in text, since

veoTps can have a personal reference, albeit usually collective (see L&S).
14
lit reading ITQDOQ with KBL2, cf. © aocfxjjTepa Ttov aocfxliv.

15
HI EiSnri; reading passive with ©.

16 The Hebrew text of the verse is clearly corrupted. © ml dXeKTtop epTrepiTTcnw 0r|XelaL5 eui|ruxos
mi Tpdyos pyoupevos cdnoXLOu ml PacriXeus Srippyopcov ev eGuei, and a rooster walking
courageously [among] hens and a he-goat leading a herd, and a king addressing a nation. It is
however likely that this is simply an interpretation of an obscure Hebrew text as preserved in !Tt.
Bewer (1948:61) proposed to emend on the grounds of © IK Dbrib to b, "=]'?I3 to pSb,
to D1pb 'rN, rendering the strutting cock and the leading he-goat, the leader marching in front of
his people. Although, in light of the extensive corruption of text, all reconstructions are tentative, that
the reference is being made to animals is clear.
17 For a wider examination of the relationship between humanity and the rest of the creation in OT
wisdom see Dell (1994a).
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Collective Experience

Alongside direct observations as the source of knowledge, we find that the

wise also gathered information indirectly from the experience of others. In fact,

learning and teaching, rather than experiencing first hand, is the primary mode of

data-acquisition in Proverbs. When stating that the book is intended to give

knowledge [Prov 1:2], the introduction quite clearly implies that knowledge can be

passed on. The father in Prov 7 (quoted above) does not exhort the listeners to go and

watch a case of a youth involved with a strange woman in order to learn the same

lesson he has learned; he assumes that his observation can serve as a reliable

foundation for the young men to draw their own conclusions. A similar assumption
1 8

lies behind all the other speeches of Prov 1-9 by the father, the grand-father and

Wisdom herself. The distinction between personal and communicated experience

may seem to be minute, but for the understanding of the overall epistemological

perspective of the book it is crucial. From the sages' point of view, human

experience is not subjective, but rather, it is perceived as an objective reality. What

one person observes is applicable to other people. Consequently, the search for

understanding in Proverbs is a collective undertaking; the simple are to learn from

the wiser [e.g. Prov 12:15; 13:20] and the wise learn from each other [Prov 1:5].

Place ofRevelation

While the two experiential modes of data-acquisition are by far the most

pronounced in the book, we come across a few statements that quite manifestly do

not come from such human sources. The most striking example is the speech of

Wisdom in Prov 8:22ff. The insights into the process of creation that this passage

claims to offer are not acquired by human experience, but are being revealed to

humans by the mysterious female figure. I will leave the question of her identity for

the following chapter, and instead will focus at present solely on her function in the

18 See note 40 on p. 42.
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process of obtaining knowledge. She appears on three occasions in Prov 1-9 [Prov

l:20ff; 8:iff; 9:iff], on all of which she addresses the listeners with more or less an

identical message, captured in the following passage:

Blessed is the man who listens to me, [who] keeps watch at my doors day after
day, [who] guards the door-posts ofmy doorway. For who finds me, has found
life, and received favour from Yahweh. But who sins against me does violence
to his soul, and all who hate me love death. [Prov 8:34-36]19

Essentially, she is admonishing the youths, whose identity was discussed in the

previous chapter, to accept her instruction asserting that doing so will lead to

prosperous life while ignoring her will mean sure destruction.

The role that Wisdom plays is indicated by the way Prov 8:22-36 is

structured. There are two main sections, Prov 8:22-29 and 8:32-36, the former

dealing with Wisdom's presence during the process of creation, the latter is

Wisdom's call for attention. These two sections are joined by janus verses 30 and 31,

in which the thought essentially progresses from Wisdom before Yahweh to

humanity before Wisdom; just as Wisdom is Yahweh's delight, so humanity is

Wisdom's delight. In other words, Wisdom functions as a mediatrix between

Yahweh and humanity, linking the enigmatic divine world which we get a glimpse of

in vv. 22-29 with the tangible world the young men live in. The relationship between

humanity and Wisdom is in a sense an image of the relationship between Yahweh

and herself; she wishes to find delight in humanity, just as Yahweh finds delight in

her. Thus, following her means pleasing Yahweh with all the associated blessing

necessary for life; rejecting her ultimately amounts to making an enemy of Yahweh

with all the deadly repercussions.

Having concluded that she has a mediating function, what then is it that she

mediates?

'To you men, I call, and to humanity my voice [is directed]. [You] immature,
understand prudence! And you fools, get sense! Listen, because I speak

19 For translation and textual notes see p. 90.
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<important things>20 and opening ofmy lips: that which is right. For my pallet
utters truth and wickedness is an abomination to my lips.21 All the words ofmy
mouth are in righteousness, there is no twistedness, no crookedness among
them. All of them are straight to the one who understands, and upright to those
who seek knowledge. Accept my instruction in place of silver and knowledge
in place of choice gold. ... I, Wisdom dwell [with]22 prudence, [with]
knowledge,23 discretion I keep meeting.24 Fear of Yahweh is to hate evil; I hate
arrogance and pride and an evil way, and a perverse mouth. I have got advice
and <insight>, I am25 understanding, I have got strength. ... I love those who
love me, and those who seek me do find me. Riches and glory are with me,
splendid26 wealth and righteousness. My fruit is better than gold, and than
chrysolite, and my produce [is better] than choice silver. I walk27 in the path of
righteousness and in the middle of tracks of judgement. To make those who
love me inherit property, and I fill their storehouses. [Prov 8:4-14, 17-21]

Essentially she provides correct understanding of the world, one needed to please

God and succeed. It is, therefore, necessary to differentiate between Wisdom, the

persona, and wisdom as knowledge or intellectual capacity. The sages believed that

God created the world intelligently, i.e., by wisdom and by understanding [Prov 3:19],
28and it is this intelligent design that Dame Wisdom discloses to humanity. She is a

source of knowledge and understanding, but she cannot be identified with it. If she is

to be seen in terms of knowledge, then she is knowledge par excellence, ideal and

absolute, unlimited and undiluted, and most importantly, existing independently of

20 Precise meaning uncertain. IP □''T33, rulers, presumably used in a metaphorical manner; © oepna,
holy things', S fkkk-i\jl, true. Oesterley (57) proposes to emend to DTD}, which could account for
Ft via an audible error.
21

© (preferred by Toy, 162) e(38eXuypeua 8e evatmou epou XetXr| ifeu8f|, deceitful lip is an
abomination to me, but this is probably due to the translator's difficulties with the syntax. The parallel
with 7A and 8A, where the concern is with Wisdom's utterances, speaks strongly for retaining lit.
22 Delitzsch (177) understands prudence in sense of location, 1 inhabit prudence, but it is more likely
that prudence, knowledge and discretion are all personified here and presented as Dame Wisdom's
companions.
23
Possibly knowledge ofdiscretion (cf. McKane 1970:347).

24
at Px with a habitual sense; © eTTemXeaapriv, I call, i.e., I invite; S rd ■ \ n rxLird, /

acquired, supports !Tt root, the choice of tense is more likely interpretative than textual. McKane
(1970:222) Ifind out the right procedures, but in the light of 12A knowledge and discretion are better
understood as personifications.
25 Versions read I have, but that is most likely levelling of the text, although the difference could also
be a result of an audible error confusing "2K with "'1217.
26 So KBL3.
27 Hebrew has Piel, focusing on the state of affairs rather than the activity per se.
28 That wisdom in Prov 3:19 is not Dame Wisdom is implied by the fact that Dame Wisdom of Prov 8
plays no active role in the process of creation, the only assertion that the text makes is that she was

present during it.
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and outwith the creation. However, I will argue in the following chapter that she is
29

more than this.

Within the narrative strategy of Proverbs, the knowledge which Dame

Wisdom offers is to be identified with the contents of the book. Proverbs can be

divided into four collections, which can be labelled as Solomon I (Prov 1-24),

Solomon II (Prov 25-29), Agur (Prov 30) and Lemuel (Prov 31).30 Solomon I

contains a brief superscription [Prov 1:1-7] stating the purpose of the collection, an

extensive introduction [Prov 1:8-9:18] meant to motivate the TIE), followed by three sub-

collections of proverbial material [Prov 10-22:16; 22:17-24:22; 24:23-34], The initial

superscription indicates that wisdom is to be found in the Jib1?# ^b. Within this
context it appears natural that when Dame Wisdom first emerges at Prov 1:20, the

knowledge she offers to mediate should be identified with Solomon's wisdom. At
this point we have to appreciate that according to the biblical tradition, Solomon's
wisdom was of divine origin. While it is often argued that it is the status of Solomon
as a divinely endowed sage that accounts for the attribution of the proverbial material
to him, the direct link between this divinely imparted wisdom of 1 Kgs 3:10-12, and

the infallible understanding mediated by Dame Wisdom frequently goes unnoticed.

I, therefore, wish to suggest that the speeches of Dame Wisdom in Proverbs

are a poetic representation of the revelatory process through which Solomon was

endowed by wisdom in the story from 1 Kgs 3. However, there is no doubt that the

reader of Proverbs is to think that Wisdom is speaking through the entire book,

29 The perception that Wisdom is in principle a mediator of divine knowledge is not new. From early
on, the Jewish tradition understood Wisdom as the Torah; a well known instance of this identification
is found in Ben Sira 24. The main problem with this identification lies in the fact that the proverbial
material lacks the Israelite specificity associated with the Torah and that the book fails to make this
identification explicit. At the same time it should not be dismissed simply as an attempt to reconcile
Yahwistic traditions concerning salvation history with wisdom traditions in which salvation on a
national level plays no role whatsoever, as does, for instance, von Rad (1972:164-66). In fact, Ben
Sira's explanation shows a great degree of sensitivity to the issues involved. Torah, as the divine
revelation and key to understanding the world and the place of humans in it, fits the profile of Dame
Wisdom, which will be examined in the next chapter, rather well. (The tension that von Rad perceives
is the direct result of his choice of national salvation as the central notion for formulating his OT
theology.)
30 For an extensive argument for such a division, including comparative evidence see Kitchen (1977).
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including the material which is not labelled as Solomonic.31 Consequently, the

activity of this female figure cannot be limited to revelation that Solomon alone

received. Rather, this particular case of divine revelation and illumination appears to

be a specific example par excellence of a more general process in which God imparts

understanding. In other words, the sages believed that in their striving for wisdom
God provided them with a special insight, one that was deemed to reach beyond what
the human mind alone was able to grasp through its natural abilities, essentially

allowed the sages to see things from the divine perspective. To the young addressees

of Proverbs this type of divine revelation is presented in the poetic terms of intimate

relationship with a female companion, Dame Wisdom.

Having established that divine revelation plays a part in the proverbial

epistemology, it is necessary to consider the mechanics of the revelatory process. At

first it might seem that this revelation is not tied to any particular locality. Wisdom is

speaking at a variety of public places: squares, open spaces, near paths, crossroads, at

city gates. It should, however, be noted that on none of these occasions does she

actually offer the insight she promises. Rather, she only gives out invitations to come

and receive such insight, i.e., the insight is not found at the public places where she

speaks, it is located elsewhere. This is most blatant in the third appearance of

Wisdom found in Prov 9. Here, she sends out her maids to distribute invitations in a

public manner that resembles what we find in Prov 1 and 8, but the actual revelation,

represented here by the image of food and drink at the banquet she prepared, is going

to happen inside the house she built; it requires that the invitees follow her to the

place of her choice and design. Thus, what really emerges from these calls is far from

a universal and unconditional revelation of truth to the human race for which they are

sometimes taken. Rather, the relationship to which Wisdom invites her listeners

bares an uncanny resemblance to the concept of discipleship as it appears often with

31 Here I am not concerned with the question to what extent these superscriptions are historical data.
My sole concern is with the perception of the material as it was shaped into the present form of the
book. It is clear that at least some of the material in Proverbs was understood to have originated
outside Israel, e.g., the material ascribed to Agur and the mother of Lemuel.
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reference to the prophets in the OT or John the Baptist and Jesus in the NT; the

address is public but only the initiates have access to the full teaching.

Can more details about the character of the wisdom discipleship be derived

from our text? Some insight into the nature of Wisdom's house and her banquet is

found in the second halfofWisdom's speech in Prov 9:

Who corrects a mocker receives insult and who rebukes the wicked [receives]
harm.32 Do not rebuke a mocker, lest he hates you, rebuke a wise man and he
will love you. Give to the wise and he will be even wiser, teach the righteous
and he will add to his learning. The beginning of wisdom is the fear of
Yahweh, and the knowledge of the Holy One33 is understanding. For with me34
your days will multiply and years of life will be added to you. [Prov 9:7-11]

It has been argued that Prov 9:7-11 represents a later addition to the material, or that
or

it originally belonged to a different part of the book. " While this is possible and even

likely, I am inclined to think that the material has been placed at its present location

intentionally, in order to elucidate the nature of the banquet. The feast is envisaged as

an opportunity for the wise and righteous to withdraw from the company of the

incorrigible mockers and to mutually correct and educate each other. It is difficult to

avoid the impression that the house of wisdom is an image for a more formal

educational gathering.

There is a further aspect of the picture ofwisdom painted in the opening nine

chapters, as well as in the following sayings, which is directly relevant to the

considerations about the significance of the house ofWisdom. The son is encouraged

repeatedly to acquire wisdom at all costs. Consider the following texts:

Acquire wisdom, acquire understanding,36 do not forget and do not turn away
from the words ofmy mouth. Do not abandon her, and she will keep you, love

32 The parallelism between the colons suggests that iftID is equivalent to ib Tlpb, the verb being
gapped and the preposition with suffix replaced by nominal suffix alone.
33 The parallelism suggests this is a plural ofmajesty, but see also the discussion in the next chapter on
p. 93.
34 Versions seem to have read with her, but this is still part of the direct speech by wisdom.
35 See the discussion in Whybray (1994a:43-48).
36 The beginning of the verse is missing in some © manuscripts, however, it is required by the 3fs sfx
in v. 6.
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her, and she will guard you. "Wisdom is the best — acquire wisdom, and for
all your possessions acquire understanding. [Prov 4:5-7]
Blessed is a man [who] has found wisdom, and a man who meets38 [with]
understanding. For her gain is better than the gain of silver and her [produce] is
better than produce of pure gold. She is more precious than corals,39 nothing
you may desire can equal her. [Prov 3:13-15].

What are finances for in the hand of a fool — to get wisdom? But he has no
sense! [Prov 17:16]

Wisdom is quite clearly perceived in these passages as a commodity, which on the
one hand has a value that cannot be expressed in material terms, yet, at the same

time, can be acquired for money. Since knowledge is a thoroughly abstract concept,

in order to become a commodity it has to be materialised in some fashion. There are

only two ways in which this can occur, either through an object, such as a written

text, or through a person. In these two forms it becomes a commodity, in terms of the
cost necessary to pay for the object or to the person. In societies such as ancient

Israel, where production of written records is labour-intensive, slow and ultimately

expensive, the teacher always remains the primary source of knowledge.

Consequently, the present references to purchasing wisdom can hardly be understood

otherwise than largely as allusions to learning from a person for a tuition fee. In other

words, the book is aware of education with a commercial basis. Within that context it

appears reasonable to understand the house ofwisdom, and the seclusion it provides
to those, and only those, who choose to join in, as referring to a school.40

The existence of schools in ancient Israel is widely debated.41 The main

objection to postulating some formal school system lies in the fact that unequivocal

archaeological evidence pointing in that direction is lacking, and that there are no

obvious references to schools in the OT. This is indeed strange if ancient Israel had a

",7 The entire v. 7 is missing in ©, probably due to the syntactical difficulties it presents.
38 Note the shift from the gnomic Sx in the A colon to the habitual Px in B colon.
39
Reading Q supported by versions. The precise meaning is uncertain, but the sometimes adopted

rendering rubies is probably incorrect since it appears that rubies were not known in ANE (Oesterley
23).
40 When the term school is used here, it should not be understood in terms of education of small
children. The book is addressed not to a child but to a young man, as is quite clear in the exhortations
of the opening chapters that are to do with marriage and extramarital sexual relationships.
41 For a recent survey of the discussion see Weeks (1995:132-56).
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developed and widespread system of schools. However, it is not necessary to

envisage any extensive educational system. Even the existence of a single school, in

Jerusalem for instance, would be sufficient to make sense of the observed data.

Further, the following issues must be taken into consideration. First, ancient Israel

possessed a sufficient degree of literacy to produce the texts of the Hebrew bible,

many of which demonstrate great skill. It is one thing to say that a 22 letter alphabet

could be learned easily and without formal schooling, and another matter entirely to

claim that poetic and literary skills demonstrated in the OT evolved without any co¬

ordinated effort and were widespread.42 A high level of literary skills can only be

obtained by extensive first-hand experience, which is something that is unlikely to

have been readily available in a society whose life was centred around labour-

intensive and low-return agriculture and farming. Second, the royal court would have

a need for literate clerks, in the running of both its domestic and international affairs,

and, in fact scribes do appear on the lists associated with royal administration.43 The

degree of literacy that the court would require, especially for handling its foreign

affairs, could hardly be gained without intensive educational effort. It is, therefore,

my view that the existence of some formal educational system, at least alongside the

royal court, is highly probable even in the absence of any corroborating

archaeological evidence.44

However, suggesting that the house of seven pillars is in fact some kind of a school is

not the same as claiming that Proverbs per se is a school text, or, that the whole of

the wisdom quest is to be set in a formal educational setting. There are clear

42 Even the claim about literacy being easily acquired due to the simplicity of the alphabet, made for
instance by Weeks (1995:151), is questionable. Modern-day experience shows that in societies that do
not have sufficient formal schooling the proportion of literacy in the population is low. This is in spite
of the fact that the wide availability of written materials in printed form creates conditions for literacy
that are greatly superior to that of ancient pre-press societies.
43 For instance 2 Sam 8:16-18; 20:24-25; 1 Kgs 4:3; 2 Kgs 18:18.
44 The similarities between the wisdom banquet and the passages to do with purchasing wisdom on the
one hand and Sir 51:23-28 on the other are noteworthy, especially since the latter passage is the
earliest clear witness to schools in Israel. I would not be surprised if flDDIl IT'S was in fact a formal
designation for a school, one which would have been understood by the early reader, and upon which
the imagery of Prov 9 was built.



How Does the Sage Know? 71

indications that the centre of the instruction in Proverbs is in the family, as I will

argue in chapter 5. The overall picture is of a young man under the instruction of

both of his parents but primarily of his father, who is being presented with an

invitation to come to a wisdom banquet in the house of seven pillars. Therefore, I

wish to suggest that we meet here the young man at a significant milestone in his life.
He has been informally trained within the context of his family but is now

encouraged to pursue wisdom in a more intensive manner, outside of the family
circle. Such a background makes good sense of the repeated exhortations not to

abandon the basic instruction of the parents, as well as the stress on the necessity to

purchase wisdom and the numerous references to the desirability of association with

the wise.

The real epistemological significance of the banquet in the house of seven

pillars is not so much in the fact that it points to a possible link between the wisdom

undertaking and formal education, but that it shows very clearly that the revelatory

element of the process of gaining wisdom does not happen on an individual level, but

in the context of a community, through dialogue of the wise. As this communal

aspect of the wisdom quest is also predominant in the non-revelatory data acquisition

of the sages, it prevents us from understanding the proverbial quest for wisdom as an

individualistic and self-centred search for knowledge and success; the epistemology

of proverbial wisdom is characterised by community orientation.45

While dealing with the place of divine revelation in Proverbs, a brief note

concerning the cult is needed. There are at least couple of occasions in the book

where reference to revelation within the cult is made:

Who turns46 his ear from hearing/obeying the Law, also his prayer is an
abomination. [Prov 28:9]

When there is no vision,47 people go loose, but who keeps the Law is blessed.
[Prov 29:18]

43 The community orientation is not limited to the epistemology, as will become even more obvious in
chapter 4.
46

S T_a_oa2nn, the root i v Co means to refrain, restrain, and so there is no reason to assume, as BHS
suggests, that S was reading anything else than tit.
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It is generally difficult to determine whether the term rnlFl is used in the book with
reference to human instruction or whether it is used with the religious significance

the term often has in other parts of the OT. However, the context suggests that on

these two occasions it is likely the latter. While it would be possible to understand

the word in the former sense in the first of the passages, the resulting link between

the two colons is loose and weak. The rendering adopted here creates much stronger

parallelism, picturing two way communication between a person and God. In the

second passage quoted rnln is paralleled to ]lTn, which is a term for prophetic
revelation. In that context it is unlikely that i"Hin was intended otherwise than as a

reference to divine instruction. Overall, though, the cult plays no significant role in

the proverbial epistemology; we shall see the reasons for this in the following

chapter.

Evaluating Experience

Having looked at the means through which the sages gathered their data, it

remains to add a brief note on the way they assessed their observations. One of the

obvious features of the book is the fact that it describes the world, rather than

contemplates it in a great depth; it is much more about searching for patterns than

trying to understand these patterns in detail. As has been pointed out earlier, one can

discern in the book a conviction about the objective value of human experience. This

objectivity is quite clearly understood not only in synchronic terms, but also

diachronically; the past experience of the grandfather is of the same value, if not

higher, than that of the father himself. In fact, experience that has been collectively

accumulated takes priority over the immediate experience of an individual; the

present is to be evaluated in the terms of the past, the narrower picture in terms of the

large one. While, as I have argued in the previous chapter, there is the awareness that

what is being presented is a simplified portrayal of reality, there is the strong and

47
Ht ]iT!7; © understood this personally rendering e^t|YT|Tes'.
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unmistakable conviction that on the larger scale the paradigm ultimately works and

no indication is given that at any future date the paradigm might need serious

reconsidering. The cumulative experience of successive generations becomes the

standard from which the value of any present experience is drawn. That which

conforms to the existing paradigm lends it further support, while behind that which

appears to contradict it must be some additional reasons that cause the apparent

discrepancy. The following text can serve as an example of that:

Trust in Yahweh with all your heart, and do not lean on your understanding,
know him in all your ways, and he will straighten your paths. Do not be wise in
your own eyes — fear Yahweh and turn away from evil. There will be healing
to your body48 and refreshment49 to your bones. Honour Yahweh from your
wealth and from the choicest [part] of all your produce — and your stores will
be filled abundantly,50 and your presses will burst with new wine. As for
Yahweh's discipline, my son, do not reject [it] and do not loathe [it] when he
rebukes you. For whom Yahweh loves he rebukes,51 but like a father52 he
delights in his son. [Prov 3:5-12]

Verses 5-10 outline the basic proverbial perspective: fear God and all will be well.

The final two verses are of a greater interest to us, for they clearly suggest that in fact

what has just been said is not always true. Experience that diverges from the

paradigm is in this particular instance seen through theological glasses; the

unpleasant is understood as discipline that is part of divine love, and ultimately,

approval.

The belief in objectivity of human experience and the conviction that the

search for wisdom is divinely inspired are closely linked. Within the proverbial

48
Reading TntW*? with ® and 5; !1I pTE?1?, to your naval string. Driver (195 lb: 175) argues from the

cognate languages for existence of root "in©, healing, but in the light of the fact that in our passage
the word is parallel IJTliQlSS? and not "'IpEJ, such reading is implausible.
49 ^Iptp denotes more specifically a drink, e.g. Ps 102:10, Oesterley (20).
50

HI J?3E7; © ctltou, possibly reflecting "IDE? in the Vorlage either in place of, or in addition to SJE1E?,
but in the light of the beat the former alternative is preferable. Toy (62) prefers © because PEIE? is in
his view used in hi as an object contrary to its normal adverbial usage, but in our text UE1E? can be
understood both ways.
51
Note the habitual use of the Px conjugations here; Yahweh's rebuking is not portrayed here as an

isolated, one-off act, but as a continuous unfolding process.
52

!Tt SKDI; © [lacTTiyot 6e, reading DfcO as a verb, and he whips the son he likes. Toy (65) follows ©
because of the similarities with Job 5:17-18, but while those two texts share some similar features,
they are sufficiently distinct to invalidate the argument. Further, it is quite possible that © adopted its
reading because it found the reference to God as father irreverent. On the other hand, hi pointing could
have been influenced by the following reference to son. The evidence is inconclusive.
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paradigm God is firmly on the side of those who pursue wisdom, and it is, therefore,

unlikely, if not entirely impossible, that those truly searching for wisdom would not

find the truth; they may not know everything, but they are more or less right about

that which they do know. It is here, at the heart of the sages' epistemology, that all

the later problems that wisdom encounters, and to which Job and Qoheleth respond,

start. Once experience is firmly linked with revelation, it begins to freeze in time,

unable to cope with significant changes.

Overall, it is fair to say that the epistemology which the book represents is

what could be called epistemology of trust. Its underlying assumption is that the truth

is readily available out there and the paradigms and ways of reasoning represented by

the book that stem from fervent search for it are true and need not be questioned.

Indeed, it is the fools who question and reject the kind of wisdom that we find in

Proverbs. The proverbial instruction is authoritative, it is to be heeded, rather than

scrutinised and one is always looking for ways to explain new experience on the

grounds of the paradigm rather than to reform the paradigm on the grounds of new

experience.

The Epistemological Perspective of Qoheleth

Individual Observation and Collective Experience

One section of the book which throws a significant light on the role of

observation in Qoheleth's epistemological perspective is the opening poem [Qoh 1:4-

11]. Since the most important contribution of this material is to our understanding of

Qoheleth's cosmology, its detailed treatment will be left for the following chapter. At

this stage I will anticipate some of the conclusions that will be reached there focusing

on the epistemological implications of the text. These are twofold. First, the poem

shows that Qoheleth's world is coherent; the human and the natural are fully

integrated with each other. It is, therefore, possible to study the larger phenomenal

patterns, such as the movement of the sun, to humanity and to draw from them
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conclusions about the nature of human existence. Thus, while we do not find in the

book observations of creatures comparable to those found in Proverbs as discussed

earlier,33 this poem shows that Qoheleth's world has the same overall integrity as the

world of the proverbial sages.

The second epistemological implication of the opening poem has to do with

Qoheleth's claim that existence is cyclic, yet, constant. As a result of it, Qoheleth is

convinced that his personal observations have an objective value, that they can be

generalised and applied universally. The implicit belief in objectivity of such an

experience surfaces in the frequent occurrences of command forms in the book; after

all, the epilogue describes Qoheleth as a teacher [Qoh 12:9],

While in Proverbs direct observation is only occasionally presented as the

source of knowledge, in Qoheleth the personal experience is the primary modus

operandi, as is shown by the frequent appearances of the lcs forms of S?T, or

mSO.54 However, this does not mean, as it is sometimes implied, that Qoheleth never

builds on experience of others.33 This can be shown in the following two examples.

The first case in point is found in the already mentioned opening poem [Qoh 1:4-11].

Qoheleth assumes here that the natural phenomena he speaks about behave in an

identical manner from one generation to another; the supposition is something that he

cannot, quite obviously, verify by his own observation. Without stating it, he is

relying on this being a universal human experience across the ages, taking it for

granted without reservation. This particular assumption cannot be dismissed as

trivial, as one may be tempted to do at first, for as we will see in the following

chapter, Qoheleth's entire understanding of the world hinges on this premise.

The second example of Qoheleth using second-hand experience is found in

the Solomonic experiment [Qoh 1:12-2:26]. In this section of the book Qoheleth takes

53 With the possible exception of Qoh 12:5Ab, but considering the obscurity of the imagery of Qoh
12:3-7, it is not possible to draw any firm conclusions from these verses.
34 There are some 30 occurrences of these verbs in total.
55 For instance Fox (1987:142) is of the view that Qoheleth never uses prior knowledge.



How Does the Sage Know? 76

the experience of Solomon, identifies with it and draws his own conclusions from

it.56 This material shows that sometimes Qoheleth relies on another person's

experience not purely out of necessity but by choice. There could be numerous

reasons for Qoheleth using Solomon in this way, in particular, within the biblical

tradition Solomon is the wise and successful man par excellence, and if anyone could

possibly achieve anything substantial in life, it would be him. However, we are at

present less interested in the reasons for this approach, and more in its

epistemological significance. It shows, just as the former example does, that

similarly to the proverbial sages, Qoheleth's epistemology is not purely

individualistic. Yet, admittedly, Qoheleth does not draw on other people's

knowledge very often and this fact leads us to the question of how Qoheleth assesses

different experience and how he decides what to include and what to exclude when

forming his paradigm.

Evaluating Experience

In spite of the aforementioned collective element to Qoheleth's epistemology,
there is a significant divergence between Qoheleth and Proverbs, one that goes far

beyond merely a difference in emphasis. In Proverbs the diachronic collective

experience is treated synchronically and takes precedence over the immediate

individual one; it is the knowledge accumulated by the subsequent generations of

sages that represents the standard against which everything else is measured. In

contrast, for Qoheleth his immediate experience is the norm by which any past

56 There is little doubt that the king in Qoh 1:12 is to be identified as Solomon, especially in light of
the king's exceeding wisdom [Qoh 1:16] and achievement [Qoh 2:4-11], While it is true that the
superscription [Qoh 1:1] extends this identification to the entire book, so that from the canonical
perspective it is to be seen as a story about Solomon, I agree with the majority of scholars that within
the core of the book, Qoheleth assumes Solomon's identity only temporarily. That Qoheleth cannot be
identified with Solomon in real terms is clearly indicated by the linguistic evidence. The language of
Qoheleth contains a large number of Aramaisms, two Persian words, and a number of grammatical
peculiarities. On the overwhelming cumulative weight of the evidence, there is a general agreement
that the book should be dated in the 3rd century BC. Attempts to establish a pre-exilic date (Fredericks
1988) or a later 2nd century date (Whitley 1979) have proven to be unconvincing.
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experience is judged, and if the two contradict each other, it is the personal

experience that is upheld. The following passage offers an excellent example:

Since the sentence of7 the evil deed is not carried out quickly, therefore the
heart of human beings is full within them to do evil — because a sinner does
evil a hundred38 [times], yet, his [life] is prolonged59 -— although I know that it
should60 be well with the fearers of God, those61 who keep fearing62 before
him, and it should60 not be well with the wicked, and [his] days should60 not be
prolonged like63 a shadow, because he did not fear before God. There is futility
which is done upon the earth, that there are righteous men to whom it happens
as if they were wicked and there are wicked men, to whom it happens as if they
were righteous. I said that also this is futile. [Qoh 8:11-14]

Here Qoheleth quite openly questions the perspective we have seen in Proverbs,

namely, that the wicked suffer and the righteous prosper. He acknowledges that

things should be like that, but is unable to reconcile his own experience with the

common understanding.

However, it is important to understand the difference between the two

perspectives, proverbial and Qoheleth's, is not primarily along the line of contrast

between the collective and the individual. Instead, the principal distinction runs along

a temporal line. The proverbial epistemology is inductive, working from a specific

past experience toward a generalised understanding which is then applied to the

present and the future. In contrast, Qoheleth's epistemology is deductive. He reduces

his personal present experience to certain basic premises and works from these

toward generalisation about both the past and the future.

57
Reading with © and few manuscripts D3J15 as a construct, pace the tit accents.

58
ITl nkd; © duo totc possibly reading TKD; a', cr', 0' aireQavev, i.e., no. The 111 form is a construct

which would seem to indicate a word (such as □'OS ) has dropped out (Ogden 1987b: 137), or, it could
also be repointed to the feminine pi. nXQ. Gordis (1955a:297) asserts that PINS always modifies a

singular noun, but that is not the case, cf. □"'□US HNS in 2 Sam 24:3 (although, this phrase uses the
absolute). Barton (1912:156) proposes to read "IKS, which could be accounted for by an audible error.
59
m PJ'HKBl, © dno paKpoTqTOS, i.e., ]D + TpK. While this fits reasonably well with the delayed

execution of the sentence in the previous verse, it would be a mere restatement of what that verse
already said, and so it is most likely the translator's attempt to make sense of the Hebrew. Gordis
(1955a:298) understands "pIKO as shortened for I1? ~p~IKS, but that is unlikely in the light of
Qoh 8:12-13 which shows that the idiom is 7],"]KS.
60 Modal use of Px; the statements of the following verses preclude this to be interpreted as a simple
future tense.
61
Possibly, because they fear him, but that is a somewhat self-evident statement. It is therefore more

likely that this clause is epexegetical, refining the phrase fearers ofGod.
62 Habitual use of Px, parallel to the sinner committing evil a hundred times.
63

111 3; © 3. The long shadow in the 111 symbolises a late hour of a day, the © text makes poor sense.
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Place ofRevelation

78

In the case of Proverbs, it has been observed that alongside the empirical

modes of learning, there is a definite place for divine revelation, even though the

mode of the revelation does not have rigidly defined contours. I wish to suggest that

revelation also has its place in Qoheleth's quest for understanding. Consider the

following passage:

There is nothing better for man than64 that he should65 eat and drink, and make
his soul to enjoy66 his achievement. Yet,67 this, I saw, that68 it is from the hand
of God. For who can eat and who can amass69 apart from him?70 For to the man
who is pleasing to him he gives71 wisdom and knowledge and joy, and to the
sinner he gives affliction to gather and to amass to give it to one who is
pleasing to God. Also this is futile and striving after wind. [Qoh 2:24-26]

Again, it is apparent that Qoheleth severed the link between wisdom and material

success, since both the person who is pleasing to God and the sinner are in a similar

position to start with; neither of them is lacking in material terms. In the case of the

one who is pleasing to God, this is clearly implied by the fact that he has joy which

in v. 24 is conceived in terms of eating and drinking. In the case of the sinner, this is

made explicit, he is hoarding possessions. Therefore, the distinction between the two

is not that one receives material success and the other does not. The difference is that

one is endowed by God with wisdom, knowledge and joy and the other is not. It is

64
Reading with 5, C. □ probably missing due to haplography with the □ of D"1KZ. What follows

requires that the clause would have a positive sense and thus cannot be rendered that it is not good
(pace Loader 1986:31).
65 Modal use of Px, this sense is made even clearer in some manuscripts and 5 reading b'sab.
66 Lit. to make his soul to see good.
67

D3 means yet when linking clauses that are in a disjunctive relationship. While there is no explicit
negative present here, it is, in my opinion, implied, for v. 24A states that the only thing one can get
out of one's labour is the short-term satisfaction, while vv. 24B-26 assert that not all people can derive
this type of satisfaction from their achievement, but only those favoured by God.
68 "Z introducing a content clause after a verb ofperception.
69
lit ZliT; ©, 01, S read iinZ" but the following verse, linked by hZ, continues the thought and it is

therefore most likely that Z1IT is antithetical to bZK (Gordis 1955a:216-17). ©°, a', o' 4>etcreTai, to
refrain also seemed to have understood the two as antithetical. Fox (1989:188) renders wonder, fret.
Ellermeier (1963:197-217) argued for the meaning to worry from comparative evidence, but I do not
find the argument convincing. Ogden (1987b:48) makes an unsubstantiated claim that 27211 means to
enjoy. The best solution appears to be that of Seow (1997:139-40) who argues for the sense to gather
based on the Arabic hasa, which is supported by the contrast between enjoyment and amassing of
property in v. 26.
70
IF ZZZ; reading 22ZZ with © and S.

71 Gnomic use of Sx.
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the link between wisdom and joy as divine gifts that deserves further consideration in
our attempt to understand Qoheleth's epistemology.72 It can be observed that the link
between the ability to enjoy and divine approval is not limited to the passage above.

Consider for instance the following text:

Go! Eat your bread with joy, and drink your wine in enjoyment of heart, for
God already paid off your deeds. [Qoh 9:7]73

All of the repeated calls for enjoyment culminate in Qoheleth's final advice:

The light is sweet and it is pleasant for the eyes to see the sun. Indeed, if a man
lives many years, let him rejoice in all of them, but let him remember the dark
days, for they could be many, all that comes is futile. Young man, rejoice in
your youth, and let your heart make you happy in the days of your youth, and
walk in the ways of your heart, and visions of your eyes, but know that
concerning all of these God will bring you into judgement. [Qoh 11:7-9]74

The reiterated claims that there is nothing better than to enjoy one's

accomplishments point in the same direction, one explicitly stated in Qoh 2:24: true

wisdom encompasses the sense to enjoy in the present that which can be enjoyed.

However, Qoheleth believes that this sense is gained not by some rational

deliberation, but is ultimately God-given; the sinner in Qoh 2:26 lacks this divine

endowment and continues to hoard possessions which someone else will end up

enjoying. Thus wisdom, in the fullest sense Qoheleth uses the word, can only be
obtained through divine revelation. It would appear that the mode of the revelation

we find here is quite similar to the divine insight that the proverbial sages believed to

be receiving from God in their earnest pursuit of wisdom; it comes from divine
benevolence outside of the confines of the formal boundaries of the cult.

At the same time Qoheleth also accepts that revelation takes place in the cult.

It can be seen in the following advice to the reader:

Watch your step when you go to the house of God, and approach more to obey
than to offer a sacrifice, ... do not make your mouth to haste and do not let

72 The close link between joy and revelation in Qoheleth has been pointed out by Lohfink (1990),
who, however, develops this relationship in a somewhat different direction.
73 For textual notes see p. 202.
74 For textual notes see p. 203.
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your heart hurry to utter a word before God ... let your words be few. [Qoh 4:17
- 5:l]75

Whether in Qoh 4:17 should be rendered into English as obey or listen can be

debated, but irrespective of the decision an interpreter may make in this matter, the

surrounding text shows that Qoheleth has in mind communication between the

worshipper and the deity. In this context listening is unlikely to refer to anything else

but divine revelation. However, the reference to a messenger in Qoh 5:5 is most

likely to a temple servant (or certainly a human official of some king), and suggests

that the divine revelation in the cult is probably conceived as mediated; it is unlikely

that Qoheleth here implies direct divine speech to an individual as a routine

occurrence.

While the fact that Qoheleth believes that God plays an active role in the

human search for understanding is something that he shares with the proverbial

sages, the two perceptions of this divine involvement differ significantly:

And I saw the occupation which God gave to sons of man to occupy/afflict76
[themselves] with. He makes everything beautifully77 in its78 time; also, he put
ignorance79 in their hearts, because of which80 man is not able to find81 the

75
For textual notes see p. 116.

76 The meaning of the verb H3SJ is ambiguous here; I am inclined to think that this ambiguity is
intentional (see also note 89 on p. 161 with reference to Qoh 1:13).
77 This is the sense of il£!lT in BH. The meaning of in later Hebrew is good, appropriate (see JAS
and the discussion in Barton 1908:105). A key question is whether it is an adjectival modifier of
ban or adverbial modifier of HOT. I am inclined to think that the word order points toward the latter.
In any case, this refers to the equilibrium of things stated in the preceding poem.
78 The main concern of this section of material is with the time of things. This suggests that the time
rather than God is the referent of the 3ms sfx.
79
Reading □by- ignorance as first suggested by Joseph Karo (see Perry 1993:185). This makes best

sense in the context and the defective spelling serves here as a clue (the only other time □bis? is
spelled defectively in Qoheleth is the plural form in Qoh 1:10, cf. the full spelling Qoh 3:14). The
verbal root □by with the sense to conceal appears in Qoh 12:14 (Crenshaw 1988:99). The use of nota
accusativi with non-determined noun is found elsewhere in the book (e.g. Qoh 3:15; 7:7). Gordis
(1955a:221-22) prefers to read obiy as world, but this sense is not attested in BH, and has no special
merit in our passage. Ogden (1987b:55) accepts 111 arguing that the temporal expression fits the
context, offering a new dimension alongside of nil and ]QT, but considering that this reality is not
external, but rather internal to humanity it is hard to understand it as a 'dimension' of the world, which
is what the preceding temporal references have in mind. Even if one wishes to read eternity with ill
and the versions, or world with Gordis, the meaning of the whole verse is not significantly impacted
— whatever God put into the human mind, it prevents humanity from intellectually catching up with
him (see note 80 below). Fox (1989:194) emends to bray but there is no textual evidence or need for
such emendation, and the emended sentence is awkward.
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deeds which God does — from the beginning to the end. I came to know that
there is nothing better for them82 but to rejoice and to do well in one's life.83
But also every man who can eat and drink84 and enjoy85 the fruit-of-his-labour
— it is a gift of God. I came to know that whatever God may do, will be
forever86 — it is impossible87 to add to it and it is impossible to subtract from
it. And God does this so that they would fear88 him. [Qoh 3:10-14]

This passage is in some respects similar to Qoh 2:24-26 considered earlier; here we

meet again the statement that there is nothing better than to enjoy life, with the

enjoyment conditioned by divine approval. However, this passage offers a greater

insight into nature of the human search for wisdom. In Proverbs, Yahweh is the

ultimate patron of the wisdom quest and Dame Wisdom, acting on God's behalf, is

keen to share understanding of the world's deepest secrets with those wishing to

learn on her terms. However, in the passage above Qoheleth paints God in an entirely
different light; Qoheleth's God is much more reserved in disclosing any secrets to

humanity. In fact, he has intentionally limited human ability to understand the world

80
can be used as a substantive meaning nothing (only once in the OT in Job 18:15), a

preposition or a conjunction. As a preposition means without, a use also attested in MH. As a

conjunction, it normally introduces a nominal clause and means because of no ..., e.g. Exod 14:11
(BDB suggests so that there is no..., but this rendering is misleading as in English this construction
can be both final and consecutive, while this use is never final in the OT, but rather causal-
epexegetical - see Jer 2:15; 9:9-11; Ezek 14:15; Zeph 3:6; Job 6:6). Only once is it followed by a finite
verb (Deut 28:55) with the same meaning. The nominal use is clearly ruled out for Qoh 3:11 and the
prepositional sense without does not suit the context because the main clause is concerned with
presence, not absence. Thus must function in Qoh 3:11 as a conjunction, and as the OT use is
uniform, it needs to be rendered as causal. It fits the standard construction when it is followed by a
nominal expression, here the relative pronoun "IE7X, i.e., because of which. The negative is
pleonastic (for another case of pleonastic negative with see pS Exod 14:11; 2 Kgs 1:3, 6,
16). The common renderings yet, so that (KBL2) and so that not (BDB) are unjustified in the light of
the evidence.
81 Modal use ofPx.
82
lit 03. Gordis (1955a:222) considers 33 a dittography from "3 313 (3 and □ being very similar in

the script from the Maccabean period), but IT is supported by both © and S and makes a reasonably
good sense.
83 The idiom 313 11131?'?, to do well, has its parallel in Greek (Crenshaw 1988:98-99), but also in
many other languages. A corresponding idiom to do badly is found in 2 Sam 12:18, suggesting that
this is not necessarily a Graecism (Barton 1908:106).
84 Modal use ofPx and wav relative + Sx.
85 Lit. seeing good in.
86 Fox (1989:194-95) claims that this is not in the sense of lasting, but rather it will always happen.
Yet, Qoheleth does not think in the poem of individual and isolated actions, but rather in terms of the
broader phenomenal framework within which everything happens, and this framework is fixed and
unchangeable, i.e., eternal (see the discussion of the poem on p. 126).
87 The construction b fX gains this sense in later Hebrew.
88

Ogden's (1987b:57) proposal to read ilk"! instead of K~P is unconvincing. The appearance of
n*n in v. 10 has little bearing on the decision and the resulting use of i3Slp3 with n*n is awkward,
while Qoheleth uses the preposition with KT elsewhere [Qoh 8:12].
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and the ways in which he operates, and uses this limitation as the means for keeping

humanity in proper relationship with him. Thus, while in Proverbs ignorance was a

sign of rejection of the divinely sanctioned search to understand the world, for

Qoheleth ignorance is ultimately something that God desires, for he ensures through

it that human beings will not succeed in disrupting the overall equilibrium he

imposed on the world, the equilibrium at the heart of Qoheleth's paradigm.

The assertions found in the two passages quoted above seemingly present

radically different perspectives. The former shows that Qoheleth accepts that divine

revelation is channelled through the cult and further that he even considers such

revelation as authoritative, yet, in the latter text Qoheleth is adamant that God

severely limited the human ability to understand him and what he is up to. However,

these two assertions are not mutually exclusive, since they refer to a different type of

knowing (one which flows downwards from God to humans, and the other upwards

from humans to God); Qoheleth's God can be only understood from what he himself

chooses to reveal about himself.

The divine involvement in the process of knowing has two cascading

ramifications for the wisdom enterprise. First, somewhat obviously, the sage cannot

claim that he knows what God is up to, if he does, he is a liar [Qoh 8:17], This stands in

contrast to the proverbial view, for the proverbial sage believes that he more or less

knows what God is doing. Second, a necessary implication of the first, the value of

wisdom is diminished. There is a limit to what wisdom can achieve and, therefore,

there must be a limit to which one pursues wisdom. When wisdom is sought after

excessively, the outcome will not justify the investment. While this does not mean

that wisdom does not have value and is not worth pursuing in principle, it does stand

in stark contrast to the emphatic admonitions of Proverbs to acquire wisdom at all

costs.
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Further, it is not only that Qoheleth considers unrestrained search for

understanding to be a loss-making business, but there seems to be some indication

that he may even consider it harmful:

'Look! This is what I found,' said Qoheleth, [adding] one to one to get [the]
result. 'My soul sought again — and [again] I did not find: one man out of a
thousand I found, but a woman among all of these I did not find. Only, look at
what I found, that God made mankind straight, but they sought many
solutions.' [Qoh 7:27-29]89

While it is somewhat obscure precisely what kind of men and women Qoheleth was

looking for, the failure to find them is quite clearly perceived as undesirable, and it

appears that Qoheleth blames it on human intellectual endeavour. If fD^n in v. 29 is
understood in the light of v. 27 (see discussion on p. 165) then the whole verse refers

to a search for solutions to difficult, if not insoluble problems, to the perpetual

human desire to understand, and thus control, the surrounding world. Such

endeavour in Qoheleth's view can only lead to frustration and loss of intellectual

clarity.90

One final issue needs to be considered — whether there is any discernible

difference in the epistemological perspective of the core of Qoheleth and of the

editorial frame, specifically of the epilogue. I am inclined to agree with Sheppard's

(1977) analysis, that the ideas contained in the epilogue can all be traced to the core

of the book. Yet, while the epilogist builds on Qoheleth's own claims, he treats them

selectively, placing emphasis on certain notions:

The words of the wise are like spikes and like nails91 set in place [by]
collectors,92 given from one shepherd. Above these,93 my son, be warned: there

89
For textual notes see p. 165, where the whole passage Qoh 7:23-29 is discussed in a greater detail.

90 It is worth noting that the theme of the corrupting impact of wisdom and knowledge is not unique to
Qoheleth. The simplicity of life in the garden of Eden is mined by the human desire to know more
than God intended in Gen 2-3, and again, wisdom is at the heart of shattering of the initial idyllic state
of affairs in the garden of Eden in Ezek 28:11-19.
91 While ill forms a good parallel with ni33~R, it is also plausible to read MH JTnOEjQ,
barriers, fitting well with the shepherd imagery.
92
Assuming haplography and reading cf. © o'l Trapa tcov cnjvaypdTtou. Another possibility is

that 3, used alongside b to express an agent of a passive Niphal (WOC 23.2.2f), could be assimilated
in cf. comparable phenomenon attested in the OT in case of TPS. Driver (1954:234-35) is of the
view that Vil division of the verse is incorrect, and niBDK ^3 starts the next line, i.e., it is the
collectors rather than the sayings that are given by one shepherd. He further understands the phrase as

Continued on the following page
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is no end to producing many books, and much reading''4 tires the body. End of
[the] matter, [of] everything heard, fear God and keep his commandments, for
this perfects95 a human being. [Qoh 12:11-13]

The epilogist seized the logical implications of Qoheleth's epistemology for the

value of wisdom, taking them much further than Qoheleth was prepared to do. He

asserts plainly that the upward search for knowledge is endless and produces very

little and, therefore, one has to order one's life according to the downward stream of

wisdom, the revealed divine command. Significantly, the epilogist's concept of
divine revelation is more clearly defined than either that of Proverbs or the Qoheleth

proper. Verse 11 seems to have in mind the vague and indirect revelation that both
books seems to consider, where the sages in their search for understanding receive
illumination from God. However, the following reference to God's commandments

indicates that alongside it the writer has in mind a more clearly defined revelation,
which involves direct divine speech. This is something that traditionally belongs to

the sphere of the cult rather than wisdom and the epilogist appears not only to be
concerned that these two modes of revelation should not be separated from each

other, but quite clearly perceives the cultic revelation as taking precedence over the

wisdom quest.

referring to gathering people. However, the principal subject of vv. 11-12 is quite clearly words of the
wise and their usefulness, and this makes lit division of the line preferable to Driver's. Wilson's
(1984:176) suggestion that is a reference to the collected material has to be rejected since ^3
is always personal.
93 Fox (1989:326-7) wishes to set the pause between ""irT] and HHilQ (pace 1TI), but this produces
awkward word order in the resulting clause.
94

Reading infc. of 11311 with the final n lost due to haplography (see Qoheleth Rabbah 12:12); ®
peXeTT|, care, attention, anxiety.
95 The meaning of □lKil~i73 is uncertain and the versions appear to struggle with the same text.
Gordis (1955a:355) gives examples of construction of the type nv?Fl ,3R in support of rendering this
is the whole duty ofman, but it should be noted that all of these are in poetry, while our passage is
prosaic. Fox (1989:329) pointed out that □"IKrr'lS normally means either every man or all men, but
never the whole man; elsewhere in Qoheleth this construction is used only in the former sense [Qoh
3:13; 5:18; 7:2]. A number of very attractive options open when the possibility of being a verb is
considered: (a) ,for this a human being comprehends; (b) *63 (loss of K via scribal error due to
the proximity of D1K11) for this restrains a human being; (c) (loss of n due to haplography) for
this is the end of a human being; (d) ^3 this perfects a human being. All of these fit either the
epilogist's attitude toward striving for wisdom and progress (a) or the immediate context ofjudgement
(b-c) or both (d).
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The seemingly positive reference to the wise men and their work should not

obscure from us what is really happening in the epilogue; the endlessness of the

wisdom quest is purely rhetorical, for from the epilogist's point of view it does not

reside in the fact that the complete knowledge cannot be obtained by humans, as it

did for Qoheleth, but rather that all that is to be known is already known and written

down; the endlessness of any further search resides in the fact that such a search is

carried out in a vacuum of new facts. This represents a significant epistemological

shift from both Proverbs and Qoheleth, for it essentially implies that the principal

source of human knowledge is not found in experience and the ability to evaluate it

and learn from it, but rather that it is located in the cult. In other words, the epilogist

does not stand in the same tradition of thought from which both Proverbs and

Qoheleth stem; he is not a sage, but a theologian.96

Summary

To summarise the examination of the epistemological perspectives of the two

books, there are some similarities and some differences. For the two main voices of

these books, observation and experience are the decisive sources of knowledge and

in both cases human experience is perceived as objective,97 thus allowing for

generalisation as well as co-operation in the quest for understanding of the world and

the human place in it. In other words, the epistemology of both books is primarily

empirical, and we can, therefore, further narrow the definition of their quest to the

quest for self-understanding in terms of relationships with things, people and the

Creator, and self-realisation in the context of these relationships, based on a

primarily empirical epistemology and a paradigmatic approach to understanding.

However, the two epistemologies are not identical. In Proverbs the

cumulative collective experience is the standard against which every new experience

96 Pace Fox (1977).
97 Similar conclusions about the perception of wisdom as objective were reached by Fox (1987:151).



How Does the Sage Know? 86

is measured and by which, if necessary, it is overruled. Qoheleth's attitude toward

secondary information is much more critical, for him the immediate personal

experience is the criterion, and only secondary experience which conforms to this

measure is considered any further. This principal difference impacts the nature of the

two books. Qoheleth is much more contemplative than Proverbs, and his reader is let

into 'the workshop'; the rules are made here and now and the conclusions stem from

an argument that the reader is invited to examine. In contrast, in the proverbial world

the rules are already there, they are inherited, passed on from one generation to the

next.

While quite clearly both epistemologies are principally empirical, in both

Proverbs and Qoheleth the success with which one may penetrate the inner workings

of the world is not entirely up to human capabilities; it is only at the will of God that

the sage is able to understand. The main distinction between the two books in this

respect is in the extent to which God is prepared to grant such an understanding to

those who seek it. In Proverbs, there seem to be few limits to what the sage can

achieve, for the search for wisdom is divinely sanctioned, indeed it is a divine

demand. In contrast, Qoheleth's God is prepared to provide only limited insight to

humanity in order to preserve his superior position, and this leads to depreciation of

the entire wisdom quest. The limits of wisdom and its value are in this respect taken

a step further by the epilogist who advocates a dependency and subjection of the

wisdom quest to a direct, cultic, revelation.

While the epistemological differences between the two primary voices cannot

be marginalised, it can be observed that the principal difference lies in how much a

sage can understand the world. When perceived this way, it is not necessary to see

the two perspectives as entirely rival and antagonistic.98 Further, we have to

appreciate that the two epistemologies reflect to at least some extent the distinct

working confines of the books, which have been pointed out in the previous chapter,

98 Cf. Fox's (1987:154) understanding that Qoheleth does not attack traditional wisdom, but rather
appropriates and extends it.
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namely the explicit focus of Proverbs on the beginner in the field of wisdom. From
the point of view of the immature youth, the difference that knowledge can make is

enormous, and can be easily perceived as, and therefore also presented as, endless.

On the other hand, when Qoheleth assesses the relative value of wisdom, he is not

taking as his reference point the possibilities that learning opens to the immature, but

rather how much the sage is unable to achieve in spite of his learning.

However, while the different working confines of the two books clearly

influence their perspective, it has to be acknowledged that the epistemological

differences cannot be reconciled entirely on these grounds, just as I have pointed out

in the preceding chapter that the principal difference in the two paradigms cannot be

explained satisfactorily along these lines. The proverbial world is genuinely open to

examination while Qoheleth's world is not, and we will have to look for other

possible reasons that might offer an adequate explanation of this epistemological

shift.

Finally, it was observed that the epistemological perspective presented in the

epilogue of Qoheleth differs radically from both Proverbs and Qoheleth proper. The

epilogist is a theologian rather than a sage, who in fact believes not only that human

ability to know is limited, but that it has ultimately reached its limits; any genuine

insight from now on must originate in a cubic context. Thus, while, from the

epistemological point of view, Proverbs and Qoheleth proper can be seen as a record

of internal debate and evolving of the wisdom quest, two entirely different worlds

meet at the boundary between Qoheleth proper and the epilogue of the book."

99
This conclusion raises certain questions of historical nature, which will be touched upon in the

Excursus.



Chapter 3

The Sages, God and theWorld

In the previous chapter I touched several times on issues pertaining to the

cosmology and theology of the two books. In this chapter I am going to focus on

these two aspects of the sages' worldview. It must be pointed out from the very

beginning that the theological and cosmological elements in Proverbs and Qoheleth

are difficult to separate from each other, and doing so would prevent us from

understanding the very nature of the world as the sages perceived it. The affinity of

these two aspects of the worldview has been perceived by others. Thus, Bostrom

(1990:83) writes:

... the world theme is employed to enhance the status of wisdom by portraying
is [sic] as closely associated with the Lord as an instrument in, or a unique
witness of, his creation. In this fashion the creation motif itself turns out to be
secondary, though at the same time it conveys a number of ideas and views of
creation which were part of the theology cherished within the wisdom
traditions.

Indeed, God is a critical ingredient of the world the sages saw themselves as a part

of, for their world is ultimately God's world. He is inseparable from the world

through which he is known, and consequently neither can the cosmos be separated

from, and therefore understood apart from, him. Any statements the sages make

about the world are necessarily also statements about God; their cosmological

deliberation has immediate theological implications. Yet, no attempt is made to

examine or discuss God apart from the cosmos; the theological perspective of these

books runs purely on the level of the interaction between God and the cosmos. We

find here no ontological statements about God, nor direct and abstract statements

88
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about the divine character; God is always a factor in, and yet, never the true subject

of, the sages' deliberation. Thus, it is apparent that theology is not what the sages

were primarily interested in; their approach to theological issues is from a

perspective which we would nowadays call interdisciplinary. Therefore, in contrast

to Bostrom, I wish to suggest that in the relationship between cosmology and

theology the theological perspective is secondary and depended on the cosmological

perspective. In the rest of this chapter I am going to look into the sages'

understanding of the world they lived in, the key principles they perceived to have

operated within it and the role played by God in it.

The Makeup of the Proverbial Cosmos

The Divine Sphere and Its God

The world of the proverbial sages, in line with the widespread ANE view, is

tripartite: it is made up of a divine sphere, a sphere that belongs to the living and a

sphere that belongs to the dead. I will start with the examination of the first, the

divine domain. The sages show only very limited interest in the divine segment of

the cosmos. The main reason for this lies in the fact that in the proverbial view this

sphere is not at all accessible to humans:

Words of Agur, son of Jake, the Massaite.' Statement of the man: 'I am weary
O God, I am weary, O God, and consumed,2 for indeed^ I am more stupid than

1
ill X&BH nm 'Hzn, I agree with McKane (1970:644) that X&Bn should be emended to

© Tou? epous Xoyous, uie, 4x>(3f|9qTi kcu. 8e£dpevos auTous peTavoet, possibly reading
ns^?p(?) anjPi -ra —c- V translates the words of the assembler, the son of the vomiter (Toy
518); quite clearly the text presented difficulties from early on.
2
m 70X) bXTPX1? SxTrx'p cannot be correct on syntactical grounds (see note 3) and the repetition
of a personal name is inappropriate if the whole v. 1 is a superscription. I am therefore reading
^dx! S>x TPX*? ^x TTXS (see also Franklyn 1983:242-44). © rendering of Sdxi by Trcu)o|iai does
not necessarily imply that it read active ptc (pace BHS). An attractive emendation was proposed by
Krantz (1996), suggesting to read b:?xi bx tp*6 ^x in# *6. and rendering a whole line the word
ofa man not supported by God: 'I am weary, O God, and exhausted.' Torrey's (1954) suggestion, that
original text read ^DIX] ^ ^ *6 Sx -oil* *6, which was offensive to some later editor who
translated it to Aramaic SdX] Sx T.'xV Vx TPX7 and then revocalised it to obscure the sense, is far
fetched and the emendation does not have any particular merit. Equally his objection that bx cannot
be a vocative which would have to be ^XH is not fully justified in light ofNum 12:13; Ps 10:11; 83:2

Continued on the following page
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[any other] man, and do not have human understanding. And I did not leam
wisdom4 and cannot5 have divine knowledge.6 Who went up to the heavens and
came down? Who gathered wind in his hands?7 Who restricted waters in a
mantle? Who established all the ends of the earth? What is his name? What is
the name of his son? Surely you know! Every word of God is refined, he is a
shield to those who seek refuge in him. Do not add to his words, lest he
rebukes you and you are shown to be a liar.' [Prov 30:1-6]

A sarcastic tone is quite clearly detectable in this passage, culminating in v. 4. This

ironical statement is an acknowledgement that the divine and human worlds do not

overlap and human beings are incapable of entering heaven. Agur's intention is to

place wisdom within proper boundaries; there are limits to what it can achieve.

While this is the only place in Proverbs where the inaccessibility of the divine sphere

is explicitly asserted, the striking lack of interest in it throughout the book, and the

need for a mediator between humans and the deity discussed earlier, suggest that this

view is not limited to Agur, but was widespread among the proverbial sages;

proverbial wisdom is an earthly exercise with earthly concerns, it has no mystical

elements.

In spite of the sages' lack of interest some information about the divine

domain can be gathered from the speech ofDame Wisdom in Prov 8:22ff:

as pointed out by Franklyn, who also notes the striking similarities with Jer 20:9. Assuming literary
dependency, he derives from understanding it as a reference to Agur's dying.
3 It has been suggested that ^ is emphatic here (Schoors 1981:245), but the particle is never purely
emphatic always preserving some of its logical value just as the English emphatic surely or indeed do
(the emphatic use can be thought of as a special case where an explicit idea that follows is linked to an

implied context). Thus lit vocalisation of v. 1 is almost certainly incorrect, for starting the whole
discourse is implausible.
4
m Tnipyx1?]; © 8eos 8e8i8axev pe, i.e., TlK "I01? bx. While some support for © could be found

in the absence of the negative in the B colon, the larger context speaks strongly in favour of !TC.
5 Modal use of Px; the negative is carried over from the A colon.
6
tit CEHp nj?T © yudkriv ayiwv; lit. knowledge of holy ones. Toy (521) renders □''ETlp as Holy

One, referring to Prov 9:10, which is almost certainly how the phrase would have been understood
when the 111 text was finalised, but the expression has unmistakable polytheistic overtones. The
genitive function can be understood in three ways, either as objective, i.e., knowledge about gods,
subjective, i.e., knowledge that gods possess, or attributive, i.e., sacred cultic knowledge. The modal
sense of the verb, which indicates impossibility, and the general thrust of the passage suggest the
subjective genitive as the most likely option. Agur speaks of a progressively better type of knowledge,
from natural intelligence, via the learned nipDil, to the final CEHp nUT, and claims to possess none.
7

111 "hsris; © ev koXttw, i.e., 1312113, but the imagery of gathering speaks in favour of HI. Cathcart
(1970) proposes rendering in his garments on the basis of Ugaritic, which does make a good parallel
to the following
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Yahweh brought me into being,8 9the beginning of his way,10 before his deeds
of old.11 From eternity12 I was formed,13 from14 the beginning, prior to the
earth's existence. When there were no primeval oceans, I was born,15 when
there were no springs rich in water.16 Before the mountains were settled, prior
to the hills I was bom. While there was still no earth and open space,17 and
ahead18 of the dust of the world. When he established the heavens,19 I was
there, when he engraved20 the horizon upon the surface of the primeval

2| 22 23
ocean," when he made the sky " above firm, when he overpowered the
springs of the primeval ocean, when he set for the sea its limit (so that water

s The question whether !"I3p should be translated here to acquire, to create or to beget has not been
satisfactorily resolved. In a detailed study Burney (1926) presents a convincing case that i"!3p has the
primary sense to acquire by buying/creating/begetting. He argues for the sense to beget in our
passage, on the grounds that bbn and TDD3 (see below p. 91«13) imply the context of birth. In
contrast, Fox (1997:163) prefers acquired, by creating and similarly Delitzsch (184) argues for
created, asserting, however, that I73p, contrary to X~D, does not imply the beginning of existence,
and thus does not imply that Wisdom here is not eternal (little is offered to substantiate the argument).
Irwin (1961) then denies the sense of creating in favour of begetting altogether, while Vawter (1980)
repudiates any other meaning than to acquire (but his arguments concerning the use in Gen 4:1 and Ps
139:13 are not fully convincing). McKane (1970:352) objects to rendering acquired, pointing out that
within the context of Prov 8 we expect some statement about the origins of Wisdom, with which view
I am inclined to agree. Considering that H3p can be applied to origins of both humans and material
objects, it is questionable whether significant distinction between create/beget is inherent to the verb,
and, therefore, I have chosen a more neutral rendering.
9
Ft has no preposition, 5, C, and some V manuscripts read 3, probably under the influence of Gen 1:1.

The choice is not negligible, for in Ft Wisdom is not simply the first of the created things, but the very

starting point ofGod's activity, she stands apart from that which is later created (cf. Delitzsch 184).
10
© has pi., probably a stylistic variation. Dahood's (1968a) Ugaritic-based proposal to read Ft 13~H

as a verb meaning to control is not convincing, nor is his suggestion to render the following D~!p as a
divine name.
II
Ft TK3 not reflected in © and 5.

12 Dahood's (1968a) suggestion that and the following Dip are references to deities is hardly
correct, since the focus of the text is temporal at this point, as vv. 24-29 show.
13

FT "irpS3, i.e., Niphal of p03, I was consecrated. I follow Bumey (1926:165-66) and read
Niphal to interweave, which can be applied to an embryo — see Job 10:11 and especially Ps
139:13. BHS proposes "THO'D, but Bumey's solution is in my view preferable.
14
Ft |13, © reads 3 which reflects the use of the preposition by the version in v. 22 (see note 9).

15 For this sense of bbu see Job 15:7.
16

FX □,0~'H3?3 ni33}Q Albright (1955) argues for emendation of "H.S?? to "'333 on the basis of
Ugaritic. However, the root is not attested in Hebrew, and the Ugaritic meaning source does not fit the
context, being semantically redundant and syntactically awkward.
17
S, (E, 0 read rivers. Thomas (1965) suggests that there could have been, based on Arabic, a Hebrew

root pil referring to water, but the evidence is not sufficient. Further, the discussion has moved in vv.
25-26 from water to dry land.
18 McKane (1970:355) following KBL2 mass of the earth's soil, but the parallelism with 26A and the
surrounding context favour temporal understanding.
19 Lit. in his establishing of, similarly in 27B-29.
20 So Ft ipiri3; however, an emendation to ipT113, as proposed by KBL2, is attractive.
21

© Kai otg d4>wpi£ev tou eauToO Opovou 6tt' dvepcav, and when he set apart his throne upon
winds. Again, this is most likely an improvisation by the translator.
22 The Hebrew □''pritC? is frequently rendered clouds, but the OT usage indicates that it is more akin to
□1027 than to □'□l? (see for instance Ps 18:2; 89:38). The reference here is to a solid layer that
separates the waters above and below, also called lTp~] (see in particular Job 37:18).
23 See Dan 11:12 for this use of TTS7.
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would not cross its edge24), when he hollowed out25 the foundations of the
earth. And I was growing up26 by his side and I was [his] delight day by day,27
laughing before him all the time. Laughing in the world, his earth, and my
delight was humanity.28 [Pr 8:22-31]

This passage shows that the divine sphere has an existence which is entirely

independent of the human world, for God is active before the human world is

brought into being by his creative work. The above account of divine activity starts

with Yahweh bringing into being the enigmatic figure of Wisdom. The birth of

Wisdom is then followed by the creative activity proper out of which the human

world emerges.

However, there is an informational vacuum between these two phases, one

which in my opinion offers a significant insight into the nature of the divine domain.
In between Yahweh bringing forth Wisdom and creating the world, the forces of

chaos, Dinn, quietly and without explanation enter the scene. The sudden

appearance of DinFl creates a certain tension in the text. On the one hand Wisdom,

and therefore also Yahweh, are clearly pre-existent to Dinri, but on the other hand,

24 This rendering of VS is preferable to his command (e.g. Toy 173) in the light of the preceding Ipn.
25
lit ipm; © ipma, but this is possibly a guess, for the translator quite clearly was not familiar with

the verb ppl"! as is indicated by the generic rendering by eTOip.aCeir', to prepare, in v. 27.
26 The versions understood at jOK as a verb: ® dpp6£oucja, preparing, fitting together, setting in
order, a' Ti0qvouperr|, nursing, maintaining, 5 )s\_iCim rd \ 01271^, I was working with him.
Delitzsch (190-2) renders director of works (cf. Can 7:2). He argues that |ON with reference to
children denotes the notion of fostering, which is quite inappropriate in the context, for Wisdom is
God's real child, if anything, and asserts that the activities in which Wisdom is involved in this
chapter hardly fit child-like imagery. However, it should be observed that Wisdom is merely present,
but otherwise uninvolved up to v. 30 and, as Scott (1960) observed, nothing is said of Wisdom's
creative activity. Yet, somewhat self-contradictory, Scott advocates rendering along the lines of
binding, uniting, fashioning which in his view allows for Wisdom's participation in creation without
requiring hypostatic interpretation. However, Scott's methodology used to eliminate other possibilities
cannot be applied to an unpointed text, and must, therefore, be rejected. Rogers (1997) defends the
meaning master workman but argues that it has Yahweh, not Wisdom as the referent, based on the
gender of the noun (see also Dahood 1968a). However, the masculine gender in BH is unmarked and
the entire verse is concerned with Wisdom's activity. Fox (1996a), following Qimhi, pointed out that
the infa. of can be used in the sense of growing up, being raised (e.g. Esth 2:20), and such
understanding makes good sense in the context, where the previous verses speak of the birth of
Wisdom. I am, therefore, inclined to read infa. along these lines.
27 Cf. © eycb f|pqv q TTpooexcupev, I was in whom he rejoiced, which in my view is the correct
understanding of the Hebrew, Wisdom is Yahweh's delight here, cf. v. 31B.
28 Dahood (1968a) wishes to read □'"IK H3-3 TIN, with the Builder ofEarth, based on the Ugaritic use
of ptc bnh. as an epithet for El. However, III flows very naturally fromWisdom in the presence of God,
to Wisdom in the world, to Wisdom with humanity, thus preparing the ground for the admonition of
the next stanza, and should be retained.
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nothing is said of Yahweh creating it, on the contrary, the creative activity is about
?Q

defeating it. Is Yahweh responsible for it, or if not, does it mean that he is not fully

in charge of the divine domain? This tension in the text is in my view not an

oversight on the part of the authors, but is conditioned by the nature of the proverbial

paradigm. In the proverbial understanding there is not, i.e., cannot be, any connection

between the God and the forces of chaos, and further, the former is always affirmed

to be qualitatively superior to the latter. On the theological level, it means that while

God cannot be seen as responsible for the emergence of chaos, he cannot be

portrayed as not being in full control either, or as having an existence on a par with

the forces of chaos. Allowing Dinri to emerge quietly onto the world stage is the

sages' way of circumventing the implications of the puzzling question of its
■ • 30

origins.

We can see that the sages were building on a common ANE myth about the

battle between the forces of order and chaos, yet, diverging from it significantly in

their understanding of the divine, avoiding any overt polytheism.31 While there are

two occurrences where the word with its clear polytheistic connotations, is
used with reference to the divine [Prov 9:10; 30:3], the book almost exclusively uses the

personal name JT)!T when talking about God. Only exceptionally is

employed, but with respect to this word it can be observed, that the choice is mainly

poetic and on only one occasion does it appears entirely arbitrary.32

29 I will return to the nature of the creative activity later in this chapter, when dealing with the human
sphere.
J° The weightiness of the reasons for disassociating Yahweh from the origins of the forces of chaos
and maintaining his qualitative superiority will become clear in due course. This manner of dealing
with the problem is not unique to Prov 8:22ff. Very much the same approach can be found in Gen 2-3,
for instance, where on one hand God declares the whole of creation as good, and on the other hand the
shrewd snake, that does not fit that evaluation, emerges without an explanation.
31 See also the discussion of the identity of the personified Wisdom below.
32 The personal name miT is used on 87 occasions in the book, while is found only in Prov
2:5, 17; 3:4; 25:2; 30:9. On two of these occasions [Prov 2:5; 30:9] the word is used as a B colon
parallel to iTliT. The same is most likely the case in Prov 3:4 with the parallel in 3:5. In Prov 2:17 the
term is used with respect to PI"IT and so it is possible that foreign gods are referred to. Only in
Prov 25:2 no special reasons for the choice of as the designation for God are apparent.



The Sages, God and the World 94

The systematic use of the personal name TiT indicates a clear effort at some

stage in the development of the tradition to identify emphatically with the Yahwistic

religion. However, we should not immediately conclude from this that the religious

outlook that hides in the background is identical to that found elsewhere in the

Yahwistic tradition of the OT. Instead, we have to ask the question 'who is Yahweh

in Proverbs?' resisting any temptation to introduce into the exposition of the book

theological concepts found elsewhere in the OT, notably in the prophetic and legal

traditions; the fact that Proverbs shows little contact with, and in fact interest in,

these traditions demands that we look for the answer to this question in the book

itself.

The use of the tetragrammaton in the book has one peculiar feature: it appears
even in those sections of the material that are of foreign provenance. These include

Prov 22:17ff.,33 30:1 ff.,34 31:1-9 and possibly also 30:10ff., if the entire chapter is
understood as words of Lemuel's mother. It is not particularly important whether the

exo-Israelite origins are so in real terms or purely on a literary level. In either case,

the personal name TIT was at some point applied to God in material which was

known, or perceived, as to have originated in a non-Yahwistic milieu.35 It follows

from this that in the proverbial perspective the personal name miT is not defining,

only descriptive. The use of miT here denotes not so much that Yahweh, the God

revealed in the Israelite cult, is the sages' God, but rather that the sages' God,

witnessed in the world, is Yahweh, who also revealed himself in the cult. It shows

This section of the book is based on Egyptian Instruction of Amenemopet, although it must be
acknowledged that the relationship between the two texts is not entirely simple. On one hand there is a

significant amount ofmaterial in the two collections which resembles each other, and occasionally the
parallels are close to verbatim. At the same time, the clear thirty-chapter structure of the Egyptian text
is lacking and on a number of occasions the Hebrew thought develops in a different direction. My own
view is that Amenemopet lies in the background of the proverbial material, but that the Hebrew author
took such a degree of liberty with respect to both form and content, that the value of the Egyptian text
for any text-critical work is virtually nil. For an overview of the discussion see McKane (1970:371 -

74) and more recently Whybray (1994b).
,4 The names Agur and Jaqeh are attested on 8th century BC ostraca from Arabia and are likely to be
of Arabic origin. References to Massah are made in 1 Chr 1:30, and in Assyrian texts (Gottlieb
1991:280). For translation of Prov 30:1 with textual notes see p. 89.
33 It is worth noting that the same is true of the book of Job, where in particular the frame of the book
uses miT repeatedly.
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that Yahweh was not considered by the sages to a be a local deity, but rather as

having a universal sphere of influence; his activity could be seen in different

environments and by different peoples, even those not partaking in Israel's cult. This

stands in contrast to the Yahwism of the prophetic and legal traditions, which tends
to have a negative attitude toward foreign imports. The combination of this

perspective with the systematic and virtually exclusive use ofmiT suggests strongly
that such a view was not commonplace at the time when the theologically explicit

material in the book was being formed; the use of the divine name in Proverbs is de

facto apologetic.

It is possible, therefore, to conclude from the handling of the appearance of

□inn on the scene in Prov 8:22ff. and from the way the personal name HUT is used,

that in spite of the underlying polytheistic roots, the tradition as it is captured in the

book in fact reflects a religion of a single God. Yet, at the same time, the term

monotheism may not adequately capture the book's perspective, for the cosmological

picture in Proverbs is rather complex. First of all, we have to consider what or who

is the enigmatic figure of Wisdom. She has been interpreted in a number of different

ways, yet, it is my view that ifwe limit its identification to what the text itself has to

say (rather than trying to make it conform to some external concept), the way in

which she can be understood is fairly limited. First of all, while it is possible that the

figure of Wisdom originated in a polytheistic myth (see Lang 1986), in the present

shape of the text she is not portrayed as a goddess, for there is no indication that she

should be worshipped and further, she does not directly interfere with humanity's

destiny. Her sole role, as we saw in the preceding chapter, is to mediate true

36 The difficulties in describing the theological perspective here are symptomatic of a larger
terminological problem. For a wider discussion of the suitability of the term monotheism as applied to
Jewish theological thought prior to the Middle Ages see Hayman (1991b).
j7

Kayatz (1966:93-119) brought attention to a number of similarities between Wisdom and the
Egyptian goddess of order and justice, Maat. However, simple identification of Wisdom with Maat is
problematic (von Rad 1972:153-54). The main difference in my view is the fact that Maat is the order,
i.e., 'one speaks maat, does maat and follows maat ... [even] the gods [live] by maat' (Whybray
1965a:55), while Wisdom merely reveals the order, i.e., she speaks truth and her lips dislike
wickedness [Prov 8:6-9].
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understanding but the consequences of accepting or rejecting it are not brought about

by her. Seeing Wisdom as a hypostasis of Yahweh (e.g. Ringgren 1947:95-106) is

in my view precluded by the fact that she is not a divine attribute, but rather

something that God brought into being, and by the child-parent imagery of Prov

8:22ff, both of which suggest that Wisdom has an entirely independent existence of

Yahweh.

Yet, although she is not a deity or hypostasis, the fact that Wisdom functions

as a mediatrix between Yahweh and humanity precludes understanding her as a mere

personification of an impersonal order, for the mediatory role requires that the

underlying reality for which she stands is understood in personal terms (pace von

Rad, 1972:144-76). Also, the proverbial material indicates quite clearly that the

persona of Wisdom is not a subjective concept that could be broadly summarised

under the categories of knowledge and intellectual faculties, or lack of them (pace

Fox, 1997), for Wisdom not only pre-dates the creation of humanity but she retains

her autonomy from humans, just as she exists independently of God.39 Thus the text

leaves us with a personal understanding of Wisdom, who, while not strictly speaking

divine, enjoys a very close association with !T]!T, portrayed in the terms of a

relationship between father and a child, and, as Bostrom (1990:83) puts it, '[she] is

nearly identical with the Lord in the terms of authority.'

An additional insight is offered by the extremely important, yet, sometimes

overlooked fact that Wisdom exists in a permanent opposition to the other female

person of those chapters, Folly.40 In contrast to Wisdom, nothing is specifically said

38 This is most clearly seen in Prov l:24ff where she is a mere observer of the calamity that befalls the
fools, and Prov 8:35 shows that it is Yahweh who is responsible for the blessing that comes from
accepting Wisdom.
39 The incident of her mocking the fools who turn to her for help in time of trouble having previously
rejected her [Prov 1:24ff.] shows quite clearly that the access to her is not controlled by humans.
40
Blenkinsopp (1991) attempted to argue that the figure ofWisdom is only secondary in origin to the

strange woman of Prov 1-9, but that is in my view unlikely. Strictly speaking the figure of Wisdom
does not stand in antithesis to the strange woman, but to the personified Folly in Prov 9. The strange
woman is one of flesh and blood, and although I am inclined to think that a secondary contrast
between her and Wisdom is intended in Prov 7, her real antithesis is the flesh and blood wife of Prov
5.
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about the origins and the source of Folly, but throughout the book fools create havoc
and destruction, and so it can be surmised that Folly is a representation of the forces

of chaos, the primeval □Inri, and the silence about the origins of Folly has similar
causes as that concerning the origins of DiriFl. When considering the relationship

between the two women, we should observe that they are on an identical mission;

they are both in active pursuit of humanity, trying to gain followers.41 In fact, the

invitations that each gives to the passers-by are in principle similar; they both claim

to know what is beneficial to human beings and furthermore, both of them focus

especially on the impressionable T12. Thus, any conclusions that are drawn about the

nature ofWisdom, have to be equally applied to Folly; she needs to be understood in

personal terms. The difference between the two women is mainly in their approach to

life; Wisdom advocates ethical behaviour as a route to success, while Folly rejects

ethics as irrelevant [Prov 9:17],

From the observations made so far about the relationship between God,

Wisdom and humanity we can conclude that the two women are not mere poetic

embellishments, for while a poetic language and techniques are used, there is no

doubt that the sages speak of something they consider very real, with an independent

objective existence. Folly is not simply the absence of Wisdom, nor is Wisdom the

absence of Folly; they both have an individual existence in their own right. In other

words, there is an implicit dualism present in the cosmology of Proverbs.

Consequently, a peculiar picture of a two tier divine domain emerges. On the one

hand we have the sovereign creator and ruler HUT, on the other hand, within the

context of his rule we observe a battle between the two personae of Wisdom and

41
Prov l:20ff; 8:lff; 9:lff concerning Wisdom, and Prov 9:13 and to a degree also Prov 7 with respect

to Folly (it is my view that the editorial intention was that IT1T would be seen not only as a
woman of flesh and blood but also as an antithetical character to Dame Wisdom, although in the
original story the woman is undoubtedly an ordinary mortal).
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Folly,42 leaving us with an obvious tension between the tiers, only one of which is
dualistic.

It is necessary to consider what led the sages to postulate such a framework.

The dualistic aspect of this perspective is simply a reflection of the sage's daily

experience. The persistent tension between the righteous and the wicked, between

good and evil, is very real to them. The problem with the foolish and wicked, is not,

as we will see in chapter 4, that their behaviour is self-destructive, but that it

seriously damages, indeed threatens, the community which they are part of. The

dualistic framework makes the seriousness of this threat very tangible. Further, it

allows the sages to completely disassociate God from the fools; the proverbial God

cannot be held responsible for the damage that is the result ofFolly's activity.

However, had the sages maintained a purely dualistic view of the world, they

would not have been able to affirm a clear pre-eminence ofWisdom over Folly, and,

thus, to make any claims that their way was superior to that of the fools; if Wisdom

and Folly are equal forces, then the two blueprints offered by them are equally valid

approaches to life. To avoid this, the proverbial outlook must not be dualistic in the

final analysis. The sages achieved it by eliminating any dualism from the upper tier

of their cosmological perspective.

As a result of this ingenious solution, Wisdom and Folly are in principle

equals, capable of making a serious impact on the lives of those who follow them

(and thus allowing the sages to make sense of their daily experience), but Wisdom

has a powerful backer while Folly has none. In this way the wise are given an

ultimate edge over the fools without the seriousness of the impact that folly makes on

the life of its followers being entirely denied.

42 This persistent war is in fact an extension of Yahweh's taming of DinFl in the process of creation.
Yet, it is important to grasp that this conflict is portrayed in Proverbs as being waged on the earthly
battlefield, with human beings being part of the battle. Wisdom is a mediatrix between God and
humanity, conveying the nature of the divine order to human beings and leading them to follow it. It is
the human followers ofWisdom, not Wisdom herself, who effectively create the order and defeat the
chaos in the human world.
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Several conclusions can be drawn from this framework of the divine domain.

Since it perfectly suits the needs of the basic bipolar paradigm that we find in

Proverbs, yet, from the theological point of view it does not give an answer to the

question of the origin of folly, merely putting it aside, it is almost certain that this

theological framework was derived from the wisdom paradigm and not vice versa.

Thus, we can see that the theological questions are, as it was asserted earlier on, of

only secondary importance to the proverbial sages. Further, we can see that the

bipolar nature of the proverbial paradigm goes deeper than merely dividing people

into wise and fools; it is engraved into the very nature of the entire cosmos. The

heavenly realm was seen by the sages as a place of persistent battle between forces of

order and chaos, and although their theological perspective is not entirely dualistic,
the dualism plays a critical part in it, disassociating God from Folly, and thus

consequently from evil.

Having considered the overall 'layout' of the divine domain, it is time to turn

our attention to the proverbial view of God himself, and the proverbial religious

attitudes. The descriptive rather than defining use of the divine name, seen in its

application to the non-Israelite sections of Proverbs, implies that the identification of

Yahweh in Proverbs must be based on his character, which can be witnessed in the

world, rather than national, territorial and cultic factors. This perspective does

explain the lack of involvement of the book with the cultic issues, since with this

concept of Yahweh's identity, the Yahwistic cult is by its very nature only a special

case, or a particular expression, of the more general principles which govern

interaction between the human and the divine. The logical conclusion of such a

stance is that the harmony with the divine character must take precedence over the

formal conformity with cultic practice, and this attitude is expressed explicitly in the

book on several occasions. Consider the following passages:

The sacrifice of wicked people is an abomination to Yahweh, but the prayer of
the righteous is his pleasure. The wicked man's way is abomination to
Yahweh, but he loves one who pursues righteousness. [Prov 15:8-9]

Yahweh is distant from the wicked people, but he listens to the prayer of the
righteous ones. [Prov 15:29]
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To do what is righteous and just is preferable to Yahweh than a sacrifice. [Prov
21:3]

The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination,43 how much more when he
brings it in deviousness. [Prov 21:27]

While cultic practice is acknowledged in all of these, only rarely does the book

admonish one to engage in cultic activity per se. In fact, one could almost gain the

impression that the cult is not worth the trouble, that it is dispensable:

In loyalty and truth guilt is atoned for, and in the fear of Yahweh [one] turns
away from evil. [Prov 16:6]

The man who says:44 'this is holy!', is being trapped, but after vows [have been
made, they are] to be bestowed.45 [Prov 20:25]

However, at least on one occasion [Prov 3:9] the sages encourage involvement with the

cult, and this, in combination with the earlier observed systematic use of HIIT,

renders the simple conclusion that the sages rejected the cult untenable. Rather, the

sages understood the Yahwistic religion in much broader terms than a narrowly
defined set of cultic rituals. The proverbial Yahwism finds its centre not in the formal

cult but in the concept offear of Yahweh, which we will deal with in chapter 5.

The observations concerning the divine domain made so far can be

summarised as follows. The divine sphere is inaccessible to humans, it belongs to

one God referred to as mn\ His influence is not limited by national boundaries, and

his character can be witnessed in the world by all those who seek to understand the

world. In relationship to this God cultic practice is of only secondary importance, the

proverbial emphasis is on ethical obligations rooted in the divine character and

demand. In spite of the fact that Yahweh is the only and sovereign deity in the

theological framework of the book, a continuous battle between the forces of order

and chaos takes place within the divine domain, represented by the figures of

Wisdom and Folly. These two are equals in terms of their potential to make an

impact on human life, but the former is backed by Yahweh and as a result

43
© + Kupico, but that is interpretative, as the deity is clearly implied by the sacrificial language.

44 The root and meaning of I?7^ is unclear, but in the context a verbum dicendi is expected.
45

m ij??1?; © renders B colon freely peni yap to eu£aa0ai peTavoelv ytueTai, to change [his]
mind having made a vow.
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permanently has the upper hand. Thus, while in theory the proverbial outlook is

monotheistic, in practical terms it is dualistic.46

Sheol

The next segment of the tripartite world is Sheol, the land of the dead. This

sphere is sometimes perceived in terms of two figures in the ANE mythologies and

traces of such a concept are also found in Proverbs:

Sheol and Abaddon are never sated, and the eyes ofman are never sated. [Prov
27:20]

Sheol and Abaddon are before Yahweh, how much more hearts of sons ofmen.
[Prov 15:11]

While in the first case it needs to be noted that the pair appear here possibly only for

poetic reasons, to form a more suitable parallel to the pair of eyes, in the second

example there are no such poetic reasons; the B colon could easily have been

formulated so as to produce rhythmic balance to a shorter A colon with Sheol alone.

It is, therefore, likely that the sages' notion of Sheol closely resembled that of other

ANE cultures, but the information contained in the book itself is rather limited. We

know that Sheol is entered at the point of death and is inhabited by the [Prov

2:18; 9:18; 21:16], but it is not possible for us to determine from the book itselfwho these

beings are and what role they play in the underworld.

While we cannot form a very clear picture of what Sheol is like from the

book, its significance to the sages is rather unambiguous. Sheol represents to them

the complete end of any meaningful existence. Consider the following passage:

Should they say: 'Come with us, let us lie in wait for blood, let us wait for the
innocent just for fun.47 Let us swallow them alive — like Sheol,48 and in one
piece,49 like those who descend to the pit.' [Prov 1:11-12]

46
Thus, the application of the term monotheism to the book is problematic, to say the least (pace

Bostrom 1990:88).
47 Lit. without cause.
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The robbers, waiting to ambush and kill a person, compare themselves to Sheol. By

implication, Sheol is a violent and destructive place, one where a person does not

want to be of their own choice.

Significantly, Sheol is usually associated with folly [e.g. Prov 5:5; 7:27; 9:18],

while wisdom is perceived as capable of preventing one from descending to Sheol

[Prov 15:24; 23:14], Yet, this is not to be understood in absolute terms. Nowhere is it

asserted in Proverbs that the wise will not die; having made this claim, some

comments are due on three particular sayings. The first of these is Prov 12:28:

mm Tin am npnsrmtovi t - jt • : I v \ v : a - /| t t : - i :

The Hebrew of this verse is clearly corrupt, the B colon being syntactically

impossible and making little sense as it stands. The interpreters divide broadly into

two camps, one that wishes to preserve the negative found in L, others who

follow the versions and many Hebrew manuscripts reading instead; in both cases

nnTi] has to be emended. The problem with the former approach is that it requires
one to assume that the negative is employed contrary to the normal usage and to

ignore its imperative force. Thus, for instance, Dahood (1960) accepts Deilitzsch's

view that HIO is a participle and niQ~i^lS! means there is no dying, but such a

construction would normally use "pK; overall Dahood's proposal to vocalise ^p"l
and understand rQTG as containing 3fs sfx, i.e., the treading of her path is

immortality, is not convincing. In my view the best solution appears that of Tourney

(quoted by McKane 1970:451) to emend PUTD to frO TIES; the difference being

plausibly explained by an audible error. Obviously, the meaning of the text is entirely

dependent on the particular emendation or exception to the standard Hebrew usage

48 Or let us swallow them as Sheol swallows life (McKane (1970:221). Oesterley (8) points out a

personification of Sheol in Isa 5:14, and O'Callaghan (1954:169) brings attention to the image of
Mot's hungry mouth in the Baal Epic.
49 So McKane (1970:269), who sees here reference to Mot, possibly also completely (see the note
above).
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that an interpreter chooses. It is certainly not possible to speak of immortality in
Proverbs on the grounds of this verse alone.

The second saying that needs a few comments in this respect is Prov 14:32:

inion nom jrch nrrr irons
I i • - j : \v : t t jv t • t t i : \

The referent of the suffix of IniftS is unclear and may be either the wicked or the

righteous, the matter being further complicated by the lack of clarity of Hph, for as
McKane (1970:475) points out, the notion behind HDll is that of seeking refuge, not

finding it. It is most likely that, as © indicates, lit is corrupted and we should read

in his integrity, resulting in a superior parallel to his evil, and render

By his evil the wicked is brought down, but the righteous seeks a refuge even
in his integrity.

There is one more saying that could be used to challenge the claim that the

notion of immortality is foreign to Proverbs:

The path of life leads upwards50 for the intelligent person, so that it turns away
from Sheol below. [Prov 15:24]

It is tempting to understand the contrast below/upwards as referring to two kinds of

afterlife, but such a reading arises out of a preconceived theological perspective

rather than the text itself. As the netherworld is pictured here to be located beneath

the surface of the earth, movement upwards is the natural poetic expression for

releasing Sheol's hold on a person. It should be noted that in the imagery there is no

locality contrasting Sheol. The verse is not concerned with going to some place other

than Sheol, but with the ability of the intelligent person to keep a distance from it.

Neither of these two verses can, therefore, be used to argue for a concept of

meaningful afterlife in Proverbs.

50
m n'ptJi?'?, supported by 5 rP \ nm"73, upwards. © 8iauof|gaTa, thoughts, most likely due to a

misunderstanding or reinteipretation on behalf of the translator. McKane (1970:479) is of the view
that © did not have n'pyn1? and 111312 in its Vorlage, but it should be noted that while these are not
translated in ®, there are substitutions for both words — © is clearly not translating Hebrew text that
would simply have the two words missing.
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Nor is there any indication that the most abstract word for life that BH has,

□^il, refers in Proverbs to anything else but the earthly human experience. Consider
the following verses:

My son, do not forget my teaching, may your heart guard my commands. For
they will add to you length of days and years of life, and peace. [Prov 3:1-2]

Blessed is a man [who] has found wisdom ... length of days is in her right
hand, wealth and glory in her left ... She is [the] tree of life, whoever grasp her
and lay hold of her, each one of them51 is blessed.
[Prov 3:13, 16, 18]

For with me [i.e. Wisdom] your days will multiply and years of life will be
added to you. [Prov 9:11].52

The overall picture is not of wisdom leading to immortality, but rather of wisdom

preventing untimely death. The conclusion that the proverbial sages did not believe

in any meaningful existence after death is hard to avoid.

The World ofthe Living

The sages showed limited curiosity about heaven, and their interest in death

and Sheol is limited to avoiding it; the real arena for exercising wisdom is the sphere

of the living. It is this tangible world that the sages sought to understand, and

ultimately use that understanding to their own benefit. This domain is the result of

the creative activity of God. Our primary insight into the proverbial understanding of

the origins of the cosmos comes again from Prov 8:22-31 quoted above. However, it

needs to be pointed out that this text is not intended as a source of detailed
information about the process of creation. Rather, its primary purpose is to

strengthen the claims that wisdom is the key to successful life by showing that

Wisdom knows all that is to be known about the human world. Thus, while the text

speaks about the creative activity of God, it quite clearly assumes that the reader has

some prior knowledge on the subject.

51 Note the shift from pi. to sg; S, € read pi., but that is most likely an attempt to smooth the text.
52 For textual notes see p. 68.
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The human world, designated by the Hebrew words f"IK and emerges
as Yahweh imposes order on the forces of chaos, referred to as DinFl. This

subjugation of the chaos is pictured in three stages:

When he established the heavens, I was there, when he engraved the horizon
upon the surface of the primeval ocean, when he made the sky above firm,
when he overpowered the springs of the primeval ocean, when he set for the
sea its limit (so that water would not cross its edge), when he hollowed out the
foundations of the earth. [Prov 8:27-29]53

First, an upper limit is imposed on Diiin by which a higher region is created, the

heavens. The upper boundary is called here Cpnty. In the second stage, limits are

imposed on the chaos from beneath, when Yahweh overpowers and restrains its

sources, After this stage the primeval waters cease to be called Dlnri, and are

referred to as ET or which is probably to reflect the diminishing power of chaos.

In the final stage, the sea is limited alongside the horizontal plane and the

foundations of the land are laid.

The key characteristic of the cosmos as presented in this text is its

orderliness. God not only created the world but he also set boundaries to its

individual elements by taming the initial chaos. It is this orderliness that lies at the

heart of the proverbial understanding and allows the sages to predict how a person's

life is to unfold in the future on the basis of their present actions. While the presence

of this orderliness in the proverbial perception of the world is broadly accepted by

the interpreters, its nature, and more specifically the precise character of the link

between actions and their consequences, has been a subject of scholarly debate for

some time.

There are two basic models. In the first one, retributive justice is in operation,

with God being its administrator. In the second model, there is a simple action-

consequence order built-in, where each act produces a particular outcome

automatically, without the need for divine involvement. Such an understanding was

first proposed by Koch (1983), who argued that 'there is not even a single convincing

53
For textual notes see p. 63.
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reference to suggest a retribution teaching [in Proverbs], ... We ... find ... a

conviction that Yahweh pays close attention to the connection between actions and

destiny, hurries it along, and "completes" it when necessary' (p. 64). Rather than

being retributive, the mechanism by which actions and their consequences are linked
is characterised by an inherent relationship between the nature of the action and its

consequence, and further, it operates in terms of either blessing or destruction with

no differentiation according to the severity of the triggering action (p. 59-60).

Quite clearly the two models are mutually exclusive, and lead to a rather

different understanding of the proverbial world and theology. I will, therefore,

examine Koch's action-consequence model in some detail, in order to see whether it
can be successfully applied to the book. Much weight is given by Koch to the fact

that the relationship between an action and its consequences is simply expressed or

assumed in the majority of the proverbial sayings, but nothing is said about the

mechanism of this relationship. He deduces from this that the consequences are

directly and automatically brought about by the action itself. As all conclusions

drawn from silence are problematic, it is necessary to consider whether the lack of

information about the action-consequence mechanism cannot be accounted for on

other grounds, and if so, whether such an explanation may not be more plausible.

First of all, some consideration must be given to the proverbial genre. A

proverb typically consists of less than a dozen words. Thus the amount of detail it

can deal with is significantly limited. The author will have to make a strict choice

about what to include and what to leave out. This is further complicated by the fact

that a proverb needs to retain a relative autonomy; it must be possible to understand

the sense of the proverb without a fixed literary context. As a result, a proverb cannot

but schematise. Thus, it should be expected that it will express only the minimal

information which is essential to conveying the message on the author's mind. If the

author's intention is to draw attention to a link between particular actions and

particular consequences (and this certainly is the case in much of the material in

Proverbs), what the author cannot omit is the depiction of the action and of the
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related consequence. The one thing that he can afford to leave out are the details of

the actual process that links them. More so, this is something that the author may

even wish to omit, for proverbs are paradigms, and paradigms are intended to

transfer input data into output information without having to go into the details of the

internals. Take for example this well known saying:

Who digs a pit may54 fall into it, and who rolls a stone it may roll back over55
him. [Prov 26:27]

The intention is to warn one from the dangers of digging a pit. This can be

understood in a number of ways, literally, metaphorically, or even as referring to

malicious intent. In any case, it is of little importance whether one may slip into the

pit while digging it, or fall into it later having forgotten about it, or any other way.

What matters is what may happen, not how it may happen and the fact that the how is

not expressed prevents us from limiting the how to a single mode.56

Since the nature of the form is such that it seriously limits the amount of

detail discussed, both by necessity and design, no definite conclusions about the

nature of the relationship between action and consequence can be made unless this

relationship is more explicitly described in the material. This, in turn, requires that
we interpret the silence in the light of the limited number of sayings that offer a more

detailed insight into the action-consequence chain, and not vice versa; failure to do

so is a significant methodological fallacy that casts doubts on the validity of the

action-consequence model.57

54 The Px should probably not be rendered falls / will fall (e.g. Toy 479), since such an assertion is of
gnomic character, and gnomic notions are expressed in the proverbial material by Sx.
55
m V1?* requires such a rendering in the context, cf. ©.

36 See also Bostrom (1990:112).
57
An objection could be raised at this point that such an approach assumes that the two types of

material represent the same school of thought. I wish to make two brief points in addressing such an

objection. First, this study limits itself to a synchronic examination of the book. The present aim is to
understand the worldview conveyed by the book in its totality and it is from this starting point that this
approach stems (in fact Koch does not argue that there are two different schools of thought in
Proverbs, so that this approach is fully valid in critiquing his model). Second, all attempts to separate
the proverbial material into groups that represent significantly different schools of thought, typically
religious vs. secular, have so far failed (the most thorough attempt was made by McKane 1970, for a
critique of which see Wilson 1987 and Weeks 1994:57-73). While I do not wish to exclude such a

Continued on the following page
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I now want to examine at least some of the material which provides more

specific information about the link between actions and consequences in Proverbs, to

test the action-consequence model further. The main difference between the two

models is in the role God plays in them. In the action-consequence model Yahweh is

not a free agent, but a passive executor, whose behaviour is determined by the

inherent link between action and its consequence; the consequences that one suffers

as a result of one's actions are not in any way modifiable by him. The only control he

has is over the speed with which the inherent relationship materialises. Further, and

possibly more importantly, the mechanism must also be able to function without his

involvement, automatically, otherwise it is meaningless to talk about built-in

consequences.

There are a number of occasions in the book, where a particular action is

described as pleasing or displeasing to Yahweh, for instance:

False scales are an abomination to Yahweh, but an honest weight is his
pleasure. [Prov 11:1]

I cannot but agree with Koch that such verses ultimately imply that God is going to

respond in some appropriate way (p. 62). Yet, it should be noticed that by saying that

something is an abomination to Yahweh, Yahweh's value judgement on the action is

expressed. Thus, it is unavoidably implied that the criteria for the appropriate

response is inherent to Yahweh, rather than to the action itself. If the consequences

were permanently built-in, Yahweh's value judgement would be irrelevant.

The concept offear of Yahweh, which I have previously touched on, points in
a similar direction. If the consequences of actions are permanently and unchangeably

built-in, humans are not only fully in control of their own lives, but also of God who

ceases to be a power to reckon with, to fear, to worship or to trust. It becomes

possibility in principle, in the light of the brevity built into the genre it seems that a convincing case
could only be made on the grounds of some additional, external information about the origins of
wisdom in Israel, not from the proverbial material per se.
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impossible to talk about any real person-to-person relationship between human

beings and God, yet, this is precisely what we find in Proverbs:

As for Yahweh's discipline, my son, do not reject [it] and do not loathe [it]
when he rebukes you. For whom Yahweh loves he rebukes, but like a father he
delights in his son. [Prov 3:11-12]58

Here God is not a detached courier of consequences out of his control, but his
involvement with a person has a clear emotive element, he is compared to a loving

father disciplining a child. Parental discipline is not simply about inflicting

punishment, but about moulding the child for his or her own benefit. It is quite

clearly implied here that the divine action is not a simple delivery of predefined

consequences, but that the relationship between God and human beings is at least as

complex as one between a human father and his children. We should also note, that

the young man is not portrayed here as a fool who suffers for his folly. Rather, these

verses imply a situation in which the treatment the young man may receive appears

to be inappropriate or disproportionate to his actions. Immediately before, he was

admonished to trust God and rely on him and was promised prosperity in return. In

that context vv. 11-12 can have only one possible function, to stand as a guard

against absolutisation of the promises and as an explanation of situations where a

person trusts God, but the immediate reward seems to be lacking.

That the relationship between God and humans is dynamic rather than static

is also indicated by the references to prayers of the righteous [e.g. Prov 15:29]. These

show that Yahweh's behaviour can be influenced. We cannot conceive ofprayer here

as yet another simple action with a built-in consequence, because it is implied that

only the prayer of the righteous can achieve any positive result [Prov 15:9, 28],

Further, even God's protection of the righteous is not always seen as automatic.

Consider the following verse:

Yahweh's name is a fortified tower, a righteous person runs into it and is
inaccessible. [Prov 18:10]

58 For textual notes see p. 73.
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The righteous person's protection does not originate in the righteousness per se, but
in Yahweh's name, i.e., an active invocation of God, here expressed in the poetic

terms of running. Again the indications are that the relationship between God and the
outcome of a person's behaviour is not entirely straightforward.

We could point out a number of other notions found in the book that speak

against the action-consequence model in a similar manner, and I will just briefly list
some of them before moving on to one final and major problem of the action-

consequence theory. Both humble and glorified states are appropriate for the wise [e.g.

Prov 15:16,33], and the right choices sometimes mean lack ofmaterial prosperity. Again,

this suggests that a person's present state is not determined by previous actions in

any simple manner. Elsewhere, we come across the idea that God considers not only

the actions, but also the hidden attitudes [Prov i5:ii; 17:3]. This introduces yet another

variable that influences what happens to a person, for which a simple action-

consequence model cannot account. In Prov 19:14 we find a comparison between

receiving an inheritance and finding a prudent wife. The main thrust of the verse

seems to be that finding a prudent wife cannot be taken for granted, i.e., the sage

does not seem to have any clear advice for the young man on how to find such a

wife, or, in other words, there does not seem to be a very clear and predictable

action-consequence relationship. An entirely unambiguous statement about God's

ultimate control over the results of human undertaking is Prov 21:31. Here it is

plainly asserted that human activities that are essential to military success, are no

guarantee of it. Prov 21:1 goes even further, declaring that Yahweh has absolute

control not only over the consequences, but also over the actions of a king.

While the cumulative weight of the evidence presented so far is in my view

sufficient to reject the action-consequence model, there is one further aspect of

Yahweh's role in Proverbs that speaks forcibly against it, and which is also an

essential part of the Proverbial perception of God and the world. Repeatedly,

throughout the book, we find God in the function of a judge and executor of justice.

Consider this scene at the gate:
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Do not steal from the impoverished because he is impoverished, and do not
crush the poor in the gate. For Yahweh fights their case and will squeeze59 life
from those who rob them. [Prov 22:22-23]

The terminology that is employed in v. 23A, □2"H PITT, is unmistakably legal.

God is portrayed here as an enforcer of justice, who will fight the case of the

oppressed with the result of robbing the oppressor. The verse goes far beyond

claiming that the oppressor will have to make restitution to the poor, and it is hard

not to understand it as implying that Yahweh is going to impose punishment on the

offender, i.e., the verse is talking about retribution. Consider also the following

proverb:

A good person meets favour from Yahweh, but he convicts a scheming man.
[Prov 12:2]

Here we find Hiphil of UffiH which Koch suggests means to treat someone as guilty

and thus afflict them (p. 63). However, the transitive Hiphil of this verb has a

technical juridical sense, meaning to pronounce someone guilty (KBL ). There is no

indication in this verse that we should not understand the verb in this regular sense.

Quite clearly, Yahweh functions here as a judge. Here is yet another picture of a

courtroom scene:

Rescue those taken to death, and those staggering to be killed, surely,60 you
should keep [them] back.61 Indeed, you may say: 'mercy, we62 did not know
this',63 does not he who examines hearts understand and he who guards64 your
life, [does not] he know? And he will repay to man according to his deed. [Prov
24:11-12]

While v. 11 is somewhat obscure, the legal thrust of v. 12 is unmistakable. Koch is

aware that the Hiphil of found here has a definite juridical usage, but he suggests

interpreting it as Yahweh 'turn[ing] (the effects of) an action back/towards the

59
tit l?3p is difficult, I follow here the suggestion of Cody (1980:425) based on evidence from Arabic.

60
!Tt DN; McKane (1970:400) takes this with a negative force as in oaths, but due to the obscurity of

the meaning of v. 11 the force is difficult to evaluate.
61

© adds negative: pf) <]>ei<7T), do not draw back, but the © text makes little sense, most likely the
Vorlage was corrupted.
62
© reads sg., but that is most likely an attempt to smooth the text; the pi. should be retained, as it has

a rhetorical force. The speaker here not only excuses his failure to act, but also implicitly invokes the
failure of others in his defence.
63
Toy (446) prefers to follow D and understand this as it is not in my power, but such a rendering is

not justified.
64
III © o TrXaoas', who formed, i.e., ~IS\ hi forms a slightly better parallel with Ab.
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person' (p. 63). Yet, if we consider the first half of the verse (which Koch does not,

referring only to 24:12b!), it is obvious that the whole process involves close scrutiny
on behalf ofYahweh, scrutiny that goes beyond the surface action to the motivations

of the heart. We can thus hardly perceive Yahweh's role as mechanistic,

automatically setting in motion the consequence triggered by the action.

That Yahweh has the function of a judge is also clear in this proverb:

Many seek the face of a ruler, but man's justice is from Yahweh. [Prov 29:26]

This verse has a chiastic A-B-C-C'-B'-A' structure on the semantic level, which

presents us with two courtrooms, earthly and heavenly.65 In the human court there

are many seeking justice, but only the divine judge in the divine court is able to

provide it.

There are some places where even Koch is forced to admit that Yahweh plays

some active role:

If one who hates you is hungry, feed him with bread66 and if he is thirsty give
him water to drink, For you are raking burning coals upon his head and
Yahweh will recompense you. [Prov 25:21-22]

Koch suggests that the common rendering of the verb in v. 22 as to reward is

unfounded, and that the original sense of the root, to be complete is appropriate here.

'Yahweh "completes" the good action of the person ... by means of the appropriate

consequences which follow' (p. 60). Koch is right that does not mean to

reward. The notion expressed by the verb is essentially of one person making a

contribution to another person to a degree necessary for restoring a disturbed

equilibrium. In the present context the person suffers a loss at the hands of someone

else but is encouraged not to resort to the natural way to recover this loss. Instead, it

is asserted that God will compensate the person, i.e., God will provide whatever is

necessary to restore the disturbed equilibrium. D^tV here does not refer to the

65
Era-ess;?? mrrm ✓si?:-"? crejpna crr-n where a - cran, a'

BS^c-btfiOjC'-nyr;.
66 Omitted by versions, also water in the B colon (cf. Rom 12:10).

- CTK; B - "S tre;f?31p; B' -
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completion of the person's inactivity, but of the reversal of the person's initial loss.

God is not completing the 'good' action. Rather, he is supplying the action which

would have naturally recovered the loss and which the person was advised to avoid
— the source of the compensation is not the human passivity but the divine activity;

the human passivity would not result in restoration of the equilibrium if God did not

act.

It should be clear by now that if one wishes to postulate a system of action-

consequence that accommodates the observations made so far, it will have to be

more complex than a simple linear relationship between an action and its

consequences such as that postulated by Koch. Such a model fails to account for
what is clearly the rather complex nature of Yahweh's involvement in the chain of

events between human actions and their ultimate consequences. In the proverbial

world, Yahweh is the ultimate decision-maker, one who determines the appropriate

consequences. These are not decided on the basis of the past actions alone. There is

also a relational factor present, as the wisdom concept offear of Yahweh manifests,
and God considers attitudes as well as actions; the divine judge, who is absolutely

just, is an inseparable part of the proverbial world.

The observations made here lead to very much the same conclusion as that of

Bostrom (1990:136-39):

The term 'order' is appropriate as a designation of the world-view of the sages.
The book of Proverbs in the main believes in a world which is characterized by
regularity, order and harmony. ... [T]he belief in the character-consequence
relationship, though forcefully asserted, was to a certain extent 'tentative' and
not without vacillation, even though this rarely comes to expression in the
book. ... However, ... if one is to make use of the term 'order' to signify the
world-view of Israelite wisdom, it must first be qualified theologically as the
order which the Lord has established and upholds. ... Our investigation ... has
led us to the conclusion that the world-view of the sages was neither built upon
a concept of an impersonal order nor of actions with 'automatic,' built-in
consequences, but on the active participation of the Lord in the affairs of men
in conjunction with man's own responsibility.

The world is orderly, yet, this order is Yahweh's order. It has been put in place by

him and it is subjected to his control. The predictability of this order, albeit subject to
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exceptions, is not due to its fixed nature, but due to the implied stability of Yahweh's

character.

The Makeup of Qoheleth's Cosmos

The Divine Sphere

Similarly to Proverbs, Qoheleth's world contains the three spheres that

belong to God, to the living, and to the dead. Turning our attention initially to the

divine domain, Qoheleth's comments on it are scarce. This he shares with the

proverbial sages, with whom he considers it to be entirely separate from the human

sphere, entirely outside of human reach [Qoh 5:1]. However, Qoheleth has plenty of

things to say about God who occupies this domain, referring to God directly some

forty times. While in the case of Proverbs a strict definition of the word monotheistic

did not fully capture the book's outlook, Qoheleth's perspective is thoroughly

monotheistic, in the most rigid sense of the word. There is not a single hint in the

book that Qoheleth is prepared to consider more than one deity or a force of any kind
in operation alongside God, nor is there any apologetic against polytheistic views.

This latter fact is of some interest, for Hellenistic influence on the society of

Qoheleth's day was significant, and the documented tension between traditional

Judaism and the penetrating Hellenism would have been impossible to escape.67 It is
as ifQoheleth writes from and to a different, unreal, world in which there is only one

God and where this issue is settled, for both him and his audience. It is quite

tempting to suggest, that he might be addressing readers whose deliberation has

moved well beyond the problems faced by the 'popular theology' of the day, what

one may want to call an 'academic' audience.

67 As I have explained in chapter 2 (see note 56 on p. 76), I agree with the wide scholarly consensus
that the book should be dated sometime in the third century BC.
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In the context of Qoheleth's implied monotheistic stance it should be further

noted that Qoheleth does not make any explicit references to Israel and its religious

institutions, save alluding to Solomon and Jerusalem. While Proverbs does not show

any real interest in these matters either, we saw that an attempt is made in the book to

identify the God of the sages with HUT. In contrast, Qoheleth refers to God

exclusively as never using the tetragrammaton. Yet, in the light of the

aforementioned reference to Jerusalem and the allusion to the splendour of the

Solomonic court, it is not only almost certain that this implicit monotheism stems

from Qoheleth's Jewish heritage, but also that he does not wish to distance himself

from it. Why then does he not at least use the personal name miT in a manner the

proverbial sages did?

The absence of the tetragrammaton cannot be explained as being due to the

later tendency of Judaism not to use the personal name out of reverence, for it can be

seen in Ben Sira that the use of it was still acceptable in pious (wisdom) circles of the

mid second century. I am, therefore, inclined to think that Qoheleth does not use the

personal name mm for precisely the same reasons that Proverbs made such a

consistent use of it. As I argued previously, the systematic application of the name to

all material in Proverbs is an expression of the belief that Yahweh is God of all the

earth and of all peoples, and can be universally witnessed by those who seek to

understand the world. Once this theological perspective is accepted, it is no more

necessary to press the point in the manner attested in Proverbs and the reasoning can

move further onto a more abstract level. Since the name is purely descriptive, and

since there is but one God, the discussion would naturally move from the question

who is the true God? solely to the question what is God like? and it is precisely on

this level that Qoheleth operates.68 In other words, it would appear that the

68 This question plays an important role in the book, be it more often implied than expressed. It is
precisely this question that is responsible for the unease which many a reader of the book senses. This
is due to the fact that the logical question that follows next is whether the God is anything like the God
of the cult, in this case Yahweh. Qoheleth does not address this latter question, but it does not take
much to turn Qoheleth into a sceptical rejection of any real significance of the formal religion,
especially since he does not feel the need to identify explicitly with Yahwism.
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theological environment in which Qoheleth is placed is quite different from the one

in which the proverbial sages found themselves. While HUT was a universal God for

the proverbial sages themselves, this perspective seems to have needed to be

defended before those outside of the wisdom tradition; in contrast the book of

Qoheleth attests no such need.69

The basic image of God in Qoheleth is that of a sovereign despot, who is

fully in charge, has no obligations and is accountable to no-one. In no sense can

humans deal with him on a par; he is not a God to be trifled with. This is the basic

principle of Qoheleth's approach to human-God relationships, as it is expounded in

Qoh 5:

Watch your step70 when you go to the house of God, and approach71 more to
obey72 than to offer a sacrifice [as] the fools [do].73 For they do not know they
are about to do74 evil.75 Do not make your mouth to haste and do not let your
heart hurry to utter a word before God. For God is in heaven and you upon the

69 This observation raises certain questions with respect to the historical setting of the two traditions.
Although these are not of immediate interest for the present study, they are worth pursuing and will be
addressed briefly in the Excursus.
70 Lit. foot.
71 The infa. has the function of an impv. (WOC 35.5.1). Fox (1989:210) reads noun/adjective, but if
that was the case, i.e., if Ab was an explanation of the command in Aa, "O rather than ] would to be
expected, as elsewhere in the book.
72 Gordis (1955a:237) argues for the sense to understand. However, considering the clearly cultic
setting, the direct parallel with foolish sacrifices, and especially the emphasis on fulfilling vows, it is
far more plausible to understand PBE? in the sense suggested above, with a close parallel in 1 Sam
15:22.
73 The syntax of this clause is difficult. The infc. riFID has two modifiers: (1) it forms a construct chain
with □"'wOS/l (which is the rectum) - giving of the fools, as indicated by the accents; (2) it has a
direct object PQT - to give a sacrifice. S in my view understands the text correctly rendering
somewhat freely ndiiLcon rXTiiaan ~i\y \ 5n t ~7l\ ztohxio, i.e., draw near to
listen, it is better than offering of sacrifices offools. ©, a' and 0' read (rrrep Sopa, i.e., ]FIB0 and ©
reads further Guoia ctou making 9uoia aou the subject: and [be] your sacrifice nearer to obeying than
gift of the fools, which somewhat softens the radical statement that no sacrifice at all is better than a
bad sacrifice, which is more in line with Qoheleth's style.
74 The infc. is problematic; the idiomatic expression 7 PT1 with infc. means to know how to but that
does not seem to make sense in the context, b + infc. can denote imminent future (WOC 36.2.3d, g),
this use is found in elsewhere Qoheleth [e.g. Qoh 3:15] and fits very well with Qoh 5:1-6, especially 5:3
(cf. also Prov 15:8). Crenshaw (1988:114) prefers rendering by a present tense: they are doing evil,
but it would appear in the context that Qoheleth is speaking from a point of view where foolish
sacrifice can still be avoided. The suggestion that the fools are good, because they lack the brains to
do evil (Gordis 1955a:238) is unconvincing in the context (cf. v. 3).
75

Ogden's (1987b:76) rendering havoc, based on the assertion that P"1 in Qoheleth refers only to
calamities or enigmatic situations while HP7 is used to refer to moral evil is misguided, for the two
words are clearly synonymous in Qoh 8:11.
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earth. Therefore, let your words be few. For the dream comes with much
occupation, and the voice of a fool with many words. When you made a vow
before God, do not delay to fulfil it, for there is no delight in fools— what you
vowed fulfil. One who does not vow is better [off] than one who vows and
does not fulfil. Do not let76 your mouth cause77 your body to sin, and do not
dispute with the messenger,78 saying: 'This is a mistake!'. Why should God be
angry on account of your voice and ruin the work of your hands? For amongst
multiplying dreams and futile activities,79 and excessive words,80 surely fear
God. [Qoh 4:17-5:6]

•*81This is the only place in the book that Qoheleth touches upon cult in any detail.
This passage shows that Qoheleth does not reject the cult as meaningless. Indeed, he
takes it very seriously, asserting that taking it lightly is seriously short-sighted and
self-destructive. Here Qoheleth comes closest to the proverbial belief that God

punishes the wicked and blesses the righteous, for while he is unable to affirm the

general validity of that principle, it appears that even Qoheleth is not ready to suggest

that God will suffer being personally abused and manipulated.

The passage above shows, that while Qoheleth never uses the phrase fear of
Yahweh or fear ofGod, the concept is not foreign to him. It appears for the first time
in Qoh 3:

And I saw the occupation which God gave to the human beings to
occupy/afflict [themselves] with. He makes everything beautifully in its time,
he also put ignorance in their hearts, because of which man is not able to find
the deeds which God does — from the beginning to the end. I came to know
that there is nothing better for them but to rejoice and to do well in one's life.
But also every man who can eat and drink and enjoy the fmit-of-his-labour —
it is a gift of God. I came to know that whatever God may do, will be forever
— it is impossible to add to it and it is impossible to subtract from it. And God
does this so that they would fear him. [Qoh 3:10-14]82

76 Lit. do not give.
77
Reading Hiphil with an apocopated H.

78
© (S) + tou 0eou which is almost certainly interpretative.

79 This is the only place in the book outside of the inclusio Qoh 1:2 & 12:8 where appears in pi.
form, which suggests that it could be used here in a different manner than usually. Considering that
the whole passage deals with cultic activities, there is a possibility that has its normal OT
sense here referring to idols, but more likely it is a reference to all and any human activity, all of
which is in Qoheleth's view futile.
80 Barton (1908:125) suggests that and D"HZn should be transposed, but !Tt is supported by
both © and S, and there is no internal need for such an emendation.
81 Additional passing reference to cultic practice can be found in Qoh 9:2.
82 For textual notes see p. 80.
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Qoheleth's God expects humans to fear him, and in fact took active steps to ensure

that it would be so, by limiting human intellectual abilities and their practical

capability to interfere with his designs. Thus, the fear of God derives from the

awareness of the divine superiority. The fear itself is, as it transpires from Qoh 4:17-

5:6 quoted earlier, the awareness and acceptance of the qualitative divide between

God and the human race. In practical terms, it means avoiding any attempts to trifle

with God, to make promises with no intention to fulfil them, and in general to take

the cult light-heartedly. Therefore, although Qoheleth never uses the popular wisdom

saying found in Proverbs and elsewhere that fear of God is the beginning of wisdom,

he makes it quite clear that not fearing God is an act of sheer madness, and thus at

least implies that wisdom and fear of God go hand in hand.

The problem Qoheleth is facing is not that he does not consider fear of God to

be a wise and sensible attitude, but that he is unable to affirm that those who fear

God fare any better than those who do not:

Since the sentence of the evil deed is not carried out quickly, therefore the
heart of sons ofman is full within them to do evil— because a sinner does evil
a hundred [times], yet his [life] is prolonged — although I know that it should
be well with the fearers of God, those who keep fearing before him. And it
should not be well with the wicked, and [his] days should not be prolonged like
a shadow, because he did not fear before God. There is futility which is done
upon the earth, that there are righteous men to whom it happens as if they were
wicked and there are wicked men, to whom it happens as if they were
righteous. I said that also this is futile. [Qoh 8:11-14]83

Qoheleth's experience teaches him that in the real world there are righteous people

who suffer and wicked who prosper. Therefore, there is a tension between the last

two quoted passages, one encouraging to fear God, the other admitting that it may
make no observable difference. It is tempting to relegate the former text to a pious

editor, but I am inclined to think that both of these texts originated from the same

hand. The tension observed here is at the heart of Qoheleth's world which does not

subject itself to human rationality — this is the way, Qoheleth believes, God

83 For textual notes see p. 77.
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intended it. The rationale for fearing God is not simply that it pays off, but that God

is beyond human reach.

Sheol

In contrast to Proverbs where Sheol appears only as an acknowledged reality,

but never the subject of deliberation, Qoheleth gives it some thought, but even for

him it remains a great unknown:

I thought to myself concerning84 human beings: God makes clear85 to them and
shows86 them that they are animals.87 Indeed, as for the fate of88 human beings,
and the fate of an animal — 89they have the same fate: as [is] death of this, so
[is] death of the other and there is one breath to both. And there is no
advantage to man over an animal, for both are passing.90 They both are on
[their] way to the same place — both came from the dust and both are
returning to the dust. Who knows? Is the breath of the human beings ascending
above and the breath of the animals descending beneath to the earth?91 And I
saw that there is nothing better than [if] man rejoices in his deeds for this is his
portion. For who shall take him to look at that which will be afterwards?92 [Qoh
3:18-22]

84 Delitzsch (267) links not with Qoheleth's thinking but with the divine activity, i.e., God
does this for the sake ofsons ofman. However, if that was the case, one would expect some statement
explaining what it is about this particular divine activity that is done for the sake ofman. It is far more
natural to link the clause with the preceding verbum dicendi.
85 MH sense of "HD (see Jas). The BH sense is generally less abstract, to purge out, to select, to
polish, but the process of abstractisation is already on the way, as is seen from the application of the
adj. "1113 to speech (e.g. Zeph 3:9). The sense to select is not appropriate in the context which does
not assert exclusiveness of humanity (or some human beings) but rather the exact opposite. Gordis
(1955a:226) thinks that D-Q1? is a case of asseverative b before Sx. I am more inclined to understand
it as an infc. used as a finite form, a phenomenon that occurs in LBH (WOC 36.3.2a).
86
Reading with ©, D, and S as a Hiphil with an apocopated H.

87
lit Drib nan nan3~nnt?); reading Drib nann'Dn^. The pronoun nipn is not attested in © and

is probably a result of a dittography. The final an*? functions as an indirect object of the preceding
verb.
88
Reading with the versions as a construct form, lit has a nominal clause: for the sons ofman are an

accident, and an animal is an accident ...
89
Reading with many manuscripts and the versions nnpa instead of nnpai - this is likely to be a

scribal error due to parablepsis.
90 Hebrew ban , which 1 elsewhere translate futile, but here the emphasis is clearly on ephemerality.
91 I follow the versions in understanding the initial n of nban and nnnsn as an interrogative
particle. Gordis (1955a:228) notes that there is a tendency to vocalise the interrogative particle in the
same manner as the article when it stands before ^ or X (cf. Lev 10:19). Furthermore, even if one
understands these as articles, the whole clause still clearly remains a question because of the initial
sn.T ,Q.
92 The question can be understood in two ways, depending on the referent of the sfx on THOK: (1) no-
one can come back from the dead to look at what will be after him; (2) no-one can be taken while still
alive to have a preview of what will be afterwards, i.e., after death. The latter interpretation fits the

Continued on the following page
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It is possible that the deliberation about what happens to the human and animal HP"!
at the point of death reflects familiarity with a belief in a meaningful afterlife, but it
is not something to which Qoheleth himself appears to adhere. Irrespective of which

interpretation of THntf is adopted (see note 92 above), the basic implications remain

the same. There is no way that Qoheleth, or anyone else, can describe what happens

after death. The world of the dead is not accessible to the living and vice versa.

Consequently, Qoheleth's empirical methodology does not provide him with a

definite answer to the possibility of a meaningful afterlife, yet, it is obvious, that he

himself is sceptical in that matter. Sheol is a place of oblivion, where all that

characterises human earthly striving ends, and it is quite possible that Sheol is

nothing more for Qoheleth than a poetic image for non-existence:

Whatever you may be able to do, do it with your vigour, for there is no deed or
devising or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, where you are [already] going.
[Qoh 9:10]93

Before moving on to consider the human domain, I wish to draw attention to

two passages in the book immediately relevant to the present discussion:

And I turned94 and I saw all the oppression which is done under the sun. And
behold, the tear[s] of the oppressed, and they do not have a comforter, and
from the hand of their oppressors [comes]93 power, and they do not have a
comforter. And I congratulated96 the dead, who already died, over those still
living. And more97 than the two of them [I praised]98 the one who has not been
yet, who has not seen the evil deed that is done99 under the sun. [Qoh 4:1-3]

context much better. The 3ms sfx is of no consequence because it does not refer to any particular
noun, but is purely adverbial, cf. "HIT (Gordis 1955a:228). For such an adverbial use of TOOK
elsewhere in the book see Qoh 9:3 (note 112 on p. 162).
93 For textual notes see p. 202.
94 I am inclined to agree with Fox (1989:201), that the verb is not used here idiomatically, since this is
Qoheleth's first observation of oppression. If it was to modify 3K3 alone in the sense I had yet
another look at the world and saw and not 312) would be expected (for the distinction between
the two verbs see Joti § 177b). This reading is in harmony with III accents.
93 Gordis (1955a:228) suggests that 113 □!TpE)i? "Tip! is a nominal expression parallel to
□^p32X7n 31)33 and following the 3331. However, the conjunctions indicate in my view that 33111 is
part' of the first clause, with 03 311^3 3)31 being parallel to 33p2)I?3 3303 033]. Fox
(1989:201) emends to 3)31, but there is not textual support for such emendation and it is not
necessary to make sense of the text.
96
ill infa. abs., © has an aorist which could indicate Sx, but not necessarily. Infa. with 1 is used in

LBH to continue the preceding finite verb (see WOC 35.5.2b). This is in our case TQ^)"! in Qoh 4:1,
and therefore, the infa. is naturally rendered into Greek by aorist.
97 Lit. better.
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If a man begets a hundred [children] and lives many years, and as many as the
days of his years may be, but his soul would not be satiate from the goods, and
he100 even did not have101 a burial, I say: 'the miscarried one is better off than
him'. For in futility he came and in darkness he will go102 and in darkness his
name is covered. He did not see the sun either and did not get to know
[anything], there is more rest103 to this one than the other. Even if104 he lives a
thousand years twice, but does not enjoy himself, do not they both go to the
same place? [Qoh 6:3-6]

Here Qoheleth touches on the question of the nature of the existence of the unborn. It

is probably necessary to make a distinction between the two passages. In the second
text Qoheleth is concerned with a miscarried baby, i.e., someone who bypasses the

world under the sun. The former text would, on the other hand, seem to be talking
not about a person in a prenatal stage, but simply one that has not come into being at

all. It would appear from both texts, especially in the light of Qoheleth's insistence

that the traffic between the world of the living and Sheol goes entirely one-way, that

Qoheleth envisaged yet a fourth realm from which human beings come into the

world under the sun.105

98 The 11K indicates that those who have not been yet is the object of the verb from the previous verse,

pace Gordis (1955a:229) who sees here nominative absolute, on the grounds that the verb would be
too distant from the object. However, a dozen words hardly creates a distance that would interrupt the
flow of thought.
99 Gordis (1955a:229) prefers to read ptc with ©, I am inclined to understand the Sx in a gnomic sense.
100 Crenshaw (1988:120) takes this as a reference to the miscarried child. However, the miscarried
child is not introduced until the very end of the verse, and the 3ms sfx is used throughout the verse to
refer only to the unfortunate man (consider 131313 which comes after the sfx in question). This makes
Crenshaw's interpretation unlikely. The above rendering finds further support in the accentuation.
101 Gordis (1955a:249) asserts that the text as it stands does not make sense, and reads iUTTI Kl1?, in
the sense even if he has a proper burial. However, there are a number of objections against this
reading. (1) Gordis has to assume that the particle is used incorrectly, because for his
interpretation the condition must be real; (2) the particle would be superfluous for a real condition,
fulfilling identical functions as the already present □31; (3) the particle iO1! would stand at the
beginning and not between the subject and predicate. Gordis fails to appreciate that the conjunction
and does not have to be taken in a strictly Boolean sense, i.e., the clause as it stands does not
necessarily imply that failure to be satiate in life could somehow be compensated for by a proper
burial. Rather, Qoheleth, in his typical style, pictures a man at the extreme, who is both not satiate and
does not get a proper burial.
102

Following L IjT; 4QQoha "J^n.
Ifb

Reading with L 11113; 4QQoha 111113. Gordis (1955a:249) renders satisfaction because he considers
the statement there is more rest to be self-evident. However, satisfaction requires self-consciousness,
and it is precisely the point Qoheleth is making that the miscarried child has no consciousness at all.
104

Reading with m I^K; 4QQoha KlS DK1.
105 It is possible that we meet here the later rabbinic notion of ^13 in an incipient form.
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The World of the Living

While Qoheleth offers us some insights into the different segments of the

larger cosmos, he is mainly concerned with the sphere of the living, which he

typically designates as the under the sun (or under the heavens). Qoheleth never

speaks explicitly of the origins of the world in a manner similar to Prov 8:22ff, yet,

it is implied clearly enough that the world was created by God [e.g. Qoh 7:13; 12:1, 7].

There are two passages in the book that have special bearing on our understanding of

Qoheleth's cosmological perspective, and it is these that I will concentrate on next.

The first of these is the opening poem [Qoh 1:4-11]. This text, wedged between

the opening inclusio and the Solomonic experiment, can easily be dismissed as being

of little real significance. Yet, it is not some unnecessary embellishment, but rather

the whole of Qoheleth's reasoning stems from the outline of the cosmos that this

poem contains. The poem follows immediately after the programmatic question of

Qoh 1:3 whatprofit is therefor man in all his labour which he carries out under the

sun, which I have dealt with in chapter 1, and it is the beginning of Qoheleth's reply

to this question:

A generation106 is going, and a generation is coming, but the earth107 stands for
ever.

The sun is rising108 and the sun is setting, panting to its place, there it is rising
[again]. Going to the South, going to the North, circling, circling,109 the wind"0
is going, and the wind [keeps] returning on its circular path.11'
All the rivers are going to the sea, and the sea is [never] filled up. To the place
where the rivers are going, there they are going again.112 All the things113 are

106
Ogden (1986) proposed that "111 here refers not to human generations, but to the cycles of nature;

this has been convincingly refuted by Fox (1988b).
107 Fox (1988b) proposed that f "IK here refers to humanity as a whole. While Qoheleth quite clearly
envisages humanity as going on perpetually, I am inclined to think that VTK refers here to the earth, as
a stage not only for the movement of the generations but also as a reference point for the activity of
the other natural phenomena.
108

Reading nTiT instead of 1TI n"]T] in the light of the string ofptcs in vv. 4 -6.
109 The repeated DDID should be retained, note the 2+2+2+2 beat up to the zaqep qaton.
110 The gender disagreement of the preceding participles with 11T1 is most likely due to the fact that
the noun follows the opening verbs at a significant distance, and thus the text uses the generic
unmarked form which is retained once the subject has been stated. Such syntax is found several times
in the book [e.g. Qoh 7:7, 24] and elsewhere in the OT [e.g. 1 Kgs 19:11],
111 The final part after the zaqep qaton should be retained - the basic notion in the poem is that of
circularity, and this part closes the circle.
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wearisome"4 — one is not able to describe [them]. The eye will not [ever]"5
be satisfied by watching, nor will the ear be [ever] filled from'16 hearing.
Whatever has been, is that which will be, and that which has happened"7
[already] is that which will happen. And there is nothing new under the sun. Is
there"8 such a thing about which one could say: 'Look at this! this is new!'? It
already has been during the ages which were"9 before us.

There is no remembrance120 of the previous [generations],121 and also
concerning the later [generations] who will be, there will be no remembrance
of them with those who will be afterwards. [Qoh 1:4-11]

I have adopted a formal division of the text suggested by Rousseau (1981), who

argued that the poem consists of three two-verse stanzas framed within an opening

bi-colon and a closing tri-colon (see Appendix B). It can be observed that the first

112
Here I am inclined to side with those commentators who argue that n?1?1? CT3$ on in 7B

should be translated there they are returning to go, since, as Whybray (1988) pointed out, the
idiomatic use of HIE? in the sense to do something again is employed in reference to repeated activities
separated by a lapse of time, not to a single continuous activity and thus the phrase cannot be very
well rendered there they continue to go. Continuity, I think, would more likely be expressed by the
idiomatic use of e]D\
"J

Fox (1989:171) argues for the sense words, because "13^1 is never used in reference to material
things. However, here the reference is not to the four material objects, but to phenomena associated
with these, and "QT is regularly used of action or activity (e.g. Exod 9:6; 2 Sam 11:11). Loader also
(1986:21) prefers to render □"HIPI as words, because of the later reference to hearing and speaking,
and interprets this verse as an attack on traditional wisdom. However, since the reference is not only
to hearing but also to seeing, it does appear that □,"13rin does not refer to words, but to the
observable phenomena.
114 The context, with its reference to human failure, strongly favours the rendering proposed here
against a more passive sense, i.e., all things are weary {pace Barton 1908:74-75; Delitzsch 1986:223);
the phenomena described are characterised by constancy, not weariness, thus the passive sense is
wholly inappropriate here (pace Gordis 1955a: 197 who allows the passive sense as secondary).
Similarly Ogden's (1987b:32) understanding that toiling toward a goal is denoted here is precluded by
the circular, i.e., goal-less nature of the phenomena in question; similarly Whybray's (1988)
understanding that the word denotes not weariness but purposeful activity fits ill with the context in
which nothing at all is achieved in spite of the continuous activity.
115

Note the shift from the participles of the preceding verses to the prefix conjugation.
116 Gordis (1955a: 197) observes that normally takes a direct object without preposition.
However, it should be noted that in this case hearing is not the substance of the filling, but rather the
process, the instrument. Consequently, a simple accusative would not be appropriate here.
1171 agree with Fox (1989:173) that this is the sense in which Qoheleth uses the Niphal of (cf.
Exod 2:4).
118 The B colon requires this to be interpreted as a question. Gordis (1955a: 197) suggested that this is
a protasis of a conditional sentence, but against that view speaks the lack of any formal co-ordination
between the two colons.
119

Reading pi. with some Hebrew manuscripts.
120 ]i~DT is vocalised as a construct, a phenomena found in later Hebrew often before b (Gordis
1955a: 198).
121 In the context the other possible referent are the ages from v. 10; however, this verse refers to three
successive cycles, and since remembering associated with the final cycle is a function of a human
mind it is clear that the ultimate referent is personal (Gordis 1955a: 198 pointed out that an impersonal
referent would most likely have used a feminine form).
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two stanzas are made of two successive statements resembling each other. In the first
stanza we have a description of two natural phenomena, sun and wind. A basic

macroscopic pattern of behaviour is suggested for each, followed by a further

detailed description of the nature of that movement and concluded by a statement

implying that the whole behaviour is repetitive. The two statements can be

schematised as follows:

sun: rising + setting; panting; cyclic repetition
wind: southward movement + northward movement; spinning; cyclic repetition

In the second stanza we find an observation concerning the character of the

movement of water and of the nature of all things from the perspective of a human

observer. Again, both of these statements have a similar structure: a claim is made

about the basic nature of the phenomenon, followed by a description of a result that

is produced, in both cases in terms of a failure, followed by a reason for the failure:

rivers: going to the sea ^ fail to overfill the sea; because they return to the starting point
all things: wearisome ■=> impossible to describe; because of endless flow of information

In the third stanza the pattern changes. The arrangement here is chiastic. The

stanza opens and closes with a declaration that everything repeats itself, between
which we find two statements that there is nothing new:

past = future, past = future

nothing new; nothing new

present = past

The initial bicolon and the closing tricolon form a frame for the three stanzas,

that indicates Qoheleth's real interest. Verse 4 represents the main topic, the
movement of the generations with the seeming stability of the earth as its reference

point. Having introduced the key issue, the replacement of one generation by

another,122 Qoheleth seeks better understanding of the character of this passing

122 A note is due on the sequence in v. 4. It would seem more natural to have generation comes and
generation goes instead of Qoheleth's generation goes and generation comes. However, the order
which Qoheleth uses is significant as it shows that his concern is with the succession of generations.
The suggested generation comes and generation goes would picture only one generation, which
would do both the coming and leaving while the statement generation goes and generation comes

Continued on the following page
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movement by drawing a parallel with other observable phenomena, namely the sun,

wind and water. The conclusion of his observation of these phenomena is then

applied to the relationship between the individual generations. Human existence is

subject to the same pattern of behaviour as these natural phenomena. That which is

true of any particular generation is also true of any other generation, i.e., in a certain

sense the movement of generations is cyclic.

As the movement of generations is obviously happening along a temporal
rather than spatial trajectory, it is justified to speak of Qoheleth's particular concept

of time. It is difficult to picture it in graphic terms. It is composed of at least two

distinct movements, one which is cyclic and one which is linear. The linear element

accounts for the replacement of one generation by another. The cyclic part is more

complex. On one level the cycle pertains to each generation, but there is still wider

cyclicity which spans over a number of generations. Human experience is repetitive,

although not every single generation encounters it in its entirety.

The prevailing temporal elements are the cyclic ones and it should be noted

that the cyclic motion is not found just in the opening poem:

Whatever has been, still is, and what [is] to be, already has been; and God
chases the pursued.123 [Qoh 3:15]

As a result of the cyclic nature, on the macroscopic level, Qoheleth's world is

uniform, unchanging and, therefore, predictable. Human experience has universal

validity, and thus Qoheleth's own experience can be used to draw more general and

widely applicable conclusions, i.e., Qoheleth is able to turn his experience into a

paradigm that describes the way in which the world is. However, this is uniformity is

of an entirely different type than that of the proverbial world; macroscopic is the key

pictures two generations, coming in succession. (That this order is not accidental is shown by the same

organisation of v. 11.)
123 When is found in the OT together with ^"l"! it is always in the sense to pursue [Josh 2:22; Judg
4:22; 1 Sam 23:25; 25:29; 26:20]. I follow here Ibn Ezra's understanding that the pursued here is the never

ending time (see Rottzoll 1999:87-88). Ogden's (1987b:58) suggestion that vv. 14 and 15 are closely
parallel and that in the light of the parallelism the sense of v. 15 is 'God requests that it be pursued,' it
being either enjoyment or the eternity, finds no tangible support in the text (it is unlikely that "HK is
an abbreviated form of -)$K~nX).
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word here. The predictability of Qoheleth's world happens on an abstract

phenomenal level, pertaining to issues such as birth and death, joy and sorrow. The

predictability does not extend to the lower detailed level of specific human actions

and their consequences. The regularity stems from the fact that there is no real

progress in time. The only forward movement is limited to the exchange of the

generations on the surface of the earth, while the principal nature of human existence

and experience does not change.

Alongside its cyclic nature, Qoheleth's world has a further important

characteristic. There is no persistent link between the individual generational cycles.

They are connected by human memory, which has got only a limited reach, and may

not be able to encompass the entirety of the supra-generational cycle. It is, therefore,

possible to gain the impression that the world is progressing and new things are

taking place. This, Qoheleth argues, is merely an illusion. Further, the lack of a

persistent inter-generational link means that any human achievement is of passing

nature, and is bound eventually to disappear from human memory. This is of great

significance for Qoheleth's enquiry, because it means that to answer the question of

persistent and absolute he only needs to scrutinise what can be achieved
within a single-generation cycle of time; if a particular human activity cannot

produce lasting benefit within the individual's life span, even less can it do so as new

generations come and go.

So far, I have argued that Qoheleth's world is principally cyclic and thus

essentially predictable. The precise nature of this predictability is explained by

Qoheleth in the famous poem on time, which I wish to concentrate on now. This

poem has some intriguing characteristics. It contains three quarters of the

occurrences of the word ni? found in the book, but its even more striking feature is

the carefully worked out formal structure. We find in the poem three stanzas placed

within a frame. Within each of the stanzas as well as within the opening bicolon of

the closing section, we find a careful antithetical parallelism — the time of birth is

juxtaposed with the time of death, the time of planting with time of uprooting, etc. At
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the same time the sequence positive/negative in the two halves of each stanza is

reversed, creating a semantic chiasm. The intricacy of the arrangement goes even

further, as there is a mutual chiastic arrangement between the neighbouring stanzas

(see Appendix A).124

It is not my intention to go into a detailed discussion of the significance of the

individual lines of this poem. Some seem self-explanatory, some have puzzled

commentators for two millennia. For the present purposes, the most crucial is the

significance of the word DIJ as it is used here. I will start with some general

comments on its semantics in the OT. T\V is the basic OT word denoting a specific

time, referring either to a point [e.g. Deuti:9] or an interval [e.g. Deut 3:8] on the time
continuum. Significantly, I~li? per se is temporarily non-specific; its basic value is

similar to the English sometime. In order to denote more specific temporal

information, IIS? must be further qualified, and this can be done in two distinct ways.

First, ni? can be qualified by some temporally specific expression, and the whole

phrase then refers to an absolute time. An example of this use can be found in

phrases such as the very common 21V HS?1? [e.g. Gn 8:11]. Second, DV can be qualified

by a non-temporal circumstantial expression. The whole phrase then can be

translated to a fixed point on the temporal axis when the specific circumstances

occur, but this can only be done with hindsight. The expression itself does not carry

temporal information; the time it denotes is relative. This is the case, for instance, in

the phrase n5?3 [e.g. is 33:2],

Returning to the time poem, it is tempting to read it as a statement of

temporal determinism of existence. Everything has been pre-set in time and it will
• • 19S

occur at the point on the temporal continuum that has been allocated to it. The

opening line of the first stanza: there is a time to give birth and there is a time to die,

quite clearly lends itself to such a reading. However, such an understanding

124
For a detailed examination of the formal characteristics of the poem see in particular Loader

(1969;1979:11-14, 29-33).
125 Thus von Rad (1972:263) speaks of 'the time and the hour which are set for all human projects'.
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encounters a number of difficulties. To start with, it is in ill harmony with the role

the text plays within the larger structure of the book. The poem serves as an eloquent

answer to the programmatic question ofQoh 1:3, as is indicated by its restatement in

Qoh 3:9. It follows directly after the basic investigation into life which Qoheleth,

alias Solomon, undertook in chapters 1-2, and contains the essence of Qoheleth's

explanation why the Solomonic experiment failed. Since the mode of operation of

this experiment implies free decision-making [Qoh 2:10], and since the Solomonic

experiment did not fail because Qoheleth, alias Solomon, was not able to do what he

pleased, it is unlikely that the explanation is to be found in the conviction that the

world is predestined in a rigid temporal fashion. Further, if the explanation for the

failure is such a strict temporal determinism of existence, then this would be a natural

place to end the book. It is hard to accept that Qoheleth believed in a strict temporal

predestination and at the same time to account for the almost 50 command forms that

are located after the time poem,126 at least some of which are clearly intended as

genuine guidelines for making the most of life.

However, by far the most significant objection to reading the poem as a

declaration of temporal predestination is the fact that Qoheleth makes a statement

that shows explicitly that he does not consider one's death to be fixed in time. He

advises the reader do not be too wicked and do not be a fool, why should you die
when it is not your time? [Qoh 7:17] Quite clearly the time of death is the function of

circumstances here. While it cannot be avoided (there is some limiting natural time

of death, one's time), it can be speeded up by one's course of action. Time to die is

then not an absolute point on the temporal continuum, but rather a set of

circumstances, natural or unnatural, resulting in death. This precludes Qoh 3:2 being

a statement about a fixed temporal predetermination of a person's death; in the

expression mo1? ns? it is not ni? that qualifies but rather mob that is the
circumstantial qualifier of T\V.

126 As a matter of fact, the overwhelming majority of command forms and direct address to the reader
in the book are located after the poem, in chapters 7-12.
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Circumstantial understanding of HI? required in Qoh 3:2 not only makes good

sense throughout the poem, but is clearly preferable in some of the verses. Thus,
there are certain circumstances which are required for successful planting, and

127certain circumstances that lead to uprooting of plants. When considered on its own

it is very unlikely that one would wish to interpret this line as a statement of fatalism.

The same is true in respect of time of weeping and time of laughing in Qoh 3:4A, or

even more so, speaking and being silent in Qoh 3:7B, which is most naturally
understood as a time when it is, or is not, appropriate to speak, not a time when it is
or is not possible to speak.

The looser circumstantial understanding of J"IJ? in the poem also makes very

good sense of the so carefully worked out polarity and the comments that follow it.

God designed the world in such a way that for every set of circumstances which lead

to some positive outcome, there is a corresponding set of circumstances with a

negative outcome and the negative and positive are in balance, maintaining an

equilibrium which is neither positive nor negative, but simply neutral, or, in

Qoheleth's own vocabulary, Qoheleth's concern in this poem is not when

things happen but that they happen, and that they happen in mutually annulling pairs.

The system Qoheleth pictures is not self-maintaining in a deist sense. Rather,

God is involved and is in full control. He works out everything 'beautifully' in its

time, i.e., it is God who makes certain that eventually everything is brought into

perfect balance, that within the under the sun sphere no event will be left without its

counterpart. His ultimate control over the whole system and the inability of human

beings to cheat it, clearly implied by Qoheleth, is based on two things. First is the

fact that God imposed limitations on human abilities, and neither speed, nor strength,

nor wisdom can guarantee success, but time and chance happen to all, and no-one is

able to know one's time [Qoh 9:11-12]. The second factor responsible for human

127
I disagree with Loader (1979:30) that the reference in 2B is to planting and weeding. The

parallelism between 2A and 2B and the pass. ptc. SJ1CD3 suggest the object affected is identical in 2Ba
and 2Bb.



The Sages, God and the World 130

inability to overcome the equilibrious nature of the world is the reality of death.

Death functions as a wild card that can be played at any time and always results in

neutrality. In order for death to function this way, its value must be ambiguous,

sometimes positive, sometimes negative. This is precisely what we find in Qoheleth.

Sometimes death cancels one's earthly achievements [Qoh 5:13], and thus thwarts any

seeming positive bias of the world; on other occasions death brings redemption from

a thoroughly negative experience of life [Qoh 4:2], (Similarly also birth, the counterpart

of death from the time poem, can be perceived not only positively but also as a
• 198

negative event [Qoh 6:3].)

The fact that no genuine profit can be turned over in the world is considered

by Qoheleth as a intentional feature of the design of the under the sun. Qoheleth
touches on this issue early on,

I saw all the deeds that are done under heaven, and behold, all this is futile and
striving after wind. What is crooked, cannot be straightened, and a deficit
cannot be counted. [Qoh 1:14-15]129

but it is only later on that the full significance of the statement becomes apparent:

See the deed ofGod, for who is able to straighten that which he made crooked?
On a good day, enjoy [it]!130 And on a bad day, consider: also this alongside
that God did, so that man may find nothing to complain against him.131 [Qoh
7:13-14]

The world of Qoheleth's experience is one where the positive and enjoyable is

always accompanied by the negative and unpleasant, and it is precisely because God

wished it to be so. In Qoheleth's understanding, God is ultimately responsible for

everything. For him everything that happens is linked to God, and both the positive

and negative experience of human life is a part of the intentional design. Qoheleth is
even prepared to go as far as to suggest that God is responsible for evil perpetrated

128 For an extensive examination of Qoheleth's view of death against the background of attitudes
found in the ANE see Burkes (1999).
129 For textual notes seep. 161.
130

tit rrn, be (in good)!-, ©, a', 9' ITPI, live (in good)!
Ijl This is an idiomatic use of T"inK; see D, a', S and the rabbinic interpretation. Driver (1954:230)
points out loosely related Aramaic and Syriac idioms. Delitzsch (323) suggests after his death, in the
sense that man gets the full experience in life, both good and bad, but that is unlikely concerning
Qoheleth's reluctance to consider what happens after death.
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by humans, at least to a degree [Qoh 8:iiff.132]. Yet, Qoheleth does not condemn God,
but equally there is not a hint of dualism in the book that would allow the

responsibility to be passed onto someone else. One can sense in Qoheleth an echo of
the Isaianic 'does the clay say to the potter, "What are you making?'" [is 45:9 niv].

However, the pairing of events outlined by the time poem is not strictly

synchronised, death does not necessarily coincide with birth, nor does joy turn

immediately into sorrow on every occasion. This temporal discrepancy is a critical

part of Qoheleth's perception of the world, for it leaves some paradoxical hope; life

may not produce anything of real value, but it can still be worth living. It is from here

that Qoheleth's positive attitude toward life and his calls for enjoyment originate, and

the whole of Qoheleth's wisdom is built around this feature of the design of the

world, as we will see in chapter 5.

Cosmology and Theology ofthe Epilogue

Finally, before we leave Qoheleth, a few words are necessary with reference

to the epilogue. It is not possible to reconstruct the whole of the epilogist's

cosmological and theological perspective from the few verses, but a few observations

with respect to his concept of God are possible. In contrast to Qoheleth's

understanding, and similarly to Proverbs, the epilogist's God is prepared to reveal to

humans what he demands of them. Further, the exhortation to obey divine

commandments, in spite of the obscurity of the final phrase of the epilogue, does

betray God pictured as a judge, and certainly involved in the human world much

more directly than we find in Qoheleth proper. In the light of this emphatic

exhortation it is unlikely that the epilogist would affirm Qoheleth's conviction that

the righteous and wicked have the same chances to succeed in life; it is only those

who obey God that prosper. In this respect the epilogist would seem much closer to

the proverbial point of view, but it is necessary to keep in mind that these two

132
Seep. 118.
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perspectives have been arrived at differently. As pointed out earlier, the epilogist's

understanding is based on knowledge of specific divine commandments, i.e., verbal
1"3T

revelation, and thus is by necessity originating within the cult.

Summary

Again, there are some significant similarities in the cosmological and

theological perspectives of the two books. In both, the world of the living is entirely

separate from the divine sphere and the realm of the dead and humanity does not

have free access to either of these two. Neither of the books reflects adherence to a

belief in a meaningful afterlife; the concern of both Proverbs and Qoheleth is with

earthly existence. As far as the world of the living is concerned, it is considered

orderly and predictable so as to allow a formulation of a paradigm that describes its

behaviour. Yet, the orderliness is of a different kind. In Proverbs a fairly stable link

between a person's behaviour and its consequences is maintained by a just God, and

it is possible to exploit this link in order to achieve a significant degree of progress in
life. In contrast, for Qoheleth the uniformity of the world lies on a more abstract,

phenomenal level and guarantees that no real progress can be achieved during a

human lifetime, nor outside of it.

The cosmological perspective is closely linked to the overall image of God in

the two books. While both of the main voices think in terms of one God with a

universal sphere of influence, not limited to any single territory, in Proverbs God is

much more open toward humanity. He is likened to a father figure, he wishes to be

known, and he reveals himself abundantly to those who seek to understand the world

with the right motives. Qoheleth's God is much more remote, closely guarding his

unique position by limiting what human beings can know. Further, in the semi-

dualistic outlook of Proverbs, God is essentially disassociated from evil. It stems

133 The link between the epilogue and the cult was noted by others, e.g., Dell (1994b:311-13)
concluded that the epilogue's function is to establish a link between wisdom and Torah.
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from the forces of chaos the origin of which is silently passed over. In stark contrast,

no such dualism is found in Qoheleth. For him God is ultimately responsible for

everything, and humanity has no other choice but to live in the framework that God

set up for it. The epilogist is closer in his perspective to the proverbial sages, but only

to the extent that his God is directly involved in human world, while at the same time

his theological perspective is centred around the cult.



Chapter 4

The HumanWorld

In the previous chapter I pointed out that the wisdom undertaking, as we find
it in both Proverbs and Qoheleth, is an earthly exercise with earthly concerns. This
statement can be further qualified: the wisdom enterprise is not only earthly, but it is

anthropocentric in its aims. Its goal is not simply to understand the world per se, but
rather to understand the place of a human being in the cosmos. Ultimately, the sages

wished to understand the world in order to improve the quality of their existence.

Therefore, an attempt to formulate the sages' worldview cannot be made without
close examination of their anthropological perspective, their social views and the

socio-economic structures reflected in the two books.1

1 I must clarify that I do not wish to imply here that wisdom is, as it is sometimes claimed, solely or
predominantly anthropocentric in its entirety, i.e., that it is concerned only with questions of human
nature and activity. I fully agree with Perdue (1994:46-48) that in order to do justice to wisdom, it is
not possible to consider it merely as an attempt to understand humanity, nor is it possible to relegate
wisdom entirely to the sphere of cosmological deliberation. Rather, both of these elements are key
aspects of the wisdom quest. Wisdom is about understanding the whole world for the sake of, and
with special emphasis on, humanity; it is about human players on the cosmic stage. Thus, its concerns
are anthropocentric, but these concerns are addressed in a wider cosmological context.
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Proverbial Anthropology

I will start the examination of the book with the elementary question 'what is

a human being' from the proverbial perspective. While I have suggested in chapter 2

that the sages had a fairly homogenous view of the world in which human beings

could learn from other creatures, there is evidence in the book that humans occupy a

special place in the created world of the sages. Humanity is, for instance, singled out

from the whole earth as Dame Wisdom's source of pleasure [Prov 8:31]. In fact, in a

couple of places it becomes apparent that the sages had a high anthropology,

somewhat resembling the imago dei perspective of Genesis:

He who oppresses the poor reproaches his maker, he who shows grace to the
underprivileged respects him. [Prov 14:31]

He who derides a poor person scorns his maker, he who rejoices over disaster2
will not go unpunished. [Prov 17:5]

A rich man and a poor man share this:3 Yahweh made both of them. [Prov 22:2]
A poor man and an oppressor share this:3 Yahweh gives light to the eyes of
both of them. [Prov 29:13]

There appears to be an apologetic concern in the background of these verses, with the

intention to refute an implied claim that the poor can be freely oppressed, because the
socio-economic divide is evidence that such oppression is permissible, and most

likely, that it is a right that the rich are divinely granted. It is in this context that the

theologically-based argument of the previous verses makes best sense; the sages

argue that all human beings, irrespective of their social standing, are due a certain

dignity because they all have the same maker.4 This is not to say that Proverbs

principally rejects any social arrangement that is hierarchical, nor that the sages

considered poverty and wealth as arbitrary states outside of a person's control. On

2
lit TV?; © aTroXXupevto on the grounds of which Oesterley (139) proposes to read "nK1?, but the

difference is not necessarily due to a difference in the Vorlage. Driver (1951:182) reads here a ptc of a
hypothetical verb "HIX to be burdensome, to be burdened, pointing out that several manuscripts have
"IX. None of these make any significant impact on the meaning of the text.
3 Lit. meet.
4 As I have argued in the previous chapter, the proverbial view is void of any notion of human
immortality; the high anthropology is purely earthly.



The Human World 136

the contrary, poverty is most frequently portrayed as self-inflicted and riches the

product of wisdom. The quoted verses are not intended as a critique of the existing
social arrangement, only of using it as a justification for behaviour otherwise
considered unacceptable; that which is unacceptable with respect to the rich is also

unacceptable with respect to the poor.

A human being, as envisaged in Proverbs, could be called homo docilis: when

humanity was created by God, it was endowed by him with certain abilities such as

those exemplified in the following proverb:

Hearing ear and seeing eye, Yahweh made both of them. [Prov 20:12]

This has two main implications. First, human senses are God-given and should,

therefore, be cultivated and used in coming to grips with the larger created world.

God equipped people to observe, to learn and so gain knowledge and skills; it is,

therefore, wrong not to employ these faculties. Yet, an additional and more cautious

tone can be detected in the proverb. Since these senses were created by God, their

perception lies within the sphere of divine control and nothing can be acquired by
them that would be hidden from God himself; the sage who acquires wisdom using

his God-given senses should not think that such wisdom can make God dispensable.

This perspective is explicitly expressed elsewhere in the book:

A man's mind plans his ways, but Yahweh establishes his step. [Prov 16:9]

A person's steps are from Yahweh, but a man, how can he understand5 his
way? [Prov 20:24]

There is a path that [seems] straight to man, but at its end are paths of death.
[Prov 14:12]

All the ways of a man are pure in his eyes, but Yahweh tests spirits. [Prov 16:2]

Apart from the aforementioned implication that proverbial wisdom can never

threaten the sovereignty of Yahweh, an additional notion can be seen in these verses:

there are general limits to what human senses can ascertain, not necessarily linked to

direct divine intervention. Consequently, the wise person is never entirely self-

5
nt j'O"; 5 establishes, i.e., reading ]]3. Both readings make good sense, and either could be a

result of a small scribal error. The impact on meaning is only marginal.
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reliant. The sage knows that people are under the thorough scrutiny of God, their

destiny is firmly in divine hands and their abilities have inherent limits. It is from this

basic anthropological perspective that the fear of Yahweh emerges as the cornerstone

ofproverbial wisdom:

Trust in Yahweh with all your heart, and do not lean on your understanding,
Know him in all your ways, and he will straighten your paths. Do not be wise
in your own eyes — fear Yahweh and turn away from evil. [Prov 3:5-7]

Yet, in spite of the acknowledgement that there are limits to human ability to

be in control, Proverbs in general is rather optimistic about human potential. Within

the world subjected to divine order, humans can, and should, use their skills; only

then can they achieve satisfaction and prosperity. The life of the homo docilis is
understood in linear terms as progressing forward. Wisdom and righteousness

promote advancement and facilitate one's success; folly hinders progress in life and

leads to failure and loss. This sense of progress is best seen in the sayings which

employ the imagery of a path, such as the following:

The righteousness of a blameless person straightens their way, but the wicked
will fall on the account of his wickedness. [Prov 11:5]

The way of the sluggard is like a hedge6 of nightshade,7 but the path of the
upright ones8 is a highway. [Prov 15:19]

The positive view of human abilities is not to be confused with a conviction

that humans are principally good. The inborn human tendency in Proverbs is toward

folly and evil:

There is wickedness tied to the heart of a boy, the disciplining rod will drive it
away from him. [Prov 22:15]

Who can say: 'I have cleansed my heart, I have purified [myself] from my
sin!'? [Prov 20:9]

6
lit © eaTpa)|Tevcu, are paved, possibly reading rOOEJB, woven together, although it is

equally possible that the translator was not familiar with the Hebrew word and interpolated from the
context.
7
Probably Solanum coagulans, Solanum incanum, Jericho potato. Grows to up to lm and is thorny

(Hepper 1992:55).
8

111 □v"lEb; © tcjv dvbpeicou, possibly reading CSnn, but more likely an attempt to improve the
parallelism.
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Many a man declares9 his loyalty,10 but a trustworthy man who shall find?
[Prov 20:6]

This, though, is not to be understood as a doctrine of total depravity of human nature,

for the sages passionately believed, as the initial quoted verse indicates, that the

natural tendency can be overcome if sufficient effort is made. The means by which

this is accomplished is wisdom. Wisdom is not something that comes naturally,

rather, wisdom is gained through discipline and hard work; only folly comes easily
and without effort. It is, therefore, not at all surprising that the sages despised

laziness and that they derided the sluggard, as in the following joke:

The sluggard buries his hand in the pot, yet, he does not carry it back to his
mouth. [Prov 19:24]

The natural human tendency toward folly is also reflected in the fact that the

majority of the human qualities mentioned in Proverbs are negative, ones to be

overcome. The most important of these is probably short-temper:

Do not associate with an angry person, and do not walk with a short tempered
man, lest you leam his ways and get yourself a trap for your own life. [Prov
22:24-25]

An angry man gets engaged in strife, but a patient person appeases dispute.
[Prov 15:18]

An angry man stirs up strife, and an irritable man multiplies transgression.
[Prov 29:22]

The basic shortcoming of irritability that makes it so unpalatable to the proverbial

sages is the spiralling out of control of events in the life of an anger-driven person;

such a life descends into chaos. In contrast, a proper life is one that shows

orderliness, for it is order from which success stems.

Self-control is a prime characteristic of a wise person and the admonishment

to exercise it is not limited to anger-management, but applies to other human

9
!P S rdt \nd KTcL^clcd, many humans are called ..., possibly reading

Niphal. © Tipiov, i.e., "ljT, which is beyond doubt due to a scribal error.
10 Lit. man ofhis loyalty. If hi vocalisation of the verbs is retained the sfx could be also interpreted as

referring to the subject, i.e., many a man summons a person whom he trusts, but the sense above is in
my opinion preferable (cf. Toy 384).
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dispositions. The sages observed that human appetite is limitless and held the opinion
that excess devalues experience and thus deprives a person of possible satisfaction:

Sheol and Abaddon are never sated, and human eyes are never sated. [Prov 27:20]

[When] you find honey, eat what is sufficient for you, lest you overeat and vomit
it. [Prov 25:16]

A sated appetite treads down the honey comb, as for a hungry soul, any
bitterness is sweet. [Prov 27:7]

Another emotion that the sages observed and commented on, and which they

considered particularly powerful, is jealousy:

Anger is cruel and rage is a flood, but who can withstand jealousy? [Prov 27:4]

He who commits adultery with a woman lacks sense, he who does so, is
destroying his life. Beating and disgrace he will find, his dishonour will not be
wiped out. Since jealousy [drives] a husband's anger, he will not have
compassion in the day of revenge. He will not accept any satisfaction and will
not consent no matter how big the gift. [Prov 6:32-35]"

These comments on particular emotions, such as anger or jealousy, are only an

element of a much deeper psychological insight. The sages believed that the

emotional and mental part of human existence, largely hidden from the outsiders, is

of the utmost importance:

The heart knows the bitterness of its soul, and a stranger12 cannot share in its
joy. [Prov 14:10]

Anxiety in the mind of a man bows him down, but good news makes him
happy. [Prov 12:25]

A deferred expectation makes the mind sick, but a fulfilled desire is a tree of
life. [Prov 13:12]

A rejoicing heart cheers up the face, when the heart aches, the spirit is stricken.
[Prov 15:13]

A joyful mind makes the body to be well,13 but a crushed spirit dries up the
bones. [Prov 17:22]

A healthy14 mind is the life of the body, but envy15 is rot of the bones. [Prov
14:30]

" For textual notes see p. 194.
12

HI "IT; © ufpei, i.e., "IT; !Tt is superior in the light of the parallelism.
13
Reading with 5 rXhniCL^ the body, i.e., ITIS. lit nn3, medicine, but both the parallelism and the

syntax (the Hiphil requires an object) support 5 (pace McKane 1970:506).
14 The key issue is whether should be derived from i"I3"), and have the sense tranquil mind, or
from NS~I, mind of healing. In either case, it is the state/attitude of the mind that impacts physical
well-being.
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A man's spirit upholds16 [him in] his infirmity,17 but who can lift up a crushed
spirit? [Prov 18:14]

All the days of a poor man are bad, but a sound mind18 is a continuous feast.
[Prov 15:15]

It is quite clear that the sages considered mental well-being as even more essential

than physical health; mental strength was seen by them as essential to the ability to

endure physical illness or hardship. These verses also indicate that the sages did not

assume that the wise are spared all difficulties in life. Instead, they saw them as the

testing stone of real mental strength:

[If]19 you become disheartened in the day of trouble, your strength is small.20
[Prov 24:10]

A small detour is necessary at this point. In the verses quoted previously

inner well-being is often conveyed in terms of joy or happiness. Yet, it should be

observed that joy per se is not the sages' aim; they differentiate clearly between what

they consider proper and improper sources of joy. Thus, it is wrong and unwise to

rejoice in someone else's misfortune [Prov 17:5; 24:17-18], enjoy doing what is evil [Prov

2:14], find joy in gluttony and drunkenness [Prov 20:1; 23:29-35], in adultery [Prov 5:iff.], or

folly in general [Prov 15:21], Rather, one finds proper joy in doing what is right and just

[Prov 21:15], in the knowledge and ability to advise others [Prov 15:23], in the relationship

with one's wife [Prov 5:18], in one's offspring being properly brought up (i.e., wise)

[Prov 10:1], in friendship, in being a peacemaker [Prov 12:20], but also in the luxury that

comes with wisdom [Prov 27:9]. The sages further appreciated that joy can be easily

thwarted, cannot obviate all pain and that sometimes the two co-exist:

15
Oesterley (115) argues that should be rendered here zeal, however, the context implies

negative sense.
16 The verb could be perceived both as having negative sense (holds him in ...) or positive
sense (upholds him). Antithetical parallelism is in my view more probable here, since nil in the B
colon only gains the negative sense from being qualified by HKD?, and no qualifier is present in the A
colon.
17
© Gupov duSpog TTpauvei Gepdmov cfipouipo?, an attendant of a sound mind soothes man's spirit.

This is unlikely due to a difference in the Vorlage, and more probably an interpolation by the
translator. 5 onr m rvA-i ,co>i rvA-i \yi m^ni, man's spirit endures his suffering, reflects the
same Hebrew as !Tt.
18 Hebrew possibly cheerful mind.
19 The conditional nature of this saying, albeit only implied, is unmistakable, cf. NIV.
20
hi "1^, narrow, which is a play on PHI? in the A colon.
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Even in laughter the heart does not stop aching,21 and as for its end — joy is
depressed.22 [Prov 14:13]

The feeling of joy is, thus, better seen in Proverbs as an important by-product ofwise

living than its centre of gravity. Joy comes naturally to the wise, it is the trait ofwise

living. In contrast, excessive pursuit of pleasure leads to poverty:

Who loves enjoyment [ends up] an impoverished man, who loves wine and oil
will not become rich. [Prov 21:17].

Returning to the sages' psychological insights, it can be observed that their
evaluation of people does not hinge on external appearances but on character; it is
the inner person that is the real person in the proverbial perspective:

As water reflects the face23 so man's heart man. [Prov 27:19]

That which is visible on the surface is often misleading, covering an inner reality that

can be significantly different:

A gold ring in the nose of a pig is a beautiful woman turning aside from discernment.
[Prov 11:22]

Charm is deceitful, and beauty is a vanity, a woman who fears Yahweh,24 she should be
praised! [Prov 31:30]
Man is desirable25 for his loyalty, and a poor man is better than a liar. [Prov 19:22]

Do not eat the bread26 of a greedy man, and do not desire his delicacies ... 'eat
and drink', he says to you, but his mind/heart is not with you. As for your

21
Toy (239) prefers to render the Px as modal, i.e., may be sad; this is a possible rendering, but the

parallel verbless clause in the B colon suggests a non-modal sense, such as the usual habitual one.
22
Reading PDIF!, i.e., 3fs Niphal of PH"1 in place of lit PI31P1, grief. This reading is favoured by the

parallelism which suggests construction of the type adverbial modifier + verbal clause. Even if the 1TC
pointing is followed, PI31I1 P1I1QE? has to be rendered as a nominal clause, for the accents, placing the
secondary division after PIJY'lDNil, show that /in'HriiO is a causus pendens, and further, the
construction noun+sfx+noun used to form genitive in Aramaic and later Hebrew is rarely used in BH.
23 Lit. as water face to face; ©(S) okrrrep ouy opoia Trpoawrra ttpoctcottois, most likely an attempt to
make sense of the text.
24

m rnrrnKT where nN""T should probably be understood as a fem. ptc. However, as the pointing
stands, the text would need to be rendered woman, fear of Yahweh, i.e., the woman is equated with
fear of Yahweh. This is exploited by McCreesh (1985) who argues that the woman is Wisdom. © ywf]
yap CTUueTq euXoyeiTat, cj)6|3ov 8e Kupiou auTq alveiTto is not an exact rendering of HI, but contrary to
the claim that it read 113133 in place of PIlPPTlKT (e.g. Toy 549; Oesterley 287), the Greek text quite
clearly attests fear of Yahweh as an attribute of the woman.
25

!Tt niNFl, i.e., desire of, supported by S n In the light of the parallelism the genitive is best
interpreted as objective. © Kapnos, Pl!813Fi, probably a result of an audible error. McKane (1970:532)
prefers ®, rendering man's productivity is his loyalty, but the reading of !Tt and S makes a better
parallel to jf? 313 in the B colon.
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morsel, which you ate, you will vomit it, and you will destroy your pleasant
words. [Prov 23:6-8]

The picture of the human being that emerges from these observations is that

of a special creature which reflects its divine maker. It is a creature endowed with

great potential, which, however, can only be unleashed when the raw material has

been systematically and persistently moulded according to the way of wisdom. The

natural human inclination is toward folly and evil. Wisdom is a potent means to

overcome this tendency, to bring forward that true human being that Yahweh rejoices

in, offering external success and internal satisfaction, both of which together form a

healthy human existence.

The Social Perspective ofProverbs

The impression could be gained that the proverbial perspective is strongly

individualistic, concerned with the success and prosperity of a single person at a
27 ■

time. This would be to misunderstand the sages. While the book addresses itself to

an individual and the depiction of success is largely in individual terms, in general,

prosperity is understood in the book as happening in the context of the progress and

affluence of a community to which the individual belongs. Wisdom is not simply a

tool of bringing order and success to an individual's life, but also a means for

creating order on the social level. The righteous and wise uphold such an order,

principally to do with justice, while the fools reject and pervert it. The most elaborate

expression of this sentiment is in my view found in the following passage:

To be partial in judgement is not good. Who calls the guilty innocent, people
will curse him, nations will scold him. But those who reproach will be pleasant,

26
tit Dnb missing in one manuscript and the versions. However, the parallelism calls for an object, so

that it is more likely that the word dropped out as a case of haplography and tit should be retained. !Tt
has ~nK with the indefinite □n1?, which Driver (195 lb: 187) proposes to transpose to read I?"] {"IK
(with ...). However, "TIN can be occasionally used with indefinite nouns, and further, a simple
construct relationship between and ]'V in is preferable in the context.
27 For instance Rylaarsdam (1946:52).
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and good blessing will come upon them. He kisses lips,28 who gives straight
answers.

Get done your business outside, make it ready in the field that belongs to you,
after that, also build your house.
Do not be a witness against your neighbour when there is no cause,29 and [do
not] misleadJ° with your lips. Do not say: 'As he did to me, so I will do to him!
I will repay the man according to his deed'.
I crossed31 over a field of a lazy man, and over a vineyard of a man with no
sense. And look: all over it weeds were coming up, chickweed covered its
surface, and its stone wall was breached. And I observed and I took it to my
heart, I saw and I learned a lesson: A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding
of hands to lie down, and your poverty comes like a tinker,32 and your need
like a shielded warrior.33 [Prov 24:23B-34]

The key to understanding this final sub-collection from Prov 10-24 is in my view in
its interlocking structure. The text consists of two thematic groups ofmaterial, 23B-

26, 28-29 on the one hand and 27, 30-34 on the other hand. The first group deals

with the need to uphold justice in all circumstances, irrespective of personal feelings,

and hints at the importance of justice for the community. The second group has an

agricultural theme, explaining the need to take care of the primary asset, the land,

and emphasising the priority of the stewardship of the land over everything else.

These two thematic groups, however, were not simply juxtaposed, but rather locked

together by placing v. 27 within the former group. This arrangement is in my view

intentional, turning the literal meaning of the second group into a metaphor

explaining the consequences of the failure to follow the advice of the former

28
© X£iXr| 8e <j)iXf|CT0U<7iv diroKpivopeva Xoyous ayaGous, lips that love answer good words, is a free

rendering of tit.
29
l mrr-ii?; one manuscript DEPT; ©(5) (J;eu8f)s papTU?. The versions are most likely reading the

same text as that of L and interpreting it; they do not offer clear support for the alternative Hebrew
(pace BHS).
30
lit ivnsni is difficult. The initial 17 could be understood as a question marker, e.g. Toy (456) who

deletes it. Another possibility is that it was originally a 17, thus, Driver (195 lb: 189) proposes to read
11717217, rendering and do (not) break, i.e., slander, him with thy lips. i prefer to read the verb as a

Hiphil, with the negative from the A colon carrying its force over. The verb has an imperative force,
the tense following the usual rules after wav relative.
31 Omitted by ©, instead inserting uxjTtep, see also n. 34 below.
32
L "^nnp, possibly iterative sense of Hithpael which some argued appears with the root "J*711 (see

WOC 26.1.2b). Some manuscripts and D read here PJyilQD as in Prov 6:11. This is a preferable
reading, producing better parallelism between the two colons and is adopted here. The Pi implies state,
for the adopted rendering see McKane (1970:324).
33
Albright (1955:9-10) derives |3I3 from Ugaritic root mgn, to beg, i.e., like a beggar, such a

rendering is a distinct possibility.
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sayings.34 Just as the sensible farmer knows that caring for the external assets has to

take priority over that which may seem to produce more immediate benefit, such as

building a comfortable house, so the upholding of justice within one's community

must take priority over settling of personal grievances; individual welfare stems from
that of the surrounding community.

This perspective is implied in a number of other places, and in particular, the

concept of righteousness is set in a communal context; a righteous person is someone

whose actions benefit the community:

The lips of a righteous person feed35 many, but fools die in lack of sense. [Prov
10:21]

In the success of righteous people the city rejoices, and in the destruction of the
wicked ones there is shouting of happiness. In the blessing of upright people a
city is exalted, but by the mouth of the wicked it is torn down. [Prov 11:10-11]

When the righteous multiply,36 people rejoice, but when the ruler is wicked37
people sigh. [Prov 29:2]
The memory of the righteous [leads] to blessing, but the name of wicked
people rots. [Prov 10:7]

It is, therefore, necessary to conclude that in the proverbial perspective, where

wisdom and righteousness are virtually synonymous, the individual is always

intrinsically linked to a community and the book's focus on the individual cannot be

equated with individualism in the modern sense of the word. Proverbs does not see a

person as an isolated self, but always implicitly interacting with others, as belonging

to a collective.

34 Note that while the instruction of vv. 23B-26 has a formal motive clause and vv. 30-34 form a

motive for the instruction of v. 27, the instruction of vv. 28-29 is left without motivation, which in the
proposed reading is supplied by the combined text of vv. 27, 30-34. Further, it is likely that this is how
© understood the text, because by omitting the verbs in v. 30, and replacing them with okrtrep, vv. 30-
34 are explicitly linked to what precedes (there is no referent for (jkrrrep in vv. 31-34). The added
clause can 8e touto •^■olf|s• then refers not only to v. 33, but also to v. 29.
35

ITt m"T; © reading which corresponds well with in lack ofsense in the B colon, but does not fit
the immediately following D'Q'I which is unlikely to be impersonal (note also that the B colon is
modified in ©, being omitted).
36

!Tt(S) n"0"13; © eyKajpLaCopevcan, possibly reading ITD135- Toy(509) wishes to read TH"), rule.
This is plausible, but without textual support, and unnecessary as the impact on the meaning is
limited.
37
© has pi, probably an accommodation to the pi. in the A colon.
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The collective and the individual form an inseparable unity and by distancing

from the community, an individual suffers loss. The following saying expresses this
sentiment quite explicitly:

Like a bird fleeing from his nest, so is a man fleeing from his place. [Prov 27:8]

Such a perspective is also reflected in the fact that the vast majority of the proverbial

advice pertains to inter-human relationships. Alienation from one's neighbours is

seen as having most severe consequences to a person's well-being:

He who brings trouble on his household will inherit wind, and a fool will be a
servant to a wise heart. [Prov 11:29]

He who gathers dishonest profit brings trouble on his household, but who hates
bribes will live. [Prov 15:27]

The verb "DI7 rendered here to bring trouble generally implies unintended collateral

damage rather than direct destruction, most often referring to causing alienation

between two parties. The meaning of these verses is illuminated by the following

text:

Simeon and Levi, Dinah's brothers, took their swords and attacked the
unsuspecting city, killing every male. ... Then Jacob said to Simeon and Levi,
'You have brought trouble on me [Dri""pl?] by making me a stench to the
Canaanites and Perizzites, the people living in this land. We are few in number,
and if they join forces against me and attack me, I and my household will be
destroyed.' [Gen 34:25, 30, NIV]

For a family to be alienated from the community is not simply a question of loss of

honour and dignity, but of economic downfall, a matter of life and death. Thus, while

the conviction that an individual is co-dependent on the community may not be

considered particularly revolutionary or significant, we need to appreciate the degree

of such dependency that the sages imply.

If an individual's success is directly dependent on the well-being of the

community, then it follows that the individual's responsibility is to behave in a

manner that promotes such collective well-being. In Proverbs this is reflected mainly

in two ways. First, one of the primary responsibilities of the wise is to uphold justice

for all, both rich and poor. This takes a number of different forms, from honest

business practices to juridical justice. The need to uphold justice for all, is
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accompanied by the second contribution to the well-being of the community on

behalf of the wise, showing mercy to the poor. Both of these aspects of wise living

will be dealt with in detail in the following chapter, only one particular matter needs

to be pointed out at this moment. While in Proverbs, poverty is frequently associated

with folly, and is thus perceived as a self-inflicted condition, the sages also believed

that the poor still deserve dignity, and remain a valuable part of society. Consider the

following text:

A poor person is hated even by his neighbour, but a rich person has many
friends. Who despises his neighbour38 sins, but who is gracious to the poor —
it is to his blessing. [Prov 14:20-21]

These verses show concern that the poor should not be excluded from the life of the

community on account of their poverty.39 This attitude to the poor does not originate

merely in feelings of pity for those who suffer. Rather, it appears to stem from a

deeper insight into the way things are:

The righteous man knows the justice of the poor, the wicked man does not
understand knowledge. [Prov 29:7]

The person who perverts justice for the poor is not seen solely as wicked, but essentially as

ignorant, not appreciating the wider implications of such a behaviour. The sages on the other

hand do:

Who closes his ears to the cry of the poor— he also will cry and he will not be
answered. [Prov 21:13]

The exclusion of the poor from the community, whether by denying them justice or

not caring about their needs starts a process in which the cohesion of the community

breaks apart. This is the worst possible scenario for the sages, for in the proverbial
world the individual's prosperity depends closely on the prosperity of that

community.

38 m ins?"!.1?, ® TTevpTas', a labourer, most likely an attempt to create a closer parallel with the B
colon. It would seem to reflect a different social setting.
39
I have argued earlier that there are no purely declarative statements in Proverbs, that even the

sayings in purely indicative mode are rhetorically imperative (see p. 47). That this is the case with
Prov 14:20 is reinforced by its juxtaposition with v. 21.
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The proverbial society is not only tightly-knit, but it also appears to be fairly
closed-off. This is best seen in the warnings of Prov 1-9 against strange women.

While the precise identity of the woman in Pr 7 is debated,40 on one occasion she is

designated as a which most often denotes a woman of different ethnic origins.

Yet, even if she is not a foreigner in an ethnic sense, she lives in a manner that is

foreign to the proverbial community. She dresses differently (in the father's

judgement as a whore), the manner with which she approaches the youth in the street

is different from the customs of the proverbial society, she surrounds herself with

imported things such as costly Egyptian linen and expensive spices. Further, her

husband appears to be a travelling merchant, leaving his home for long periods of
time. In this respect he fits the description ofProv 27:8 cited above, of a man leaving
his nest; he does not belong to the proverbial world which for all practical purposes

cares little about what is beyond its boundaries. Thus the whole household of the

woman of Prov 7 stands outside of the customs of the proverbial world, and there is

no doubt that it is not welcome; they are tolerated, but not accommodated.41 In

addition to this attitude to outsiders, it appears that in the proverbial perspective the
local community ties can be seen as stronger than ties with distant relations:

Do not abandon your friend and the friend of your father, and into the house of
your brother do not go in the day of your calamity. A nearby neighbour is
better than distant brother. [Prov 27:10]

These observations suggest that the proverbial material originated within a

social system based on a small, close-knit community that would have been

40 See in particular Snijders (1954), Perdue (1977:150-51), Yee (1989), Washington (1994).
41 This attitude toward outsiders raises certain questions in relationship to the proverbial theology. It
was pointed out in the preceding chapter that Yahweh is a non-local deity in Proverbs and that the
sages are prepared to leam from people of other ethnic origins. It might seem, therefore, that the
present observations about the nature of the proverbial community contradict such a perspective.
However, this is not so. The pivotal conviction from which the proverbial willingness to learn from
outsiders stems is one of uniformity of the cosmos, and thus, of uniformity of human experience
irrespective of local or national boundaries. Within this framework the sages do not expect that wise
people anywhere could derive from their experience standards for living that are significantly different
from their own. The cross-cultural unity is based on a shared framework of wisdom, the cross-cultural
division on rejection of the proverbial wisdom. The foreign woman in our material is not rejected on

grounds of ethnicity, but on grounds of different, incompatible ethos.
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economically self-contained, with little systematic contact with other communities,

and closed to outsiders who were not prepared to accept its own standards. It is only

in such a small and economically isolated community, where nothing one does

remains anonymous and on which one totally depends for livelihood, that becoming
an outcast results in such severe repercussions as the material portrays.

What then was the socio-economic make up of the proverbial society? I have

suggested above that the sages believed that all human beings represent their maker

and deserve a certain dignity. This suggests that the proverbial society is at least, on

the basic anthropological level, composed of equals. Some qualification for that

statement is necessary. It has to be acknowledged that Proverbs is written from a

male perspective, with the primary voice introducing the material being that of the

father, and that it has a male as its intended addressee. Further, most of the proverbial

characters, whether it is the righteous, the wise, or the villains are implicitly male,

and the proverbial society as a whole is unmistakably patriarchal. References to

women are limited to wives, maids and the stray women of Prov 1-9; women are

never addressed, and no reference to daughters is made along the repeated addresses

of the son.42 In other words, women are only spoken of with the male world and

social structures as the reference point, and are thus clearly perceived as dependent

on the males. Therefore, it is more appropriate to speak of a society of equal males.

Yet, to do justice to the proverbial outlook, it should be noted that there is no

indication that the verses asserting the basic human dignity irrespective of wealth or

poverty apply exclusively to males. Rather, the mother figure has a role in the

education of the son that appears to be on a par with the father and the son is urged to

honour her [Prov 1:8; 6:20; 23:22]; in fact, Brenner (1993:194-98) argues that some of the

proverbial sayings about women have in fact a woman as a speaker. Further, the

woman of valour in Prov 31 shows a great degree of freedom and independence in
her activities; notably she manages significant financial funds of her own and she has

42 Unless one counts the metaphorical use of I"Q in Prov 30:15, or the occurrence of nil3 in Prov
31:29 where it is used as a poetic equivalent of D^tpi
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a position of a great authority in running the household. Thus, while the proverbial

world is undeniably patriarchal, it must also be acknowledged that a woman is
accorded in it a position that has dignity.43

Within the proverbial world the most important socio-economic unit is the

family. Altogether, words that have family as the point of reference, such as father,

mother, son, brother, wife, husband or household, appear nearly 140 times in

Proverbs. It has become almost critical orthodoxy to understand the father-son

relationship in the book as a metaphor for what is in fact a relationship between a

teacher and a pupil. Yet, there is not a sufficient support for such an understanding in

the material itself. On several occasions, it is quite obvious that the real father is

intended, and it is undoubtedly so where the father is accompanied by the mother in

the parallel colon. In fact, the very first instruction of the book concerns obedience to

both parents:

Obey,44 my son, the instruction of your father, and do not abandon the teaching
of your mother. For they will be a wreath of grace to your head, and a necklace
to your neck. [Prov 1:8]

The strategic position of this admonition should not be ignored. Other places where

both parents are paired are Prov 4:3; 6:20, 10:1; 15:20; 19:26; 23:22, 25; 28:24;

30:11, 17; again the placing of Pr 10:1 at the beginning of a new section of the

material should be noticed.

Also, in Prov 4:Iff. we are presented with three generations, the son, the

father and the grandfather, while a clear distinction is made when the father refers to

his teachers [Prov 5:13]. Further, the frequently invoked support of the Egyptian

wisdom texts for the teacher-pupil interpretation is dubious. As Fox (1996b) pointed

out, the Egyptian instructions are not intended for young pupils but for adults who

often already possess serious responsibilities of their own and irrespective of whether

the characters are real or fictional, a genuine father-son relationship is intended.

43 The other obvious exception to the equality is the figure of king. The role of the monarchy and the
monarch will be discussed shortly.
44
In the light of the B colon this is a more appropriate rendering than listen.
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Thus, we are obliged to conclude that the primary identity of the addressee is that of
a son, i.e., as belonging to the family structure. A person who rejects this structure

and its arrangement is an abomination to the sages:

A fool reviles his father's discipline, but he who accepts rebuke is prudent.
[Prov 15:5]

He who maltreats45 [his] father and drives away [his] mother is a shameful son
and behaves shamefully. [Prov 19:26]

He who curses his father and mother, his light will be quenched in time46 of
darkness. [Prov 20:20]

As for an eye that mocks [its] father, and despises obedience47 [to its] mother,
wadi ravens will pick it out, and vultures will eat it. [Prov 30:17]

As the preceding verses indicate, the family has a clear hierarchical structure.
In general, old age commends respect in the proverbial society:

The splendour of young men is their strength, but the adornment of the old men is
grey hair. [Prov 20:29]

The young have to prove themselves to gain respect, for youth is synonymous with
lack of experience and wisdom. In contrast, old age is enough to grant someone high

esteem, because only wise people live long, fools die prematurely. That this age-

based hierarchy applies fully to the family unit transpires through the father's

invocation of the grandfather's authority in Prov 4:Iff and is seen very explicitly in

the following proverb:

Listen to your father who begot you, do not despise your mother because she
grew old. [Prov 23:22]

The family is seen as a cohesive unit accountable for its individual members.

A person's folly brings disrepute on the whole family, the entire house is shunned on

account of an individual while a son's/wife's wisdom has direct bearing on the

reputation of the father/husband:

45
tit <9 dTipd^wv, which is probably a free rendering or a guess.

46 So KBL2 for Q ] K(S) jlEblO, in the eye ofdarkness, i.e., midnight; omitted by ©.
47 The meaning of lit is uncertain. © yppas, old age for which BHS proposes rnpr'p, but
possibly the translator did not know how to deal with the Hebrew, or knew a root pr6, to be old (so
Greenfield 1958:212-14).
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The crown of the old people are grandchildren, and the splendour of sons are
their fathers. [Prov 17:6]

A foolish son is a destruction to his father, and a contentious wife is continuous
dripping.48 [Prov 19:13]

He who returns evil for good — evil will not depart from his house. [Prov
17:13]

... her husband is known in the gate, when he sits with the elders of the land.
[Prov 31:23]

The family is not just a basic social unit, but also the key economic cell of the

proverbial society. The proverbial economy is land-based and the family unit is tied
to a specific portion of the land:

Do not move the ancient boundary, which your fathers established. [Prov 22:28]
Do not move an ancient boundary, and do not enter the field of orphans, for
their defender is strong, he will fight their case against you. [Prov 23:10-11]

These verses (and the related Prov 15:25 quoted earlier) show that the allocation of

land to individual families was based on a long-existing tradition and was considered

as fixed. Further, the land was to remain in the particular family even when the male

head of the family died leaving a widow and orphans behind. Considering that

nowhere in Proverbs do we find any indication that land was considered a

commodity, it appears likely that the underlying economic system is similar to that

depicted in the book of Ruth (it is certainly significant that Prov 23:11 uses the term

bm in the context of land belonging to an orphan), or presumed by the Law of the

Jubilee [Lev 25],

While the family appears to be the key element of the socio-economic

makeup of the proverbial world, there are additional superstructures identifiable in

Proverbs. Certain issues are settled at the gate:

Do not steal from the impoverished because he is impoverished, and do not
crush the poor in the gate. For Yahweh fights their case and will squeeze life
from those who rob them. [Prov 22:22-23]49

48 For discussion of the verb T")tD see Greenfield (1958:210-12).
49 For textual notes see p. 111.
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The unmistakably legal language of this verse shows that the gate was a place where

legal disputes between individuals would have been heard. It, however, should not be

envisaged as a formal courtroom with appointed judges. Rather, it appears to be a

less formal assembly where resolutions were reached through collective deliberation

by those respected in the community for their wisdom and status. The openness of

the gate proceedings to contributions of the broad public are indirectly indicated by

the following proverb:

Wisdom is high for a fool,50 he does not open his mouth at the gate. [Prov 24:7]

This text implies that if the fool had been in possession of wisdom, he could have

made a contribution that would have been taken seriously, i.e., the authority of one's

voice at the gate is based on merit rather than formal appointment.

The gate would not only have been a place where legal matters were heard,

but also a place where individual members of the community would have been

scrutinised and either praised or criticised; what would have been said of someone at

the gate had a major impact on the individual's life:

Charm is deceitful, and beauty is a vanity, [but] a woman who fears Yahweh,
she should be praised! Give her from the fruit of her hands, and let them praise
her in the gates [on account of] her deeds. [Prov 31:30-31 ]51
How I used to hate instruction, and my heart despised rebuke and I did not
listen to the voice of my instructors, and I did not stretched my ear to my
teachers. I came so near to a total disaster in the midst of the assembly and
congregation. [Prov 5:12-14]52

The latter text does not in fact refer to the gate per se but instead uses the terms 1T1SJ
and These words refer to a formal gathering of the community. References to

such an assembly are found elsewhere in the OT and Gottwald (1979:243) evaluates

these in the following manner:

Although the total number of references to 'the assembly' in demonstrably or
probably early sources is not great, the impression is strong that the body of
free-and-equal males gathered for stated cultic celebrations, for periodic
redistribution of land, and for exceptional deliberations on matters of war and

50
lit nitttq; the translation follows a suggestion by Driver (195lb: 188) to read ni2"1, high.

51 For textual notes see p. 141.
52 For textual notes see p. 193.
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of internal dispute ... The qahal is, as it were, an instrument by which
Israelites come together to reach collective decisions and to carry out
ceremonial activities.

While bnp in Prov 5:14 may not refer to a large scale gathering, but only an
assembled community of a village or town, Gottwald's depiction of the assembly as

a 'body of free-and-equal males' fits the proverbial context. The exceptions to this

picture of equality are few. Thus Prov 19:10 objects to "OS? gaining an influential

position in society, and a rather inflexible social hierarchy is painted in the following

passage:

Under three things the earth shakes and under four it is not able to bear: under
a slave, when he becomes a king, and a fool when he is sated with food, under
a hated woman that is married,53 and a maid when she dispossesses54 her
mistress. [Prov 30:21-23]

However, it has to be appreciated that in Proverbs "OS? is not usually a servant

working for hire, but a slave, who is land-less and thus stands outside of the

proverbial land-based socio-economic structures by default. This he shares with the

but in contrast to the poor he is a possession of his master, whom he is expected

to obey, yet, has no real motivation to such obedience:

A slave cannot be disciplined by words, for he understands, but does not
respond. [Prov 29:19]

It appears that one could become a slave either by birth or due to imprudence:

... and a fool will be a slave to a wise mind. [Prov 11:29]

He who pampers his slave from childhood, in the future he will be ???.55 [Prov
29:21]

It is also clear that only the wealthy members of the society were able to afford

slaves, who were in a certain sense the true sign of sound economic standing; the

relative paucity of sayings concerning "OS? indicates that the slave was not an

essential element of the world to which the sages addressed themselves. Further,

53
nt bv2T\; Van Leeuwen (1986:608), following der Ploeg, argues that we should read Qal, under a

despised wife when she rules, but such a rendering has no obvious merit.
54
L t£7~rri; one manuscript ET"llFI, but Qal makes good sense in this case.

55
lit ]i3!3, is unexplained. ©(5) has 05 KaTacrrraTaXa 6K TraiSog, OLKeTp? eorai, 'iayarov 8e

6SuvT]9f|CTeTai ecj)' eauTU), who lives wantonly from childhood, will be a servant; at the end will suffer
pain upon himself, which is most likely a free rendering.
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while the verses above say that such a state of affairs is undesirable, they indirectly

witness to the fact that slaves sometimes gained a position of influence and maids
became wives. In addition, these isolated statements have to be held together, for

instance, with Prov 17:10 that judges a slave on merit rather than social origins and
accords him a place within the regular family structure. Thus, while we encounter a

certain tension in the book concerning the status of slaves, all indications are that the

slave played only a marginal socio-economical role in the proverbial world.

The one element in the material that stands in contrast to the otherwise

largely non-egalitarian outlook of Proverbs is the position of the monarch. Altogether

there are some 40 references to the king who is perceived as a part of the established

divine order represented by Dame Wisdom [Prov 8:15]. At the same time the

association between the king and God is much weaker than is found elsewhere in the

OT. Some sense of link between the divine and royal realms is conveyed through the

juxtaposition of the Yahweh and king sayings in Prov 16 and is found more

explicitly in the janus verse of this section:

[When?] there is divination on the lips of a king when he administers justice,
his mouth does not act unjustly. [Prov 16:10]

However, it is difficult to say, whether this verse is to be taken as a declaration or as

a conditional statement. Overall, there are only two places in Proverbs where both

God and the king appear:

It is glory of God to conceal a thing, and glory of kings to explore a thing.
[Prov 25:2]

My son, fear Yahweh and the king, do not associate with revolutionaries.56
[Prov 24:21]

In either case the link between the king and the deity is not particularly specific, and
in the former case it even appears as if the king is working against the divine activity.

56
m rrumrrbK cnittrn:?; © pr|0eTepu) auTcoy dTTei0f|ains, do not disobey either of them, i.e.,

reading □iTitp and "131?. This reading is quite plausible, although it could be the result of the
translator's unfamiliarity with 03itl). Thomas (1934) argued from Arabic for an existence of a

separate root H3E? with the meaning exalted, suggesting that this is in fact a warning against getting
involved with people of high standing.
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Overall, it is necessary to conclude that while the king is perceived as a part of the
divine order, he is not portrayed in Proverbs as a direct divine representative.

The king has the power over life and death:

The king's rage is messengers of death, but a wise man appeases it. There is
life when the king's face shines, and his favour is like a cloud of spring rain.
[Prov 16:14-15]

Like a lion's growling is the king's rage, but like a dew upon grass is his
favour. [Prov 19:12]

The king's terror is like the growling of a lion, whoever irritates him sins
against his life. [Prov 20:2]

However, at the same time, he is portrayed as being subjected to absolute divine
control:

The heart of a king is [like] canals of water in the hand of Yahweh, he leads it
wherever he pleases. [Prov 21:1],

The king's main function is to serve as a juridical authority with the

responsibility to uphold justice. And he is not only expected to administer justice, but

to be virtuous and self-controlled in every respect:

A wise king winnows the wicked, runs57 over them the [threshing] wheel. [Prov
20:26]

The king who judges the poor in truth, his throne will be established for ever.
[Prov 29:14]

[It is] not to kings, Lemuel,58 [it is] not to kings to drink wine, and to high
officials beer is a woe.59 Lest he drinks and forgets what is decreed, and he
perverts justice of all who are poor ... Open your mouth for one who is
speechless,60 for justice of all sons of dumbness.61 Open your mouth to judge
righteously, and to administer justice [to] the poor and underprivileged. [Prov
31:4-5,8-9]

The king further functions as a military leader, albeit this is only mentioned in

passing [Prov 30:27], Outside of his military and juridical roles he has no other

57 Hebrew turns. © emPaXet, S u^crCn, brings, both possibly reading Hiphil.
58
It is possible that Vis a case of haplography, with and further that itself

originated from the second (so Toy 540), although the repetition can be for emphasis.
59
lit K iX, Q 'K, emending to "'"K.

60
m © Xoyto Geou, probably but the © Vorlage seems to have been corrupted

throughout this section of the book.
61

tit '"pSri; BHS proposes . Thomas (1965:277) suggests the rendering dumb, incapable, on the
grounds of Arabic. The suggestion is attractive, since it fits the parallelism well.
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acknowledged function and a certain degree of scepticism concerning the

performance of the king as a judiciary is evident:

Many seek the face of the ruler, but man's justice is from Yahweh. [Prov 29:26]

Thus, the image of the king in Proverbs is far from the strong totalitarian and semi-

divine status of a typical ANE ruler. His impact on the life of the proverbial

characters is marginal; there are no references to taxation or any other practical

aspects of a centralised government. This is surprising if we are dealing here with a

well instituted monarchy, for the taxation burden would have been significant and

one would, therefore, expect the sages to offer some advice or comment in this

matter, whether positive or negative. Also, while the number of courtly references is

large enough not to be disregarded lightly, the frequently made assertion that

Proverbs originated at the court for the education of the courtier, is unlikely.62 Only a

very few proverbs, apply specifically to a person with potential access to the ruler63
and overall the impression is given that the monarch has been grafted somewhat

artificially on top of a depiction of a society that is largely decentralised and in which

the king has a very limited role to play.64

To summarise, the world of the proverbial sages is a world of a small, tightly-

knit community, in which each individual's behaviour has a great impact on the life

of everyone else. The most essential socio-economic unit of this society is a family,

which has a hierarchical, age-based, structure, and is co-responsible for the

behaviour of its members. Beyond the family hierarchy, the proverbial society is not

significantly centralised and its affairs are run mainly on the basis of a consensus of

those who earned their respect in the community.65 It should also be noted, that while

the proverbial sages were striving for a better, if not entirely ideal, world, the world

in which they found themselves was far from ideal. The repeated reassurances that

62 See also Humphreys (1978); Whybray (1990:45-59); Golka (1993); Dell (1998).
63 In my view only Prov 14:35; 22:29; 23:Iff; 25:5-6.
64 This becomes even more clear when the Proverbs of Solomon is compared to such a work as the
Egyptian Instruction for King Meri-ka-re. This instruction of an Egyptian king to his son and
successor, in contrast with Proverbs, addresses the issues that such instruction might be expected to.
65 Cf. Clements' (1993) conclusions that the primary focus of Proverbs is on family and city.
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the wicked will not prosper and will come to disaster indicated that in reality there

were wicked in the proverbial world that did prosper and righteous who did not.

Further, the emphasis on preservation of the family framework indicates that this

traditional arrangement might have been perceived as being under threat and that the
book was shaped in a conscious attempt to avert dismantling of these traditional
structures.

The Human World of Qoheleth

Qoheleth's Anthropology

The relationship between God and human beings in Qoheleth is, similarly to

Proverbs, that of Creator with the created. Yet, Qoheleth's anthropology is fairly low

in contrast to Proverbs. Qoheleth was familiar with high anthropological views in

which human beings were considered superior to the rest of the creatures on the

grounds that the human spirit, nil, is immortal:

I thought to myself concerning human beings: God makes clear to them and
shows them that they are animals. Indeed, as for the fate of human beings, and
the fate of an animal — they have the same fate: as [is] death of this, so [is]
death of the other and there is one breath to both. And there is no advantage to
man over an animal, for both are passing. They both are on [their] way to the
same place — both came from the dust and both are returning to the dust. Who
knows? Is the breath of the human beings ascending above and the breath of
the animals descending beneath to the earth? And I saw that there is nothing
better than [if] man rejoices in his deeds for this is his portion. For who shall
take him to look at that which will be afterwards? [Qoh 3:18-22]66

It is quite clear from this passage that, as I have pointed out earlier, Qoheleth himself

does not subscribe to such opinions; in spite of the lack of a categorical denial his

scepticism about such an alternative is expressed subtly, yet clearly, by the rhetorical

question of v. 21. Within the earthly realm, to which he limits his enquiry, he can

find no distinction between humans and other creatures. In fact, he is convinced that

it is the divine intention to demonstrate to humans that they are nothing more than

66 For textual notes see p. 119.
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earthly creatures, whose existence is fragile and without any genuine, lasting gain;
the human being is just a

It is in the light of the finality of death that Qoheleth's final remark [Qoh 12:7]

should be understood; in the context of the whole book, the spirit returning to God is
not the quintessential human being freed of the earthly body moving onto a higher
level of existence in a spiritual realm, as it is sometimes understood. Rather, the spirit
is the raw life force that God gave all the living creatures, and which completed its

'service'. By returning the dust back to earth as it used to be, death restores the initial

status quo and closes the profitless circle of existence. I have already pointed out that

Qoheleth thinks that when one dies depends at least to some extent on how one lives

[Qoh 7:17], but the proverbial claims about wisdom leading to longevity are not shared

by Qoheleth. In contrast to the proverbial sages, Qoheleth does not perceive life in

the terms of linear progress aided by wisdom, but rather as a rat-mill; no matter how

much effort one makes and how fast one runs, life inadvertly returns to its very

starting point. This difference of perspective projects itself into Qoheleth's system of

values. In the proverbial world old age was a source of respect, longevity being a

sign of wisdom, righteousness and ultimately of divine favour. These notions are

foreign to Qoheleth:

And remember your creator'" in the days of your youth, before the bad days
come, and years will approach when you say: 'I have no pleasure in them'.
While the sun and the light and the moon and the stars do not darken, and the
clouds [do not]68 return after the rain. In the day when the keepers of the house
tremble and warriors bend and the grinding girls cease [to grind], for they
became few and the ones69 looking through the windows became darkened,70
and the doors into the street have been shut; when the sound of the grind-mill
quietened. He will rise to the sound of birds, but all daughters of songs71 will

67 Gordis (1955a:340) suggests that the ^ could be a part of the suffix, with III-X verb treated as III-\
Some wish to read your well ~ your wife (e.g. Crenshaw 1988:184-5), but it is questionable,
that if enjoyment of a female companion was intended here Qoheleth would use the verb "IDT, which
he never employs in sense to enjoy. Several emendations have been proposed (see Seow 1997:351)
but 111 reading is supported by the versions and fits the context, in particular Qoh 11:9.
68 The negative is gapped in the Hebrew.
69
In Hebrew feminine, probably referring to eyes.

70 Driver (1954:233) wishes to emend to "[DPI, to cease, but HI "[ttfn fits the imagery of blindness
better.
71 Driver (1954:33) proposed that the reference is to song-birds, in contrast to which normally
refers to a sparrow.
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grow silent. They also fear72 height and [there is] terror in the path. And the
almond tree blossoms and the locust drags itself along,73 and the caper-fruit74
bursts,75 for the man is going to his eternal home,76 and the mourners go around
in the streets. Before the silver cord is torn,77 and the gold bowl is crushed,78
and pitcher is broken upon the spring and the wheel runs79 into the well. And
the dust returns80 upon the earth as it used to be, and the spirit returns to God,
who gave it. [Qoh 12:1-7]

While this final section of the book poses serious problems to the interpreter much of

it being obscure, many of the poetic images reveal Qoheleth's view of ageing clearly;
there is nothing desirable about being old. Longevity possesses no inherent positive
value and can be more a curse then a blessing. If anything can be made of life, it is

when one is young:

If a man begets a hundred [children] and lives many years, and as many the
days of his years may be, but his soul would not be satiate from the goods, and
he even did not have a burial, I say: 'the miscarried one is better off than him'.
For in futility he came and in darkness he will go and in darkness his name is
covered. He did not see the sun either and did not get to know [anything], there
is more rest to this one than the other. Even if he lives a thousand years twice,
but does not enjoy himself, do not they both go to the same place? [Qoh 6:3-6]81
Young man, rejoice in your youth, and let your heart make you happy in the
days of your youth, and walk in the ways of your heart, and visions of your
eyes, but know that concerning all of these God will bring you into judgement.
Remove anger from your heart, make evil pass away from your body, for youth
and <prime of life> are futile. [Qoh 11:9-10]82

This attitude represents a serious reversal of such wisdom values as we saw in

Proverbs, for youth equals inexperience, and experience is one of the greatest assets

of the type of wisdom Proverbs represents. However, Qoheleth does not simply

reverse the values. Even the advantage of youth is merely relative, for within the

larger picture youth is also futile, being unavoidably followed by old age.

72
L WV, the subject of the verb is not clear, probably, indefinite; one manuscript WT; ©, a' read

aito uQous oQovtch, understanding the whole clause as referring to the birds mentioned previously. D
supports L.
73
m Ssr?" ; © Kal TraxvvQ?\, fattens; many manuscripts Sonoi, becomes foolish.

74
rn a' emtrovos, painful, i.e., tripp.

75
Ft © SiacnceSaaOr), scatters-, a' SiaXuOf], will be separated, put to an end, a' icapTreuaeL, will

be fruitful, all of these readings convey the same notion of the caper pod releasing the seeds.
76 Lit. house ofhis eternity.
77

!Tt Q prn]j K pnT; reading with 5 nmo,\\ \ broken off, i.e., priS^, supported by the parallelism.
78
lit pni; reading Niphal with 5.

79
lit p3]; reading with ©, S, £ pri

80
lit 3tP; reading Px with the versions in place of the !Tt juss.

81 For textual notes see p. 121.
82 For textual notes see p. 203.



The Human World 160

If the proverbial human is labelled as homo docilis then Qoheleth's human

being is ultimately homo limitus; what humanity cannot achieve is by far more

significant for Qoheleth than what it can, and human limits are repeatedly asserted.

The fundamental limitation is the inability to understand the way the world is. In

addition to Qoh 3:10-15, which has already been discussed (p. 81), the following

passages should be also noted:

All the things are wearisome— one is not able to describe [them]. The eye will
not [ever] be satisfied by watching, nor will the ear be [ever] filled from
hearing. [Qoh 1:8]83
When84 I set my heart to know wisdom and to see the occupation which is
done upon the earth (indeed, neither during the day nor during the night [the
heart]85 was seeing any sleep with its eyes86), then I saw [concerning] every
deed of God, that man is not able to find out the deed which is done under the
sun, no matter how much87 man may work to find it out, yet, he cannot find [it]
out, and even if the sage should say88 that he knows, he cannot find [it] out.
[Qoh 8:16-17]

This intellectual limitation is the source of the failure of any other human

undertaking, failure to make any true progress or gain, which is the issue that lies at

the very heart of the book. Qoheleth's answer to the initial question 'what |"niV?' is
a resolute 'none/'; anything that he examines turns out to be ^n. The mere

frequency of this term in the book says it all. It should not, therefore, come as a

surprise that Qoheleth views the entire human existence as a pitiful and sorrowful

business:

83 For textual notes see p. 122.
84

L "VQ'tO; 2 manuscripts and © read The former alternative is preferable as the causative
sense of the latter fits ill with the context.
85 The whole clause introduced by "O is best understood as epexegetical, explaining the intensity of
the heart's search. Gordis (1955a:298) thinks the sfx on is anticipatory referring to DTKi! in v.
17, but this is unlikely because v. 16 describes the search methodologically while v. 17 presents the
results reached, with the two subordinate clauses in 16 and 17 respectively being mutually
independent and formally unrelated.
86
Ogden's (1987b: 141) proposal there was sleep in his eyes, [therefore] he was not seeing is forced,

requiring sleep to be understood as a metaphor which is somewhat unexpected in conjunction with
day and night. Furthermore, the not seeing here can hardly refer to the search itself, as it is
immediately followed by the claim and I saw.

should mean on account ofwhich (e.g. Jonah 1:12), but that does not make much sense
in the context. Therefore, reading with © oaa an poxGqaTi o dnGpco-rro? tou CtiTTjcrai; cf- ako 5.
88 The Px is best interpreted as modal; to express an actual claim or intention, e.g. Fox (1989:256), Sx
would be expected, cf. Qoh 7:23.
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And I set my heart (in order to seek and to investigate by wisdom) upon all that
which is done under the heaven. It is a bad occupation God gave to humans to
occupy/afflict89 [themselves] with. I saw all the deeds that are done90 under the
heaven, and behold, all this is futile and striving after wind. What is crooked,
cannot be straightened,91 and a deficit cannot be counted.92 [Qoh 1:13-15]

Indeed, what is there for a man in all his work and ambition of his heart, which
he carries out under the sun? For all his days are painful and his business is
sorrowful, and also at night his heart does not sleep — this also is futile. [Qoh
2:22-23]

And I congratulated the dead, who already died, over those still living. And
more than the two of them [I praised] the one who has not yet been, who has
not seen the evil deed that is done under the sun. [Qoh 4:2-3]93
There is sickening evil which I saw under the sun — riches kept by its owner
for their94 destruction. And the riches perish in a bad business venture, and he
begot a son, and there is nothing at all in his hand. Just as95 he came out of the
womb of his mother naked, he will again go, just as he came; and he will take
nothing at all out of96 his labour which he might carry97 in his hand, 98also this
is sickening evil: exactly99 as he came so he goes. And what advantage does he
have, who works for wind?100 Also, all his days he [is] in darkness and
mourning,101 and great grief,102 and sickness and anger.103 [Qoh 5:12-16]

89 The question whether niXI?*? comes from the root i~I37 or ]3X? cannot be definitely answered. The
modifying I?"] in the previous clause suggests that the meaning here is negative, thus suggesting the
former, while the use of |3?7 in the same clause points to the latter. Thus, it appears that this is a
deliberate pun - the affliction and occupation are inseparable (see also note 76 on p. 80).
90 The Sx denotes here a static point of view similar to the proverbial gnomic perspective. Qoheleth is
not interested in only what is being done presently, nor what has been done, but essentially in what
can ever be done.
91
Reading Niphal with apocopated PI, e.g. © aor. pass.; Driver (1954:225) proposes to read Pu infc.

cs.; in any case passive sense is required by the context.
92 Fox (1989:173) proposes to emend III niiQ/lS to nl'?3ni?, to be made up for, on the grounds that HI
is a truism. While this statement is undeniably trivial on the literal level, it is not pointless, because on
the level of the metaphor it encapsulates a key element of Qoheleth's worldview, indeed, the main
point of the whole book, i.e., the fact that this world does not produce profit.
93 For textual notes see p. 120.
94 The ms sfx has "1E7j7 as its referent as Qoh 5:13 shows.
95
m "1083; 4QQoha K'D.

96 Hebrew has 3, i.e., amongst.
97 So m reading Hiphil; ©(5, D) reads iua TTOpeuOrj, i.e., Qal Px; The Hiphil fits the syntax
better, as the notion of going has been expressed already in the verse.
98

lit + and; I follow 4QQoha.
99
Reading nBX7i?3 with © and S in place of lit ri2S7_1?3.

100 Or that he should workfor wind.
101

111 113; reading with © ev OKOTei Kai TrevOei, i.e., *7310 ^tPn3. The confusion of 3 and
3 is common in the Aramaic script.
102

Reading with © (5, <L, D) 0X73"!; Ft 0X731. Gordis (1955a:244) prefers lit on the grounds that if these
were nouns the 3 would have to be repeated with each one, but that is not necessarily the case (see
WOC 11.4.2a).
103

Reading with ©; 111 reads he grieves greatly, and his sickness, and anger. 5 appears to have been
corrupted early offering a number of variant readings. Gordis (1955a:244) wishes to preserve HI

suggesting the sfx is elliptical for I1?. However, in that case one would expect it with the final
word of the clause. Delitzsch (301) understands the final two words as an exclamation, but the
introductory ] speaks against that.
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Indeed, I set all this to104 my heart, and my heart saw105 all this, that the
righteous and the wise, and their deeds106 are in the hand of God. Whether love
or hatred humans do not know, all that is before them is futile, because107 for
all there is the same fate, for the righteous and for the wicked, for the good and
for the bad,108 and for the clean and for the unclean, for the sacrificing one, and
for the one who does not sacrifice - as the good so the sinner, as109 the one who
vows so the one who is afraid of a vow. This [is] the110 evil in all that is done
under the sun, that there is the same fate to all, and even though the heart of
sons ofman is full of evil'11 and there is foolishness in their hearts during their
lives and afterwards"2 - join"3 the dead! [Qoh 9:1-3]

It is the reality of a single fate for all, expressed in the last quote, that appears to be

the one most unpalatable characteristic of human existence for Qoheleth, one which

stirred in him particularly strong emotions:

The wise man has eyes in his head, while the fool walks in darkness. But I
also"4 came to know that the same chance happens to both of them. And [so] I
thought to myself:"3 'The same chance as that of the fool happens also to me

104
Many manuscripts read DN, instead of L is supported by © and is syntactically preferable.

105
Reading with ©(5) Km rapSia pou auv nan et8ev touto, i.e., PIT" 181 l^]. The lack of

the letters 18 is slightly more easily explained as a haplography on account of the similarity between
PI and IP in III than a dittography in the Vorlage of © (in the case of dittography one expects the
repeated consonants to be identical, but that would in this case produce a text which is nonsensical).
The wording e'ts KapSia pou rat KapSia pou speaks for a difference in the Vorlage. If this had been
a simple gloss, the repetition of KapSta in such an immediate succession would have been unlikely
and it cannot be easily explained as dittography because of the preposition eis and the conjunction
Kch. Gordis (1955a:299) defends lit reading 113 as from the root 113, to select, because he considers
the repetition of 3*7 in immediate succession unlikely, but this argument carries little weight since the
reconstructed clause is neither syntactically flawed nor awkward in any sense.
106 Drri31? is an Aramaism.
107

Reading 1383 instead of m 13$3 "?3l on the basis of © pctTcnoTris en tois Tidaiv (S
includes both $x and ^31 , which is probably a conflation ofm and © texts). Crenshaw (1988:159-
60) prefers !Tt, arguing for sense everything is before them, 121everything is the same to everybody, but
1383 does not mean the same. Gordis (1955a:300) renders lit everything is like everything else, but
this ignores the b of the second 33.
108

Reading with ©(S, D) xal to kokco which is missing in fit, but fits the list of pairs. Gordis'
(1955a:300) thinks that this has been added on rhythmic grounds; more likely a word dropped out.
109

Reading with ©(S, <C, D) 33333 in place of lit 33331. The former is preferable because while the
construction varies from pair to pair in the list, it is always identical for both elements in each pair.
110 The article is lacking in Hebrew, but definiteness is required by the context. Fox (1989:258)
suggests that it is a case of haplography of 311 IT, which is plausible, although Qoheleth's use of the
article is irregular.
111

Ogden (1987b: 147) painful thoughts, but the parallel withfoolishness suggests a more active sense,
since foolishness is not something that happens to a person, but something one does.
1,2 As there is no referent for the 3ms sfx in the context 1118 must be understood here in a purely
adverbial manner (Gordis 1955a:301). © ottictco auTcav; a' Ta 8e TeXeuTeTa auTwu; these variations
are not likely due to differences in the Vorlage.
113 Lit. to.
114 The position of the particle is unusual. It would seem that its primary referent is not the act of
knowing, but the persona of Qoheleth, as if Qoheleth's observation associates him with others who
had reached the same conclusion before him.
1,5 Lit. I said in my heart.
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— for what gain116 am I then"7 wise?' And I thought to myself,118 that also this
is futile. For there is no lasting remembrance for the wise as well as119 the fool.
In those already imminent days,120 both will be forgotten. But how can the wise
be allowed121 to die with the fool? And I hated life, because the deed, which is
done under the sun, [pressed] bad[ly]122 upon me. For all is futile and striving
after wind. [Qoh 2:14-17]

Here Qoheleth betrays how much he identifies with the sages who came before him.

The ideal of retributive justice, so crucial to the proverbial sages is very dear to him.

Unfortunately, it remains an ideal which is unfulfilled in his experience and he finds

this reality difficult to swallow.

Yet, in spite of the bleak picture of human existence that Qoheleth paints, and

even the strong emotions of dislike for life, he clings to life:

Indeed, whoever is in the company123 with all the living, there is hope124 [for
him] — indeed, for125 a living dog, who is better [off] than the dead lion. For
the living know that they will die, but as for the dead, they know nothing, and
they have no more any reward, because their memory has been forgotten. [Qoh
9:4-5]

116
Taking "ll")"1 as a substantive, modifying the HO of nab. It is also possible to understand

"irr adverbially: 'and why have I, then, become especially wise?' (Gordis 1955a:212). However, in
the context a degree of wisdom does not seem to be the issue — the polarity is not little wise :

exceedingly wise, but ratherfoolish : wise.
117 TN is omitted by one Hebrew and several ® manuscripts, 5, D. The omission is most likely due to
the syntactical difficulties the particle causes.
118 Lit. I said in my heart. © + Sloti a^pcou £k uepiacreupaTOS' XaXel, because fool speaks from
abundance seems to reflect a difference in Vorlage, but makes no clear sense in the context.
119 Hebrew □!?. Some wish to interpret as comparative (e.g. Delitzsch 247; Crenshaw 1988:85), but
that is in my view unlikely. Qoheleth expresses the comparative regularly by the standard construction
with 113, and furthermore the force of the preposition must be the same as in 16B, since it connects
wise and fools in both cases. On this latter occasion the sense is undoubtedly associative — the point
is not that the wise does not have more remembrance than the fool, but that neither of them has any at
all.
120 Lit. already coming days. I am inclined to understand the preposition 3 in a temporal sense

referring to the coming days, not as a part of a compound conjunction ~Ei3. If the latter had been the
case, one would expect the ptc to form a clause with □''DTI, but DTOjl functions here attributively
and the whole expression □,K3n □"'DY! as an adverbial modifier of the following verb.
121 Modal use ofPx.
122 Gordis (1955a:213) suggests that "bv I?"] means it is worthless to me on basis of bv 3ia in Esth
3:9. However, there the idiom means to please someone, thus supporting the rendering in the
translation rather than Gordis' proposal.
123

Reading HI Q "1311supported by versions. That the K 3113'' is a mere scribal error (pace
Crenshaw 1988:160-1) is indicated by the fact that the object of 3113 is not introduced by , which
however is used with 3311 (e.g. Gen 14:3). Placing a pause between 3113 and bv,, as the !TC accents
do, to avoid this problem, i.e., whoever is chosen, there is hope to all living, yields a poor sense.
124 The MH sense of ]ini23- F°x (1989:258) something that can be relied on, i.e., death, but the hope
in vv. 4-5 is that of some reward that the dead do not possess anymore.
i2:> The preposition b is omitted in ©, 5.
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The light is sweet and it is pleasant for eyes to see the sun. Indeed, if a man
lives many years, let him rejoice in all of them, but let him remember the dark
days, for they could be many, all that comes is futile. [Qoh 11:7-8]

These two quotes should be supplemented by all the repeated calls to eat and drink
and enjoy life scattered through the book, and together with the previously quoted

text paint two diametrically contrasting views of life, on the one hand as pitiful,

unjust and pointless existence, on the other hand as something that can and should be

enjoyed. They stand in tension in the book, yet, they are not irreconcilable. As I have

argued earlier, Qoheleth operates on two distinct levels; one which is abstract and

all-encompassing on which he is asking about the meaning of life, and another which
is very concrete, the here and now. In the former there is no ji"UT, there is no higher
meaning to life, human existence is not more than the process of dying. On the latter

level there are ups and downs, and the ups can be exploited. Thus, paradoxically, life

can be worth living although it produces nothing of any genuine value.126

While he spends much time dealing with the nature of human existence,

Qoheleth shows only limited interest in human character. Yet, the comments he

makes are not dissimilar to those we found in Proverbs: he observes that human

beings have an inclination toward evil [Qoh 8:11; 9:3], that human appetite is insatiable

[Qoh 6:7] and that human integrity is fragile [Qoh 7:7], Also, envy is a widespread

emotion in Qoheleth's world:

And I saw that [on behalf of] all the fruit127 and all the success of work man is
envied128 by his neighbour. [Qoh 4:4]

126
A similar understanding of Qoheleth's quest was recently expressed by Christianson (1998:216-

254).
127 bay here in the sense of the product of work. Fox (1989:202) is of the opinion that here it refers to
the activity because of the parallel with p"ltJ73 and because the context is about reasonableness of
effort. However, also means success and this rendering makes better sense here, since it forms
a constmct chain with nS2Qil. Furthermore, an outcome and an effort are closely related, so that it is
not inappropriate to talk about an outcome in the context of the effort.
I"8 Lit. envy ofman. Gordis (1955a: 150) understands this as the one who is working being driven by
rivalry. However, it appears to be more natural to think that skill/success is the object rather than the
product of envy. Furthermore, in my view it is not very likely that Qoheleth would claim that all work
is envy-driven, considering that his own undertaking in Qoh 2 was driven by wisdom and search for a
personal advantage.
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At this point it needs to be noted that what is rendered here as envy is the Hebrew

HMf?, the jealousy that was considered by the proverbial sages as the strongest
emotion of all. Qoheleth further observes that people are inclined to apply different

standards to others than themselves [Qoh 7:21], and in harmony with the proverbial

sages, he considers the internal human reality as more important than the external.

This is particularly well captured by the following sayings:

[A good]129 name is better than quality oil, and the day of death than the day of
birth. It is better to go to a house ofmourning than to go to a house of feasting
because that is the end of every man, and the living one should ponder [it].
Sadness is better than laughter, for when the face is distressed,13" the heart will
be well.131 The mind of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the heart of
fools is in the house of joy. [Qoh 7:1-4]

The second half of the first saying is puzzling, but it should most likely be

understood in the light of the first colon, for it cannot be said at birth what the person

is like, only at the end of person's life can an accurate judgement be made. We can

also note that similarly to the Proverbs, Qoheleth views the difficult times as

character building, they drive home to one the true realities of life.

I have pointed out in chapter 3 (p. 131) that Qoheleth apportions a certain

degree of blame to God for human wickedness. However, it needs to be understood

that this refers only to the secondary causes of evil, for he asserts that by not putting

into place strict and swift retributive justice God encourages wickedness. Yet,

Qoheleth does not lay any blame on God for the primary causes of evil, i.e., he does

not assert that God made humans evil, rather the opposite:

All this I tested concerning'32 Wisdom: I said, 'let me be wise', but She13j is
far from me. [She] is134 distant from that which is,133 and very deep, who can

129 BIB functions predicatively in lAa and attributively in lAb. The attributive use in lAb implies an
additional gapped BlB with attributive sense in lAa.
130 Lit. bad.
131 I agree with Gordis (1955a:258) that the phrase should be understood in an intellectual sense, e.g.,
understanding improves.
132 Wisdom is here not an instrument, but an object of Qoheleth's scmtiny, cf. the same idiomatic
construction nnipB? ropss Nrro1? in Qoh 2:1 where the context shows clearly that iinBB is the
object of the testing.
133 The referent of the pronoun here is wisdom, the only feminine noun in the near context. Fox
(1989:239-40) takes the referent of K"H to be PIT, with the implication that it is all events of life that
are far away from Qoheleth. This, however, is unlikely. The events of life are painfully close to

Continued on the following page
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find her136? I turned in my heart137 to get to know and to examine and to pursue
wisdom and [reach] a conclusion,138 and to know the wickedness of
foolishness139 — and Folly is madness.140 And I find141 more bitter142 than
death the woman, who143 is a hunting net and her heart is a mesh, her hands are
fetters. One who is pleasing before God will escape from her, but a sinner will
be captured by her. 'Look! This is what I found', said Qoheleth144 [adding] one
to one to get [the] result.138 l45'My soul sought again — and [again] I did not
find: one man out of a thousand I found, but a woman among all of these I did

Qoheleth's experience, and he just declared that he subjected them to scrutiny. His problem
throughout the book is solely in making sense of the experience, not in lacking it. Furthermore, the
present interpretation is supported by the striking similarities with Job's description of Wisdom (Job
28).
134 Hebrew HYl, but the present sense of 23Bb indicates that it does not denote past tense here.
Probably best understood as gnomic, referring to universal and virtually uniform reality of the world,
which Qoheleth repeatedly postulates, and thus best rendered into English by present tense.
135

Reading with ©(S, D) iTilPD, from that which is. lit !TriP~nB does not make much sense in the
context and probably arose by metathesis of the B and PI (with the preceding adj. being feminine —

note that © has fem. paKpd in the A colon, but neuter |3a9ij pdSos in the B colon). The jl? could be
understood as comparative, which appears to be the case in ©, but spatial understanding of the
preposition is probably better here, e.g. 5 re* n vioi rfomn id she is very far from all
that which is.
136

Although the gender in the Hebrew shifts to masculine, the referent is still apparently wisdom from
v. 23 (cf. S), for the theme of searching for wisdom continues until v. 25B (see also note 110 on p.
122).
137

L, 5, © many manuscripts which makes good sense here. The overall meaning is
similar in both cases.
138 There is no exact English equivalent that would cover the semantic range of [lSPO in this passage.
It denotes calculation in a mathematical as well as more general sense, and tends to have a more
tangible sense than wisdom.
139 The construct relationship is indicated by the accents, and the phrase is so understood by © and 5.
140 The syntax of the final two words is somewhat obscure. Neither © nor 5 nor IF accentuation
understand them as a construct chain and many Hebrew manuscripts, ® and 5 supply copula. The
article with niPpp is not attested in ©, while 5 has all three expressions in the colon definite. I prefer
to read the construction as a clause commenting on the nature of folly. This fits with the fact that the
statement about wisdom is preceded by a comment on the nature of wisdom in v. 24, and makes fluent
transition into the following verse. The article with mPpp corresponds to the article used with
wisdom in v. 23.
141 Note the shift from Sx to ptc.
142 Dahood (1958:308-309) renders stronger, but the parallel with death makes the common sense
bitter very plausible here, cf. 1 Sam 15:32 (Crenshaw 1988:146).
143 Hebrew IPS where X"H functions as a gender-marker ensuring that the subject of the
nominal clause is properly understood.
144

m n^np nPPS; reading with © o 'EKKXqcuacn-fis, i.e., npilpn IPS as ln Q°h 12:8.
145 The relative pronoun "IPS resumes the direct speech interrupted by a parenthetical comment said
Qoheleth adding one to one to get result, and is best left untranslated. It is possible that said Qoheleth,
the only occurrence of the 3rd person narration within the main body of Qoheleth, was deemed
necessary to indicate that what immediately follows is parenthetical. The suggested emendation of
"IPS to HPS (e.g. Fox 1989:242) is uncalled for.
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not find. Only, look at what I found, that God made mankind straight, but146
they sought many solutions'.147 [Qoh 7:23-29]

Admittedly, this is one of the most difficult passages in the book. In my view the key

to this text is in appreciating that in vv. 23-26 we meet the pair of proverbial ladies,
148

Wisdom and Folly. Qoheleth 'flirts' with both, first with Wisdom, but finds her

outside of his reach, deep and distant. Failing to befriend Wisdom, Qoheleth tries

Folly, but finds her to be a deadly snare. He then asserts that God will protect those

who please him from Folly, and it is in this statement that we should seek the key to

vv. 27-29. What Qoheleth is looking for are individuals pleasing God. The

conclusion that he reaches and expresses in v. 28 is to be understood as the result of a

detailed search. Examining people around him one by one, Qoheleth claims to have

found hardly anyone, or more precisely one male and no female, of whom he could

say that they were not trapped by Folly, i.e., that they were pleasing to God. The final
verse then introduces the explanation for such a sorry state of affairs. It is not that

God made people wicked, on the contrary he made them "1^7, upright,149 Instead,
evil perpetrated by humans stems from their search for many JTUSCyn (see n. 147).

The word appears three times in our passage. The first occurrence in v. 25,

where it stands next to HOSl"!, shows that it is used here in line with the basic senset : t 7

of the root with intellectual connotations. The second occurrence in v. 27 shows

that more specifically it implies getting to the bottom of things, obtaining definite,

complete and unambiguous understanding, such as the result of mathematical

addition. In other words, Qoheleth blames the fact that virtually no human beings

appear to be pleasing to God on the persistent human insistence to understand (and

146
Disjunctive sense is preferable to simple co-ordination (pace Ogden 1987b: 124), for the B colon

has to be the reason for the failure of the search of v. 22 and must, therefore, be understood in a

negative sense.
147
lit is in my view incorrectly vocalised. I am inclined to follow © and repoint to 131332^11. lit

pointing could have been caused by nothing more than the daggesh placed incorrectly at some point,
the vowels being subsequently adjusted to the new syllable division. The word ni]3$n is otherwise
found only in 2 Chr 26:15, where it refers to catapults, but such a sense is inappropriate in the present
context.
148 A similar understanding has been reached by Seow (1997:271-72).
149 This word is frequently used with moral connotations which is always the case when it refers to a
human being, and elsewhere in wisdom texts it is synonymous with p"'33. This makes good sense in
the present context.
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thus control) everything around. One cannot avoid noticing certain similarities with
the story of Gen 3, where the innocent couple defied their maker in order to know in
the way God knows and thus became the object of his anger. Yet, it is not so much

that Qoheleth brands the search for understanding itself as wicked, but rather the

insistence on clear cut answers, nlin^n, where none exist. For the world of

Qoheleth's God is ambiguous and cannot be controlled. Humanity becomes

displeasing to God when it refuses to accept this reality, for God intended that

humans do not understand everything, but rather that they fear him [Qoh 3:10-11],

Overall, Qoheleth's evaluation of human nature and inclinations is

remarkably similar to that of Proverbs, except that the latter believed that the natural

tendencies could be overcome through wisdom. Qoheleth does not make such claims

and in fact appears to think that the driving force behind wisdom, to understand and

to be in control, is also behind human failure to please God.

Qoheleth 's Social Perspective

While Qoheleth builds largely on his personal experience, and much of his

advice runs purely on an individual level, it should not obscure from us the fact that

he does not think of humanity in strictly individual terms. On the contrary, humanity

is to him a single, continuous flow of generations and it is precisely the nature of this

collective flow that is determinative of the nature of individual human existence.

This endless flow of humanity has two primary characteristics: the nature of its

existence does not change from one generation to the other, the human world is as it

has been and will be as it is. The second characteristic is the inability to keep track of

individuals within this flow; people are born and die and are forgotten. It matters no

more what they were like, whether wise or fools, they cease to exist not only in the

physical sense, but also as an element of the endless flow; human society viewed

from a distance is anonymous.
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The social nature of human existence is not found only on the abstract level,

but Qoheleth thinks of human beings as social creatures in day-to-day existence.
Loneliness is painful and undesirable; human beings need the support of others and

indeed find satisfaction in sharing the passing reward of any success:

And again I saw futility under the sun. There is one but he has no other —
neither son nor brother — and there is no end to his work, nor is his eye
satisfied [with] riches. And for whom do I work and deprive my soul of
pleasure? Also this is futile and it is an evil occupation. Two are better than
one, because they have pleasant reward in their work. Indeed, if either one
falls,150 the one will raise his companion, but woe to him,151 the [lonely] one
when he falls — and there is no other to raise him up. Also, if the two lie
down, then they are warm, but the one,152 how will he get warm? And if
someone153 attacks154 one [of them], the two will stand against him and a three-
ply cord will not be easily155 torn. [Qoh 4:7-12]

This brings us finally to the examination of the socio-economic structures that

the book reflects. I wish to suggest that Qoheleth points toward a well developed
monarchic set up. The royal figure is much more central to the life of Qoheleth's

society than we found to be the case in Proverbs:

Woe to you land, which is ruled by a servant and whose princes are used to
feasting156 in the morning. Blessed are you land, which is ruled by a man of
free descent and whose princes eat at [proper] time for the sake of157 strength
and not for the sake of drunkenness.158 In sluggishness159 the beam-work will
be160 collapsing and in lowering of hands the house will be leaking.161 They are
making food for laughter and wine can make jolly life, but money is an answer
to everything.162 But not even in your thought163 curse the king, and do not

3
Partitive use of pi. (Crenshaw 1988:111).

151
Reading with ©, 5, D and many manuscripts lb "W in place of L((C) i'TXI. This could have been

easily misunderstood by a scribe of a later period when the short i was also fully written.
152 The English idiom requires nominative although in the Hebrew this is an indirect object.
153 The subject of the verb is undetermined, the 3ms object sfx indicates that is the object of the
verb.
154 Such use of rpn has parallels in the Talmud (Gordis 1955a:232).
155 Lit. quickly.
156

Habitual use of Px.
157 Hebrew 3.
158

m TI3>3 *6]; © ica! ouk aiaxuv0f|CTOUTai, and will not be dishonoured, BHS suggests I"IEQ (3)
for the © Vorlage, but the use of speaks against inf. here.
159 The unexpected dual could be in anticipation of ha?ids in the B colon, or the pi. ending could be a
result of dittography with
160 Habitual use of Px.
161 Greenfield (1958:208-10) argues on the basis of evidence from Ugaritic for existence of a second
root , to collapse, which would make good sense here.
162 Lit. answers all. Fox (1989:271) suggests and money keeps them all occupied.
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curse the rich in your bedroom,164 for a bird from heaven will carry your voice
and a winged creature will disclose163 [your] word. [Qoh 10:16-20]

The king is portrayed here as a figure that ideally maintains the society in good

order, likened to a house owner that makes sure the roof is sound. While similar

statements can be found in Proverbs, there is one fundamental difference here. The

monarchy Qoheleth is familiar with reaches into the inmost private parts of people's

lives (their bedrooms) and does not tolerate any dissent. The monarch is an absolute

despot, answerable to no-one; this notion is found elsewhere in the book:

Watch the mouth of king and concerning a divine oath, do not be hasty. Walk
from his presence, do not stand in an evil matter, for he does whatever he
pleases. Because the word of the king is powerful, and who will say to him:
'What are you doing?' [Qoh 8:2-4]166

There is some evidence that the world in which Qoheleth lives experiences

imperial exploits ofmighty rulers. Consider the following verse:

There was a small city and few men in it, and a great king came to it, and
surrounded it, and built against it massive ramparts. [Qoh 9:14]167

It is not particularly significant whether Qoheleth had a very specific historic

occasion in mind or not. What is, however, important, is that for the story that

follows this verse to serve Qoheleth's purposes, it must be compatible with the

common experience of his day, for it is experience that confirms or disproves what is

and is not true in Qoheleth's epistemology. Now, great kings do not go about laying

siege to insignificant cities to subdue them. Such work can be carried out by their

military commanders.168 Mighty kings are only interested in mighty exploits. The

only context in which a story of a mighty king personally supervising a siege of a

small city is credible (and credibility is essential for Qoheleth) is that of a large-scale

163 Thomas (1949) proposed to derive from y~P, to be still, on basis of Arabic, and render even
in your repose, but the common meaning thought makes better sense here since the basic notion of the
verse is not even in the utmost privacy curse the powerful.
164

A few manuscripts read "nrQI and in splendour, but L is supported by the versions and makes
superior sense.
165 As Barton (1912:179) pointed out, !Tt pointing of the verbs as jussives is most likely incorrect.
166 For textual notes see p. 209.
167 For textual notes see p. 55.
168 One may consider for instance Joab's siege of Rabba on David's behalf in 2 Sam 11.
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military campaign in which the taking of a small city is just one of many

achievements, and its significance lies not in gaining control of the city per se, but
rather in not spoiling the king's absolute and unchallenged victory. Qoheleth's world
is one of such mighty campaigns where kings set out to make a name for themselves.

Furthermore, Qoheleth's world is not one of long-lived royal dynasties, but
rather a world in which kings are overthrown by other kings. Yet, Qoheleth observes

that while the rulers may change, the system remains the same, and those who
welcome the new ruler hoping for a better future are soon disillusioned:

Better is a poor lad who is wise, than an old king who is a fool who does not
know how to take care169 anymore. For he came from prison170 to be a king,
even though he was bom poor in his kingdom. I saw the living (the ones
walking under the sun)171 alongside the second lad,172 who was to stand in his
place. There was no end to all the people — to all those who were before
them,173 but those who came later were not happy with him. Indeed, this also is
futile and striving after wind. [Qoh 4:13-16]

The king is not seen by Qoheleth as the upholder of justice; the social
structures in his world are unjust and oppressive:

And again I observed under the sun: the place of justice - wickedness [gets]174
there. And the place of the righteous - the wicked [gets] there.173 [Qoh 3:16]

I saw all this and paid attention176 to every deed which is done under the sun:
[there is] time177 when man mles over man to cause him evil.178 [Qoh 8:9]

169 The sense ofNiphal of "HIT in later Hebrew (see Jas). Gordis (1955a:233) understands the Niphal
reflexively, but in the context of the passage the old king is unable to satisfy the subjects; therefore, a
more active sense is appropriate.
170

L anion has an apocopated R, i.e., DniOXn, as indicated by the vocalisation of the article; it is
fully written in many manuscripts, cf. ©, 5, D.
171 The clause is epexegetical as indicated by the accents and the fact that □nl?n?n has an attributive
function.
172 As Fox (1989:207-8) pointed out, the shift to Px shows that Qoheleth has yet another person in
mind who is still to appear on the scene.
173

D and 5 read before him.
174 Note the locative H on HOOf
173

Reading with © and <E and SFp"]. This is in my judgement the better reading for two reasons:
(1) Qoheleth does not usually restate things, especially using the same word; (2) the theme of
righteous and wicked is further developed in the following verse.
176 Lit. gave my heart to; infa. + 1 resuming the function of the preceding verb, a construction common
in LBH (WOC 35.5.2b-d) and used repeatedly by Qoheleth.
177

HI ~)$R niJ supported by D; © tci boa, i.e., ")2jR~nR, which is clearly an audible error.
178

Reading with versions Hiphil with apocopated H. !Tt, D read a noun, to his evil.
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And I turned and I saw all the oppression which is done under the sun. And
behold, the tear[s] of the oppressed, and they do not have a comforter, and
from the hand of their oppressors [comes] power, and they do not have a
comforter. And I congratulated the dead, who already died, over those still
living. And more than the two of them [I praised] the one who has not been yet,
who has not seen the evil deed that is done under the sun. [Qoh 4:1-3]179

The desperate tone of the last text suggests oppression on a scale that cannot be

easily ignored. Qoheleth's examination of the way the society works leads him to the

conclusion that the socio-economic structures are not just corrupt but are even

intended to be an instrument of oppression:

Should you see oppression of the poor and denial of justice and righteousness
in the province, do not be astonished by the matter. For a high one is keeping in
check180 a high one, and there are other high ones above them.181 Profit [from]
the land is behind182 all this; the king is served by the field.183 The lover of
money will not be satisfied [with] money, and whoever loves wealth will not
[be satisfied with]184 crops185 — also this is futile. [Qoh 5:7-9]

179 For textual notes see p. 120.
180 Fox (1989:213): to look out for each other, it is impossible to uproot corruption; but Qoheleth is
not so much concerned with the pervasiveness of corruption as with the reasons behind it.
181

Ogden's (1987b:80-81) proposal that 732? cF33 bvfi 333 means more exalted keeper, while the
following plural has a superlative force, ignores the normal sense of as well as the fact that the
plural sfx of DiTyJ? requires 7Ba to have a plural, not singular, sense.
182 Lit. in.
183 There are four key issues in interpreting this verse. (1) the referent of *733; (2) the function of
X77 / X13; (3) the function of 73I?3; (4) the force of b in 372?i7. The suggested reading follows ill
accentuation. There are three two-word phrases in the verse (a two-word phrase is linked by a
conjunctive accent, Yeivin 1980:221): (a) f").X p7rT]; (b) X71 PiD3; (c) 3"!2?7 "Pi?. Thus (b) needs
to be translated in all this with the pronoun not referring to the following clause but to the preceding
verse. According to the accents "1333 is not modifying 372?, but refers to the king. The 7 then has its
common instrumental force. On the other hand, if the ptc is understood as modifying the field, the
meaning of the P, and consequently of the whole colon is obscure, e.g. the difficulties of the versions
(in 5 the king is the subject, tilling the field, yet, for that Qal ptc would be required in Hebrew; ©
(3aaiXeiiS' tou apyou €ipyao"|ievoi), implying the king ruling over the worked field, in which case one
would expect or 3, n°t P in Hebrew). Although in the two other places where Niphal of
733 occurs in the OT it refers to land meaning arable, the data is too limited for any generally
applicable conclusions. The proposed interpretation is fully in line with the typical uses ofNiphal, and
further supported by the fact that in later Hebrew Niphal of "131? has a number of uses including to be
worshipped (Jas), undoubtedly derived from a more generic to be served. Such an interpretation of v.
8 also fits the immediate context well. The initial structure province/officials in 7A/7B implies supra
structure empire/sovereign, which is in 8A/8B represented by the pair land/king — the provincial
policies are a result of the overall royal policies.
184 The verb is gapped.
185 Gordis (1955a:241) wishes to revocalise 17X3311 Xb to 17X1317 X1!, it will not come to him.
However, this fails to appreciate the poetics of the verse, where 17X1317, i.e., the product of a field,
establishes a link with 772? in v. 8; 111 supported by ©.
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The whole royal enterprise revolves around squeezing out profit from the land and
the second half of the concluding proverb appears to be an explicit reference to

claiming taxes from the crops.

It was observed earlier that while slaves existed in the proverbial world, they

had only a limited role. This does not seem to be the case with the society of

Qoheleth's day. Apart from the abundance of slaves listed as a part of the Solomonic

achievement, Qoheleth addresses himself to people who possess slaves, and slaves

have a definite place in the way his society is structured:

I acquired slaves, and maids, and I had slaves bom186 in the house. I also had
greater possessions, cattle and sheep, than all those who were187 before me in
Jerusalem. [Qoh 2:7]

Also, do not pay attention to all the things that are said,188 so that you may not
hear your servant cursing you. For even your heart knows189 of many times
when also you cursed others. [Qoh 7:21-22]

There is an evil [which] I saw under the sun, like190 an error that comes from
the ruler. The fool191 is put in many high positions but the rich are made to sit
low. I saw servants on horses and princes walking like servants upon the
ground. [Qoh 10:5-7]

The last passage quoted above raises the question of Qoheleth's personal attitude

toward the social arrangement of his world. At first glance, v. 7 seems to imply the

view that the society has a certain built-in and proper hierarchy, i.e., that certain

classes of people are destined to be rulers and others are not and should not be in

186
Taking iT2~"j3 as referring to the slaves that were born to the master, in contrast to those

acquired. The singular form iTi! probably agrees with the head of the construct, i.e. the house (Joii §
150i), or it is also possible that rP3->llQ are conceived of as a collective. A few manuscripts and ©
read pi. Gordis (1955a:207) interprets the whole clause as concessive 'I bought ... although I already
had But the construction of the clause is identical with the one that immediately follows which is
clearly not concessive, being introduced by D3. In the light of that the 1 in 7A is probably best
understood as a simple copula.
187

L reads pi., many manuscripts and versions read sg.
188 Lit. they say, an impersonal plural with a passive function. Some © manuscripts + daefSets'; 5 +
nds ai; 111 is preferable in the context since quite clearly this verse is not about listening to the
wicked, but about eavesdropping in general.
189

L ITT; one manuscript, ©, a' read I?T; !Tt reading fits the context slightly better— the concern here
is not with committing evil as such, but with cursing by a servant in contrast to cursing by the master.
190 Gordis (1955a:319) wishes to interpret the 3 as asseverative, indeed, on the grounds that the verse
is otherwise meaningless. Such assertion is untrue, and the examples of asseverative uses of 3 he
quotes, with the possible exception of Lam 1:20 and Neh 7:2, do not support such an interpretation.
191

lit ^30U, folly, is used for poetic reasons (note the alliteration with 7D$3 in the B colon) and is to
be understood personally, cf. © o ac^pajv.
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such a position (although the king may be ignorant of this natural order). Yet, the

reference to the influential fool in v. 6, does suggest that Qoheleth thinks that people

should hold power on merit. Such a notion is expressed more clearly elsewhere:

And I said: 'Wisdom is better than strength, but wisdom of a poor person is
despised, his words are not listened to. The quiet words of the wise are to be
more heeded than the lamentation of a ruler over fools.' [Qoh 9:16-17]192
Better is a poor lad who is wise, than an old king who is a fool who does not
know how to take care anymore. For he came from prison to be a king, even
though he was born poor in his kingdom. [Qoh 4:13-14]193

In the latter passage, Qoheleth reports a case of an overthrow of the established

order. An old king is replaced by a young man who is poor. Here Qoheleth explicitly
affirms that such a youth is preferable, providing he is wise, in spite of the lack of

any other formal credentials. In the light of these, it is most likely that Qoh 10:7 is

intended to imply the precise opposite of what it is usually taken to mean, i.e., that
those who have the power through their pedigree or connections are not always

worthy of being the rulers, while those who hold the humble positions are sometimes

the true princes, albeit unrecognised. Wisdom for Qoheleth should take precedence

over any established social hierarchy.

Another characteristic of Qoheleth's world should not go unnoticed. Family

ties, so crucial to the proverbial worldview, have very little significance for

Qoheleth; he finds no sense of satisfaction in passing the results of his labour onto an

heir:

And I hated all my accomplishments] which I am achieving194 under the sun,
which195 I must leave196 to a man who will be after me. And who knows
whether he will be wise or a fool. And he will rule over all the produce which I
skilfully produced197 under the sun. Also this is futile. [Qoh 2:18-19]

While there is no direct indication in this verse that Qoheleth has a relation in mind,

this can be safely assumed in the ANE context. This sentiment is reinforced by

192 For textual notes see p. 201.
193 For textual notes see p. 171.
194 The form boy, found here and in Qoh 2:22, is best understood as a Qal participle.
195

Possibly because (Crenshaw 1988:87).
196 Modal use of Px.
197 Tl'pray# form a hendiadys (cf. Gordis 1955:213).
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Qoheleth's explicit perception of there being no inherent benefit in having many

descendants:

If a man begets a hundred [children] and lives many years, and as many the
days of his years may be, but his soul would not be satiated from the goods,
and he even did not have a burial, I say: 'the miscarried one is better off than
him'. [Qoh 6:3]198

One final issue remains to be addressed and that is the book's attitude toward

women. Qoheleth has been often labelled as a misogynist, mainly on the grounds of

Qoh 7:26, 28.199 In my view such a charge is misguided. I have already argued that

the woman more bitter than death of Qoh 7:26 is not just any female, but she is the

personified Folly so familiar to the reader of Proverbs. In contrast, v. 28 does refer to

real men and women and does display a certain male bias. Yet, as others have

pointed out (e.g. Gordis 1955a:272-73), the difference between one out of thousand

and none out of thousand is too small to justify the charge; the basic assertion there is

that virtually no human beings please God, whether men or women. Also, for

Qoheleth women are a part of the enjoyment of life, they figure in the list of the

Solomonic achievements of chapter 1, and, more importantly, a woman is a

partner200 in enjoying what life has got to offer in Qoh 9:9. At the same time, the

latter text implies that Qoheleth does not expect women to be among his audience,

the world of wisdom as he knows it, just as the proverbial world, is a male world.

Summary

Considering the anthropological views and the socio-economic conditions

that the two books reflect, there are significant differences between them. The

similarities are largely limited to the views about basic human nature and tendencies,

198 For textual notes see p. 121.
199

Recently Brenner (1993:201-202)
200 She is not merely an entertaining object on a par with the food and drink; note the construction
ntfirm

T
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where both Proverbs and Qoheleth agree that humans are inclined toward folly and

evil. The differences are much more striking. While Proverbs accords humanity a

special place within the creation and is upbeat about the human potential, Qoheleth

fails to see any significant difference between humans and other creatures, and as far

as human capabilities are concerned, they seriously lag behind the aspirations.

The examination of the social arrangements that the two books point to

suggests that they originate in two radically different worlds. One is a peaceful world

of a community of a small village or town, where family and long-standing tradition

are of the utmost importance. The king, when he appears, is more a symbol than a

reality and his impact on day-to-day life is negligible. In contrast, Qoheleth's world

centres around the king, the monarchy's influence penetrates as far as people's

bedrooms. There is nothing cosy about the state, it is unjust and oppressive. Further,

it does not exhibit great stability, it is plagued by imperial conflicts, and kings come
901

and go; yet, the system with its pitfalls, remains.

201 Harrison (1997) argues that the socio-economic conditions of Qoheleth's world are best matched to
the primitive market exchange, limited capital accumulation, and a strictly controlled economy of the
Ptolemaic era.



Chapter 5

Living Wisely

In the previous three chapters I examined the basic elements of the sages'

perception of the world: the way in which they acquired knowledge about the world,

their cosmological understanding, their key theological views, what they thought of

human beings. In addition, I have examined the socio-economic conditions they

found themselves in. It is now time to look at the conclusions the sages drew from

their respective perceptions of the world, and examine the kind of practical behaviour
that the sages were seeking to encourage on the basis of their understanding. Put

differently, I will attempt to formulate what constitutes wisdom from the point of
view of the two books.

However, before I do so, I wish to come back to the point that was made in
the previous chapter, namely, that the two books stem from diametrically different
socio-economic conditions. Consequently, it should not come as a great surprise if
the experience-based approaches to life that we find in the two books diverge from

each other. The socio-economic divide makes it impossible to place the two

paradigms side by side and then argue that one is superior to the other, as it is
sometimes done. One can question the validity of either, when setting them against

their own socio-economic confines, but at the same time one must refrain from

seeing in them two different sets of answers to identical problems, for they do not

share the same daily experience. True, the two underlying methodologies are similar

to each other and their goals are in most general terms identical. Yet, we have to

appreciate that from this basic common strategy stem tactical procedures driven by

177
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the specifics of the daily reality, and thus of different nature; it is these tactical

procedures that form the content of wisdom. The strategies can be compared,

because they pursue non-historic ideals of prosperity and happiness; the tactics can

be related to each other, but not compared in a competitive sense, because they are

tied to matters fixed in time and space, starting with different initial conditions to

which they address themselves. With this in mind, we can now turn to the sages'

practical wisdom.

Wisdom of the Proverbial sages

It might be useful to open our consideration of what the proverbial sages

considered as wise living with a review of the picture of the proverbial world

uncovered so far. There are three basic elements to this world: cosmos, humanity and

God. Of these three, the latter two are the dominant ones. The larger cosmos is more

or less a medium manipulated by God in his dealings with humanity. On the one

hand God reveals himself through the cosmos, on the other hand he uses it to shape

human experience. The cosmos does not have any real autonomy and only very

limited space is dedicated in Proverbs to deliberations about the cosmos per se. This

shapes the practical advice of the sages, the vast majority of which is dedicated to

relationships, God-human and human-human, but primarily the latter.

We have seen that the God of the proverbial sages is first of all sovereign
over the world, his creation, and he is also a just God. The main result of this is a

stable and just order operating within the cosmos, one in which evil returns evil but

good is repaid by good. The retributive element of the divine order leads to a process

of 'natural selection', removing those who fail to comply with it. In addition to being

just, the proverbial God is also favourably inclined to humans, allowing them to gain

insight into the nature of the world and the order he imposes on it, essentially

wishing them to achieve satisfaction in life. Thus, although he does not grant humans

success and satisfaction in life per se he fully equips them to achieve it, and also
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provides an environment which creates a genuine opportunity to that end; the

proverbial world is a good place to be. There is only one obstacle that prevents

human beings from finding true happiness, their reluctance to accept unconditionally

the divinely instituted order and to live in harmony with it. The proverbial human is

naturally inclined to disregard this order, but this natural tendency can be overcome

from within if sufficient effort is made and self-discipline applied.1

The Place ofGod and Ethos in Proverbial Wisdom

As we saw in chapter 3, cult plays an extremely limited role in Proverbs. As a

result, the relationship between God and humans is largely indirect in the book,

projecting itself mainly into inter-human relationships. The stable nature of the

proverbial world produces a fairly rigid code for proper behaviour. The divine order

defines what should be done, i.e., what is good, and what should not be done, i.e.,

what is evil. Thus, the notions of good and evil are absolute in Proverbs and all

pervasive; virtually every activity that the book is interested in can be classified

under these two moral categories. It is, therefore, justified to view the proverbial

advice as a system of religiously motivated ethics.

This religio-ethical system is summarised by the phrase fear of Yahweh. The

very first statement of the book about wisdom and knowledge is the assertion that

knowledge starts with this fear:

Fear of Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge, [only] fools despise wisdom
and disciplining. [Prov 1:7]2

This is not an isolated claim, it is reiterated elsewhere in the book [Prov 9:10; 15:33]. The

actual phrase fear of Yahweh appears altogether 14 times in Proverbs. There is much
more to this expression than retouching the proverbial outlook with a pious

sentiment:

1 Here lies one of the fundamental differences between proverbial and cultic Yahwism. In the cult this
problem is solved from outwith, through the ritual of the cult.
2 For textual notes see p. 183.
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My son, if you accept my words, and treasure up my commands with you, [if
you] make your ear to pay attention to wisdom, if you stretch your heart to
understanding, indeed, if you call for comprehension, give your voice to
understanding, if you seek her like money, and like treasure you search her out
— then you will understand the fear of Yahweh, and you will find the
knowledge of God. For Yahweh gives wisdom; knowledge and understanding
[come] from his mouth. [Prov 2:1-6]3

Compared to Prov 1:7, the relationship between wisdom and fear of Yahweh is
reversed. Instead offear of Yahweh being the source of wisdom, it is wisdom that

leads to understanding ofwhat fear of Yahweh means. Yet, it is affirmed at the same

time that it is God who gives wisdom. In other words, the relationship between

wisdom and fear of Yahweh is portrayed here as reciprocal, each one being the
source and consequence of the other; wisdom promotes piety and piety promotes

wisdom. Thus in Proverbs, fear of Yahweh is not only the beginning of wisdom, it is
also its end; it is the one phrase that the sages choose to summarise their entire

undertaking. The single most elaborate depiction of the attitudes and conduct

summarised under that phrase is found in the following passage:

Trust in Yahweh with all your heart, and do not lean on your understanding,
know him in all your ways, and he will straighten your paths. Do not be wise in
your own eyes — fear Yahweh and turn away from evil. There will be healing
to your body and refreshment to your bones. Flonour Yahweh from your wealth
and from the choicest [part] of all your produce — and your stores will be
filled abundantly, and your presses will burst with new wine. [Prov 3:5-10]4

This passage confirms what has been said about the nature of proverbial wisdom in

the opening paragraph of this section. Wisdom, i.e.,/ear of Yahweh, is essentially the
awareness of the superior status that God has and voluntary acceptance of its

implications by subjection to the divine authority and demand, which, in spite of
some cultic element, has to do primarily with turning away from evil:

Fear of Yahweh is to hate evil ... [Prov 8:13]

The person who walks uprightly fears Yahweh, but one who twists his ways
despises him. [Prov 14:2]

In loyalty and truth guilt is atoned for, and in the fear of Yahweh [one] turns
away from evil. [Prov 16:6]

3 For textual notes see p. 183.
4 For textual notes see p. 73.
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May not your mind envy the sinners, but rather [may it be] always in the fear5
ofYahweh. [Prov 23:17]

Quite clearly the concept ofwhat is evil has a theological foundation, it is that which
God abhors,6 yet, it would be misleading to think of it primarily as a theological

category; it has largely to do with what people do to other people as can be illustrated

by the following example:

Soul of a wicked person craves evil, his neighbour is given no mercy in his
eyes. [Prov 21:10]

The relationship between the religious and the more anthropocentric elements

of the proverbial ethics has been widely debated. One has to appreciate that the

religious element of the religio-ethical system of Proverbs is closely linked to the

proverbial epistemology that was examined in chapter 2. While the value judgement
of whether something is good or evil is derived in each particular instance from
accumulated experience, it is ultimately believed to have originated not with the

observer, but with God himself, who created and maintains the universal order and

indirectly reveals himself through it. However, the indirect nature of the revelation

creates a fundamental difference between the proverbial religious perspective and

that centred around the cult, for in spite of perceiving the advocated ethos as

constituting a religious obligation, the claim of religious requirement in itself does
not provide the ethos with an adequate authority. The authority hinges on a

correspondence of the assertions made with the common human experience, for it is
1

this experience that ultimately confirms the assertion of divine inspiration. Thus the

sages got themselves into a vicious circle; they need the claim of divine inspiration to

5
HI nX~P21; Toy (438) proposes to emend to TX XT, which would render a better sense, but the

suggested emendation has no textual support and it is difficult to account for the T While it is true
that it could have been inserted after FX XT' was corrupted to TlXT, it is far more likely that FXT
would have been restored to I~lX XT' instead of adding a new consonant. Thomas (1965:273) proposes
to take nXT as a feminine abstract noun used as a collective term for a concrete subject, but none of
the examples from Proverbs given by Driver (195 lb: 196) which Thomas refers to are convincing.
6 This is made explicit on a number of occasions when the book speaks of certain types of behaviour
as an abomination to God, e.g., Prov 3:32; 6:16-19; 11:1, 20; 12:22; 15:9, 26; 16:5; 17:15; 20:10, 23.
7 In contrast, authority of a cultic obligation stems from the cult itself, without the need for
experiential validation.
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give authority to their empirical epistemology, but they need their experience to

confirm this claim of inspiration.

I disagree with those scholars who see in the religious and ethical dimensions

of Proverbs some kind of a later deformity. One may, for instance, quote McKane

(1970:16) who states with implicit reference to Proverbs:

There is a tendency for wisdom at a certain stage of its development to lose
touch with mundane realities and to construct an ideal scheme of things ...

marked by ... antithesis formulated in ethical terms ... this is ... the theory of a
kind of Yahwistic piety.

Proverbs is not a book that contains occasional ethical terminology, the whole of

Proverbs is essentially about ethics, the distinction between good and evil is all

pervasive. Proverbs contains no technical advice on conducting any common

activity, be it agriculture, skilled work or trade. On the occasions where the book

deals with such daily activities, its concerns are confined to their ethical aspects. In

no sense can the book as a whole, or any of its parts (even recompiled), be perceived

as a manual for 'mundane realities' (to use McKane's terminology), for such realities

are nowhere to be found in Proverbs. This cannot be overemphasised — one could

not make a living by following the proverbial advice. This makes the assertion that

the book contains earlier secular wisdom, of no ethical concern, alongside later

religio-ethical wisdom wholly untenable. If the ethical dimension is denied to

Proverbs, it has nothing whatsoever to suggest about how to live, and by the same

token, taking away the religious element of the proverbial outlook destroys its

authority.8

8 There is no doubt, that wisdom of the type found in Proverbs did lose touch with reality at some
stage, e.g., the Joban dialogues. However, the nature of the causality is not that suggested by McKane,
but rather its reversal; ethical concerns do not appear in wisdom as a result of losing touch with
reality, but rather the loss of touch is caused by the ethics. At the heart of the tension lies a paradox:
the value of experience present is denied on the grounds of experience past; that which numerous
generations affirmed as true came to be perceived not as long-lasting but as truly timeless, thus unable
to accommodate any shift. This is due to the theological perspective from which such understanding
of experience stems; the notion that there could be a discrepancy between divine character and the
immediate human experience is foreign to the tradition represented by Proverbs. The whole proverbial
attitude has been aptly summarised by Van Leeuwen (1992:34):

Continued on the following page
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In the present shape of the text, this ethical nature is reinforced by the

introduction to the whole book:

Proverbs of Solomon, son of David, King of' Israel
— to know wisdom and discipline, to comprehend words of understanding
— to obtain instruction/discipline of10 insight," of righteousness and justice,
and of that which is upright
— to give prudence to the immature, and knowledge and discretion to a boy
([but] let the wise man listen and add [to his] learning, and let the learned man
gain guidance12)
— to understand proverb and saying, words of the wise and their riddles.
Fear of Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge, [only] fools despise wisdom
and disciplining.13 [Prov 1:1-7]

Verse 3 makes it clear that the insight which is found in the book is inseparably tied

to the notions of righteousness and justice. This link is expressed eloquently

elsewhere:

My son, if you accept my words, and treasure up my commands with you, [if
you] make your ear to pay attention14 to wisdom, if you stretch your heart to
understanding, indeed, if15 you call for comprehension, give your voice to
understanding, if you seek her like money, and like treasure you search her out

— then you will understand fear of Yahweh, and you will find
knowledge of God.16 For Yahweh gives wisdom; knowledge and understanding
[come] from his mouth.17 He treasures up18 success19 to the upright, his is a

The sages' stance is to maintain faith in God's justice, even when they personally
cannot see it or touch it, even when the recorded past does not verify it. ... The book of
Job was inevitable, not because Proverbs was too simplistic, but because life's
inequities, as reflected in Proverbs, drive faith to argue with the Deity.

9
Two manuscripts *8 . This is the same construction found in Qoh 1:12, and could reflect a conscious

attempt to make the connection between the two books clearer.
10
5 adds ], but a construct relationship is more likely here, since unqualified "IDIO has been listed in

the preceding verse.
11 Infa. used substantively (Delitzsch 54-55).
12 The noun is derived from , rope.
lj "1010 has got more to do with physical disciplining than verbal teaching, cf. Isa 53:5, Jer 30:14,
Ezek 5:15.
14 The infc. is best understood as having a finite function, with the sun being its subject (*]3TN! in this
idiomatic construction is an object of the verb); cf. 5 i/ynrX" rCA <S\ ci, and you incline you ear.15

ITT DK; two manuscripts and C read DK, possibly under the influence of similar imagery in Prov 7:4.
16
Considering 5A, the genitive function is best understood as objective.

17
© otto upocraiTroi) auToi), possibly reading Y3E instead of lit YE but the difference in meaning is

minute.
18
Reading !Tt Q [BE1] supported by D and C; © and 5 read K ]EE]. Px understood habitually is slightly

preferable.
19 The meaning of !Tt iTKYfi is uncertain. © renders CTurrepta, 5 pfYaio, opinion. JAS suggests
salvation, stability, wisdom. Delitzsch (77) understands this as a Hiphil-based formation from HEY, to
advance, i.e., advancement. This is not an implausible interpretation in the context. Bauer (1930:77)

Continued on the followingpage
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shield to those who walk blamelessly. He guards20 the paths of justice, and
keeps the path of his loyal ones

— then you will understand righteousness and justice, and that which
is upright,21 22every good track. For wisdom will enter your heart, and
knowledge will be pleasant to your soul. Discernment will watch over you,
understanding will guard you. [Prov 2:1-11]

According to this passage to have wisdom means both to understand piety and to

understand what is just and righteous.

Similarly Dame Wisdom asserts that she utters what is righteous and upright:

To you men, I call, and to humanity my voice [is directed]. [You] immature,
understand prudence! And you fools get sense! Listen, because I speak
<important things> and opening of my lips: that which is right. For my palate
utters truth and wickedness is an abomination to my lips. All the words ofmy
mouth are in righteousness, there is no twistedness, no crookedness among
them. All of them are straight to the one who understands, and upright to those
who seek knowledge. Accept my instruction in place of silver and knowledge
in place of choice gold. ... My fruit is better than gold, and than chrysolite, and
my produce [is better] than choice silver. I walk in the path of righteousness
and in the middle of tracks of judgement. To make those who love me inherit
property and I fill their storehouses. [Prov 8:4-10, 19-21 ]23

It is the ethical qualities of the revelation that Wisdom offers that are the source of its

value; it is here where the promise of success and prosperity is grounded. In contrast,

her opponent Folly advocates life governed by immediate satisfaction without ethical

considerations:

Woman Folly is bustling about silliness,24 and knows nothing.25 She sits at the
doors of her house, upon a seat at the heights of the city, to call to the passers
by, whose paths are upright. 'Who is immature, turn here!,' and she says to the
one who lacks sense: 'Stolen waters are sweet, and bread of secret places is
pleasant.' But he does not know that there are ghosts there, those she called
[before] are in the depth of Sheol. [Prov 9:13-18]

argued for derivation from iip and a quasi-verbal root "'tlT. However, Delitzsch earlier rejected, in my
view justifiably, such a possibility pointing out that such a formation is without analogy.
20 Infc. with finite function, cf. Prov 2:2.
21
© KOTOpScuCTeis seems to reflect a finite verb form, but this is most likely a misunderstanding on the

behalf of the translator.
22

D + and.
23 For textual notes see p. 64.
24 BHS proposal that is a dittography is unlikely considering the balance of the two colons, and
the fact that there is no feminine form for wD3, cf. (Driver 195lb: 178-79).
25

© Fuvfi dtjipoiv Kai Gpaoela evbeijs ipcoptoO yiveTai, q ouk emcrrciTai alcrxwqv, foolish and
bold woman lacks morsel, but does not know shame, but that appears to be an interpolation of a
struggling translator. 5 r\A\)s\rro nCWa_, rd\ci rd . >\i r -n pd \ , s i rxA\^_ir<
woman folly is deceiving, she does not know shame. Thomas (1953) proposed on the basis of Arabic
to read S7T in the sense to be still, however, the presence of an object requires a transitive verb.
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Life, which puts that which is 'sweet' and 'pleasant' before that which is right, the

sages say, leads only to disaster, even death.

The ethical dimension of wisdom is also made explicit in the introduction to

the second sub-collection ofProv 10-24:

Pay attention and obey/hear words of wise men,26 and set your mind to my
knowledge.27 For they are pleasant, if you keep them in your belly, they will be
ready together28 upon your lips. So that your trust would be in Yahweh, I will
teach you today, also you.29 Have I30 not written to you three [times],31 in
counsels and knowledge, sayings genuinely]32 true, so that you may bring
back truth to those who sent33 you? [Prov 22:17-21]

While the opening nine chapters of the book offer the most eloquent

formulation of the importance of ethical conduct for those who aspire to succeed in

26 See note 16 on p. 35.
27
lit TUP"]7; © Iva yuw?, i.e., but © is quite clearly expanding here and the difference may not

necessarily be due to a different Vorlage.
28 It has been proposed to emend tit "HIT to "irr(p), (like) a peg, on the grounds of Amen. 1:16.
However, the parallel is insufficient and the Hebrew makes good sense, as reference is made here to
the words of the wise and of the father.
29

HT nrit<_e]K DVn; © Tpy oSou auTou, but that is probably an attempt to come up with a better sense
than that of lit, there is no obvious explanation as to how the two readings could arise from a textual
corruption.
30
© reads you, most likely because the hireq would not have been indicated in the consonantal text, m

1st person reading is quite clearly superior here.
31

m k Die;1??;, the day before yesterday, is difficult, but not entirely impossible considering the
temporal reference in the previous verse (for this approach see Whybray 1994b). Q a term
denoting certain high ranking officials in David's administration, could only be understood here as a

majestic vocative, but that fits ill with the father-son discourse. © Tpiomos, threefold is a guess.
has been proposed as referring to thirty sayings (cf. thirty chapters in Amen.), but since there

are not thirty clearly defined sayings in the Hebrew composition, this is questionable. If the Hebrew
text has been derived from Amenemope, which I think is probable, the editor took such a degree of
freedom in adjusting the material to his own purposes, that it is unlikely that he would have felt
compelled to retain the reference to thirty sayings (for a more extensive argument reaching similar
conclusions see Whybray 1994b). 5 ■ > A \ X\AX\, three times, possibly reading simply VrD. This
could have been used to denote three times as a shortcut for □,,IpJ73 and changed to □iKl'pEi by
a later scribe who misunderstood the idiom. While none of these solutions is satisfactory, I follow S.
32

!Tt ni3X "HEX Bttfp, many commentators consider BE?p, common in Aramaic, as a late gloss, but as
Cody (1980:419) points out, if omitted the altered text is unusually short for this section of the book.
He suggests that nOX D'HB$ might have belonged to 21a, and a note on the form was made in the
margin which slipped into 21b by accident replacing some other expression. While ingenious, the
suggestion is not particularly convincing.
33
in TpD'pft1?; © tois upo|3aXXopevois aoi leading some to emend to the root However, Cody

(1980:419) points out that TtpoPaXXto in the middle voice with a dative does not mean to ask, but to
accuse, and the choice of the verb probably reflects an Egyptian influence. Cody then renders to teach
you probityfitting you to return reports which inspire confidence in the man who sends you.



Living Wisely 186

life, their ethical content per se is limited, in line with the observation made in

chapter 1, that it is the sayings that contain most of the book's advice, i.e., the
formulation of the book's wisdom and ethics. Yet, it needs to be pointed out that the

ethical outlook ofProv 1-9, to the extent it can be formulated, does not deviate from

that of the sayings in any noticeable manner.

The Nature ofthe Proverbial Ethos

The proverbial system of ethics is built around two pivotal notions, that of

equal justice for all, and that of preservation of harmony in relationships. In a perfect

world, these two principles would go hand in hand and would be to a large extent

synonymous. However, in a real world where justice is always only an ideal aspired

to (and the proverbial world is a real world with wicked people and injustices), these
two notions stand in a partial tension. The process of accomplishing justice carries

with it the unavoidable aggravation and alienation of the parties involved. Thus, an

ethical system based on these two ideals will have to resort to a compromise. The

sages place emphasis on justice for others and avoidance of conflict on one's own

behalf. One is exhorted to treat others fairly and to see that others in the community

are treated fairly, but nowhere do the sages encourage one, for instance, to start legal

proceedings on one's own behalf. To the contrary:

Fool's lips enter into argument, and his mouth asks for beating. [Prov 18:6]

The beginning of strife is setting water34 free, before the argument bursts out,
drop it! [Prov 17:14]

Do not come out quickly to argue your case,33 lest what will you do at its end,
when your opponent puts you to shame? [Prov 25:8]

There is deceit in the heart of those who devise evil, but those who advise
peace have joy. [Prov 12:20]

34
© Xoyors, probably reading , which destroys the poetic imagery; HI is preferable.

33 Driver (195 lb: 190) proposed to render HQ as indefinite rather than interrogative, along the lines lest
you do something ... but the object would normally be expected after the verb. Others propose, in
conjunction with the suggestion to re-divide v. 7 and 8, to read 21 in place of ITT 31, rendering do not
reveal to many (e.g. Toy 460). While such a reading is quite plausible, 01 makes equally good sense
and its reading is supported by both © and 5.
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These proverbs are a warning against starting conflicts. A wise person avoids

aggravating others and does not allow conflict to escalate.

In order to follow the proverbial advice and avoid conflict, it is necessary that

a person understands what its root causes are. A number of sayings, therefore, deal

with the question of how conflict arises and what perpetuates it:

Hatred stirs up strife, but love covers over all transgressions. [Prov 10:12]

An angry man gets engaged in strife, but a patient person appeases dispute.
[Prov 15:18]

Charcoal36 to burning coals and wood to fire, and a quarrelsome man to make
strife glow. [Prov 26:21]
One who covers up transgression seeks love, but he who revels37 in a matter,
alienates a friend. [Prov 17:9]

Emptiness38 with insolence produces strife, as for mutual consultation, that is
wisdom. [Prov 13:10]

It transpires from these verses that the prime source of conflict was, in the sages'

view, lack of self-control. People who are irritable, or get carried away by negative

emotions such as hate, cause trouble. In contrast, a wise person is self-controlled, and

approaches life in a rational manner, seeking rational resolution. Also, within the

tightly-knit proverbial world problems are to be approached in a collective manner;

collective wisdom has the potential to overcome the negative bias of an individual

and to approach any problem from a more neutral position.

However, not all conflicts arise from a lack of rational approach. Some

conflicts are caused by third parties, sometimes through careless talk, sometimes

intentionally by those who can benefit from a dispute:

A perverse man causes disputes, and a slanderer alienates a friend. [Prov 16:28]

While the sages prefer conflicts to be avoided or pacified before they gain

serious proportions, they are aware that this is not always achievable. Although

36
lit DllS; © eoxctpa, a fireplace, for which BHS suggests ISO, but the parallelism speaks strongly in

favour of in.
37
Rendering freely nt repeats', © purel, i.e., X3E7, but the rest of the verse is clearly interpolated

from the context, thus casting doubts on the textcritical value of the ©.
38
nt p"1, only, © reading J?1; I follow McKane (1970:454) repointing to pi, empty.
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harmony in the community has a high priority, the ideal of justice for all cannot be

abandoned because it reflects one of the basic tenets of the proverbial cosmology,

that of divine retribution. Consequently, there is a need for certain formal means that

can be used to resolve conflicts where the two parties cannot reach an acceptable

solution by themselves. When a formal dispute cannot be avoided, Proverbs offers

certain guidelines about how to deal with it. First of all, a personal vendetta is

discouraged by the sages, even to the extent of prohibiting rejoicing at the

misfortunes of one's enemies:

Do not say: 'Let me recompense for evil!', wait for Yahweh and he will rescue
you! [Prov 20:22]
When your enemy falls, do not rejoice, and when he stumbles, do not let your
heart exult. Lest Yahweh will see [it] and it will be evil in his sight, and he will
turn his anger away from him. [Prov 24:17-18]
If one who hates you is hungry, feed him with bread and if he is thirsty give
him water to drink, for you are raking burning coals upon his head and Yahweh
will recompense you. [Prov 25:21-22]39

These proverbs show the unshakeable proverbial conviction that justice is not just a

divinely inspired ideal, but that it is consistently enforced by God. Further, we can

see here that the threshold that triggers divine involvement is very low, and thus any

desire for revenge can in itself constitute an offence against the divine standard. The

third saying then suggests that avoidance of personal revenge and repaying good for

evil can have greater impact on the guilty party than retaliation would accomplish.

Again, confidence in the ultimate sufficiency of the divine retributive order is quite

clear here.

While all of these proverbs refer to, and emphasise, the cosmic system of

retributive justice upheld by God, this does not mean that the sages principally

objected to human-administered justice. The existence of a formal juridical system is

clearly detectable in Proverbs. As far as the procedures are concerned, the

information that the book offers is limited. It was pointed out in the previous chapter

that formal conflicts were settled at the city gate by those respected in the

39 For textual notes see p. 112.
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community, or even by the king. It appears that on these occasions the verdicts were

reached primarily by consideration of the facts when both parties were allowed to put

forward their point of view:

Who begins the40 dispute [seems] in the right, but his neighbour comes and
cross-examines him. [Prov 18:17]

However, sometimes a solution could be found by the use of a lot:

Lot settles disputes, and separates between litigants.41 [Prov 18:18]

This alternative is yet another sign of the sages' conviction of the absolute divine
control over the world.

Within the juridical process an important role is played by witnesses. False

testimony is considered a serious offence, as can be seen from the number of sayings

that condemn such behaviour, for instance:

A false witness will not go unpunished, and who exhales lies will not escape.
[Prov 19:5]

In addition, the proverbial sages do not possess the modern notion of the right not to

self-incriminate oneself. To the contrary, they expect the guilty party to come clean:

Whoever covers up his transgression will not prosper, but he who confesses
and repents will be shown compassion. [Prov 28:13]

While the information concerning the juridical procedures is scarce, the

proverbial principles are simple and clear: to punish the guilty and to justify the

innocent. In contrast to our modern-day justice process where emphasis is placed on

not condemning the innocent, to let the guilty go unpunished is equally wrong for the

proverbial sages as condemning the innocent. Both situations are unacceptable, for

both fall short of the divine ideal:

He who justifies a guilty person and condemns an innocent one — both of
them are abomination to Yahweh. [Prov 17:15]

40 Hebrew: his.
41
lit CIplSI?, mighty men. I follow Driver's (1951:183) proposal to read litigants, from

cf. Syriac ~p v. . to go to law, the case for the existence of such a Hebrew verb is strengthened
by the use of pleas, in a legal context in Isa 41:21.
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To fine an innocent man is not right, or beat42 nobles43 for [their] integrity.44
[Prov 17:26]

It is not good to show partiality to a guilty man to deprive an innocent person
of justice. [Prov 18:5]

Advice is offered not only to those who fulfil the function of the arbiter, but

also to the interested parties concerning how one should argue one's case:

Argue your case with your opponent, but do not reveal what someone else
confided [to you]. Lest the one who hears will insult you, your bad reputation
will not go away. [Prov 25:9-10]

Here the sages warn against betraying the confidence of third parties; a mishandled

dispute can seriously damage one's reputation. It would also appear from this

instruction, that the sages were concerned that the conflict does not spread beyond

the two parties immediately involved. This anxiety is confirmed by the following

saying:

He who catches a dog's ears,45 is a passer-by46 who gets involved47 in a
argument that is not his. [Prov 26:17]

This concern is not surprising, for nothing could be more destructive to the

proverbial society than a conflict that would end up polarising the whole community.

The no-conflict policy of Proverbs is not concerned with actions alone. It has

been pointed out in the previous chapter that the inner mental element of human

existence is of a greater importance in the proverbial perspective than external

appearances. This is to some extent reflected in the emphasis on thought, and in

particular on thought expressed, i.e., speech. The spoken word is seen as having

immense power which can be directed toward both good and bad ends. It is the key

to harmonious relationships and the ability to speak properly is, therefore, of an

42
m(s) ITOn1?; Toy (353) suggests to emend to nbn1?, which could be behind © em(3ou\eueiv, to

plan against.
43
!lt(©) Toy (353) wishes to take it, on the grounds of Arabic, in the moral sense righteous.

Such use is not attested in the OT, but cf. S rdfi_.a \A.
44

Ot is difficult; McKane (1970:507) renders improper and Toy (353) reads on the
grounds of© ou8e ocuov, not pure/sanctified.
45

111(5) "OTfcO; © Kepicou, tail, probably a free translation.
46
L "13j?, missing in a few manuscripts and not directly reflected in the versions.

47
lit omitted by 5.
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immense value. Speech can mean the difference between success and prosperity on

the one hand and suffering on the other. Consider the following proverbs:

Man eats48 good things from the fruit of his mouth,49 but the soul/appetite of
treacherous people [feeds on] violence. [Prov 13:2]
The mouth of a fool is his destruction, and his lips entrap his life. [Prov 18:7]

Prattling men stir up50 the city, but the wise turn away anger. [Prov 29:8]

In the blessing of upright people a city is exalted, but by the mouth of the
wicked it is torn down. [Prov 11:11]

The tongue of a righteous person is exquisite51 silver, but the heart of the
wicked is worth little. [Prov 10:20]

The words of wicked people are lying in ambush for blood, but the mouth of
the upright will rescue them. [Prov 12:6]

A truthful lip is established for ever, but a deceitful tongue just for a moment.52
[Prov 12:19]

The lips of a righteous person feed many, but fools die in lack of sense. [Prov
10:21]"
The mouth of the righteous person thrives with wisdom, but the tongue of
perverse things will be cut off. [Prov 10:31]

The basic rule of sound speech in Proverbs is 'less is more'; garrulity is

perceived as a sign of foolishness and a sure way to get into trouble:

In many words transgression does not cease, but one whose lips are silent is
sensible. [Prov 10:19]

One who guards his mouth keeps his life/soul, but who opens his lips wide
[suffers] ruin. [Prov 13:3]

Sound speech comes as the result of reasoning, those who are quick to talk are bound

to cause hurt. In contrast, the speech ofwise people is soothing:

One who speaks rashly is like the piercing of a sword, but the tongue of wise
people is healing. [Prov 12:18]

48
Taking the Px as habitual; Emerton (1984) proposed to read modal may eat, but this does not fit the

B colon in which quite clearly the verb is gapped.
49

®(S) reads crno Kctprnjov SiKaioaunq? cfidyeTaL dyaGos, but this is most likely an attempt to fix
more clearly the sense of the verse. Also, the translator understood as the subject, but the
parallelism requires it to be taken as an object.
50 So NIV; niS means to exhale, possibly the image is of blowing into charcoal to get it burning.
51
m 11133; © TTeTTuptopeuos, burned, possibly reading ]nil3, to test (BHS).

52 Lit. until I repose.
53 For textual notes see p. 144.
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This proverb shows more clearly what could have been noted in a number of the
verses already quoted, namely, that speech has an impact which is not limited to the

person speaking, but extends to those addressed and, further, to those talked about. It

became apparent in the previous chapter that in the close-knit proverbial world

reputation is a person's livelihood. It is, therefore, not at all surprising that those who

ruin other people's reputations through malicious talk are disapproved of:

An impious man destroys his neighbour by [his] mouth, but through
knowledge righteous people will be delivered. [Prov 11:9]

A slanderer reveals a secret as he goes along, you should not share with a
talker. [Prov 20:19]

Without wood, a fire dies out, and when there is no slanderer, strife grows
silent. [Prov 26:20]

The problem with slander is that it is unlikely to be simply ignored, people are eager

to hear gossip, and it takes root:

Words of a slanderer are like greedily swallowed34 [food] and they descend
into deep chambers of [one's] bowels. [Prov 18:8]

We have observed in the preceding chapter that the proverbial society is

largely non-egalitarian. This fact projects itself into the notion of living in harmony

with others which is broadly applicable. It does not only apply to the relationships

that are seen as potentially beneficial to a person, but also to situations where one

may not get anything tangible out of such harmony, where one might be hesitant:

Do not deny what is good to those to whom it belongs,55 when your hand is
capable to carry it out. Do not tell your neighbour: 'Go, come back, and
tomorrow I will give [it to you]', while you have it with you. [Prov 3:27-28]

54 Hebrew is difficult. The verse is missing in ® but in the identical proverb in Prov 26:22
© renders paXaKOi, soft, 5 lay low, appears to be a free rendering. The translation adopted
above, based on Arabic Ihm, to swallow avidly, appears to be the best option (see Toy 359-60).
53

© pi) dTToaxr) eu TTOietu ev8ef|, do not withhold good, doing short of [your power?], cf. Tps
Suudpews- evSea upd£ai, to act short of real power (L&S). S 5 ■ r n vnxAnA rC*\ v k\ rd\, do
not refuse to do good, i.e., was either omitted, or the translator read -IZIM'?. Toy (79)
rejected 1TC on the grounds that always denotes the one who controls something, and

cannot, therefore, refer to one to whom good is done. However, the construction owner of is
primarily a syntactical means of forming expressions of characterisation from nouns, i.e., A is
characterised/associated with X, but not necessarily implying that A is in control, dispenses or

employs X. Consider owner of dreams, i.e., one to whom dreams happen [Gen 37:19]; an owner of
affairs, i.e., one who is involved in a matter without having a full control over it [Exod 24:14)]; an

Continued on the following page
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There is a person who scatters and still accumulates, and [another] withholding
from what is right only to have lack. [Prov 11:24]

He who gives to the poor does not have lack, but he who shuts his eyes, many
curses. [Prov 28:27]

She opens the palm of her hand to the poor, and her hands stretch forward to
the underprivileged. [Prov 31:20]

Within the body of the proverbial material that is concerned with preservation
of harmony among human beings, there is one group of texts that deserves particular
attention. As it was pointed out in the previous chapter, the central socio-economic
unit of the proverbial world is the family. In order to ensure the prosperity of the

larger community it is necessary to preserve the coherence of the family both across

generations and within a generation:

He who maltreats [his] father and drives away [his] mother is a shameful son
and behaves shamefully. [Prov 19:26]56
He who steals from his father and mother and says that it is not a crime, he is a

companion to the man who destroys. [Prov 28:24]

The concern with preservation of the family unity within a particular generation can

be seen mainly in the material that deals with the question of adultery and

prostitution. This topic is most emphatically developed in Prov 5:1-23, 6:24-35 both

ofwhich are worth quoting at length:

My son, pay attention to my wisdom and stretch your ear to my understanding.
To keep discretion, and as for knowledge — let your lips guard [it].57 For the
lips of a strange58 woman drip honey, and her palate is smoother than oil. But
her ends are bitter like wormwood, sharp like a two-edged sword. Her feet

owner of hair, i.e., a hairy man [2 Kgs 1:8]; owners of horses [2 Sam 1:6] implying control, but not
ownership, since they are the possession of the king; in the case of owner of tongue [Qoh 10:11]
possession is clearly not the issue at all. Further, itself can denote rightful ownership rather than
present control [Gen 20:3], Thus, while admittedly there is no other use of the construction that would
be parallel to 31B there is nothing to warrant a conclusion that it cannot express both an actual
and desirable state. Since constructions like 3"3 ETK refer unequivocally to a person who does good,
this could be the only succinct way available to the author to express the desirable, yet unreal,
ownership, with the semantic ambiguity being resolved by the context.
56 For textual notes see p. 150.
57
ffl TniST ni?"]!; © oua9r|cn.v 8e epwv xeAewv evTeXXopca croi, understanding ofmy lips I

command you, for which BHS suggest Tj'p in the place of I am inclined to think that
the translator is struggling with a corrupted Vorlage.
58 McKane (1970:314) considers the woman to be a prostitute, but the context (in particular v. 15)
suggests that she is someone else's wife, i.e., an adulteress.



Living Wisely 194

descend to death, her steps are grasping Sheol. The path of life she does not
watch,59 her paths are unsteady— she does not know.
And now sons, listen to me and do not turn away from words of my mouth.
Distance your way from her, do not draw near to the door of her house, lest you
give your strength60 to others and your years61 to one who is cruel.62 Lest
strangers are sated from your strength, and [the product of] your pain [is found]
in the house of a stranger. Then you will groan63 in your end, in the destruction
of your flesh and body, and you will say: 'How I used to hate instruction, and
my heart despised rebuke and I did not listen to the voice ofmy instructors, and
I did not incline my ear to my teachers. I came so near64 to a total disaster, in
the midst of the assembly and congregation.'

Drink water from your cistern, and the trickling water from the midst of your
well [or] they will spill out from your spring into the street, streams of water
into the squares. Let them be to you alone, and do not share them with
strangers. May your well be blessed,65 so that you rejoice in the wife of your
youth. A doe in heat66 and a graceful mountain goat, her breasts,67 may they
satisfy you all the time, may her love have you in its power always. Why
should you my son be led astray by an adulteress, and embrace the lap of a
strange woman. For the eyes of Yahweh are fixed68 [on] the ways ofman, and
all his paths he watches. The guilt of the wicked will ensnare him, and he will
be tied by the ropes of his sin. He will die, because there was no discipline, and
in much folly he goes on straying away.69 [Prov 5:1-23]

For a command is a lamp and teaching is a light, and the rebukes of instruction
are the path of life — to keep you from the evil70 woman, from the smooth
tongue of71 the strange woman. Do not desire her beauty in your heart and do
not let her take you by her eyes. Because of a prostitute [you will be reduced]

59
Proposed by KBL2 on the basis of Akkadian; both ® and S understood this in the sense she does not

walk in the path oflife.
60

III t]~nri; © read *pTI; S, (E *]bTI, but the latter does not imply a textual difference, as it could
simply be the result of replacing a word with its more common synonym.
61 McKane (1970:316) proposes Arabic derivation for !13Ei, rendering dignity, but such a meaning is
unattested in Hebrew and the emendation is unnecessary as 111 makes good sense.
62 McKane (1970:316) considers it possible that "HON! is related to kizritu, a class of Ishtar prostitute,
although as he acknowledges, the consistent use of masculine forms speaks against that.
63
lit ®(S) peTapeXr|0f|crq, you will repent/regret, possibly reading FlQIl], which fits well the

context.
64 EDSJQ3 generally denotes a small interval, whether temporal, spatial or in a more abstract sense; cf.
Gen 26:10 and Ps 73:2.
65

© l) Trriyfj aou tou udaTog ea™ ooi iSia, probably an interpolation from the context.
66
For the sensual connotations of □"OilX see Prov 7:18.

67 BHS points out that some © manuscripts read iTTl, her love. HI is preferable in the light of the
overall sexual overtones of the entire passage and of the following verse — the wife's breasts stand
here in contrast to the embrace of the strange woman. Whether the mentioned © manuscripts represent
a genuinely distinct reading tradition or whether at some stage the sexually explicit nature of the text
was muted is unclear.
68 Lit. directly.
69 Habitual use of Px. © amaXeTO, was destroyed, for which BHS suggests IISD] in the Vorlage, but
more likely this is a guess on behalf of the translator who did not know 11327 (note that he does not
render it in either Prov 7:19 & 20).
70
Ft I}"1]; © UTTdvbpou, married, i.e., 3?~l; Ft supported by S, but both readings are plausible.

71
Reading as a construct, cf. S.
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to a loaf of bread, but a wife of [another] man will hunt your precious life.72
Can a man rake fire into his lap without scorching his clothes? If one walks on
burning coal, will not his feet burn? So anyone who enters to the wife of his
neighbour will not escape punishment, anyone who touches her. They are not73
in the habit of despising a thief if he steals to satisfy his appetite because he
suffers hunger. But [if] he is found, he will have to make a sevenfold
restitution, he will have to give all the possessions of his house. He who
commits adultery with a woman lacks sense, he who does so, is destroying his
life. Beating and disgrace he will find, his dishonour will not be wiped out.
Since jealousy [drives]74 the husband's anger,75 he will be ruthless76 in the day
of revenge. He will not accept any satisfaction and will not consent no matter
how big the gift. [Prov 6:23-35]

The passion with which the father admonishes the son here is striking; the only other

occasions of such a passionate language are found in the admonitions to pursue

Dame Wisdom. This strong rhetoric shows that this issue is perceived by the speaker

as of the utmost importance.

Notably, the urgency with which the father speaks stems here from practical

economic concerns rather than abstract morality. This is most obvious in the latter

passage in the contrast between involvement with a prostitute and adultery. Both of

these are perceived in negative terms, yet, the consequences of the latter are seen as

much more serious, and it is against adultery that the passage is primarily aimed. The

central issue here is not the morality of sexual intercourse outside of marriage, but

rather the socio-economic impact of illicit sexual behaviour. Both passages speak of

adultery as necessarily resulting in disgrace and destruction. The husband's resources

are channelled to some other household, strangers take over and enjoy what he

worked hard for. What is, however, even more interesting, is the imagery of spilled

72 Since a prostitute is not exactly synonymous with a wife of another man, I am inclined to agree with
McKane (1970:329-30) and Toy (136-37) that the ] is adversative here; the prostitute represents a
serious threat, but the wife of another man spells total disaster. McKane prefers to render
rnj?1 ©S3 as man of means, on the grounds that the resulting parallelism is better. However, one
would expect ETK rather than C17S33 to be used in such a construction.
73
Toy (139) emends to a positive statement, on the grounds that there is no sign of this sort of

leniency in the OT and that the thief here is a man of property. Yet, property cannot always provide
food, and there is no leniency in the formal treatment of the thief, only in human attitude to him (note
the habitual use of Px throughout this verse — the text does not envisage a man who is momentarily
hungry, but who suffers hunger as a chronic condition). McKane (1970:220) prefers to render the
verse as a question, but this type of question is regularly introduced by *6d (e.g. Prov 8:1).
74 Lit. is.
75 Driver (195 lb: 177) proposes to read 01111 for 11211, but the versions attest to the construct and the
text makes good sense as it stands.
76 Lit. not have compassion.



Living Wisely 196

water we find in the former text. There is little doubt that the well here is a metaphor

for the wife, i.e., it is the wife's resources that are in some sense squandered, let out

into the open, into the public domain. It is not entirely clear what hides behind this

imagery in practical terms, although it is clear that both the husband and wife are

seriously effected. While the sexual overtones of the imagery of giving out strength

and spilled water are unmistakable, the reference here is to the entirety of the

couple's being; what is dissolving and flowing out is not merely their sexual bond,

but their entire existence. Adultery breaks apart the family framework and in

Proverbs there is no prosperous life outside of it.

While the former passage relates the primary impact on the family of the

adulterer, the latter passage also brings into the discussion the damage caused to the

husband of the adulterous woman. The comparison with the hungry thief here

illuminates the mechanism of the economic disaster depicted in the previous passage.

Two major factors are involved in the adulterer's downfall. First, he, in contrast to

the hungry thief, comes to be despised by the wider community, and second, the

damage that he caused to the other man is perceived as so grievous, that in practical

terms restitution cannot be made; the offended husband will pursue the other man to

a complete destruction, with the tacit support of the community.

The concern about the impact of adultery and prostitution is not limited to the

first nine chapters of the book, although it finds its most forcible formulation there. A

similar perspective is found in the following sayings:

My son, give me your mind, let your eyes guard77 my ways. For a harlot78 is a
deep pit, and a foreign woman is a narrow well. Also, she is like79 a robber
lying in ambush, and she adds [to] the traitors among men. [Prov 23:26-28]

A man who loves wisdom makes his father happy, but a companion of
prostitutes squanders wealth. [Prov 29:3]
So is the way ofwoman eating of adultery and wiping her mouth, and she says,
I have not committed wickedness. [Prov 30:20]

77
Reading lit Q rtrjiSFl; K n^pr, delight in.

78
m HIIT; © aXXoTpios1, i.e., h"1T (McKane 1970:390). Note, however, that in © the topic is not a

woman, but a house. Thus the whole verse has a rather different thrust.
79
L 3 many manuscripts 3. L is clearly the superior reading.



Living Wisely 197

On the issue of marriage, it can be further observed that the expression
in Prov 5:18 accompanied by V\V' and TOn in v. 19 implies that a

marriage is a long-term relationship for which no endpoint is envisaged. A similar

perspective is implied by several sayings portraying a marriage that is not

satisfactory from the husband's point of view:

A woman of valour is a crown of her husband, but like rot in one's bones is
one who causes shame. [Prov 12:4]

A foolish son is a destruction to his father, and a contentious wife is continuous
dripping. [Prov 19:13]80
It is better to dwell in a desolate land, than [to have] a contentious wife and
grief. [Prov 21:19]
It is better to dwell in the corner of a roof, than [to have] a house in common81
with a quarrelsome wife. [Prov 25:24]
Continuous dripping82 on a rainy day, and a quarrelsome wife are alike. [Prov
27:15]

All of these verses paint such a state of affairs as most undesirable, yet, they also

imply permanency of such an arrangement; the concept of divorce seems to be

foreign to Proverbs. This is notable since provision for divorce is made in, for

instance, the legal OT traditions. This fact further underlines the importance that the

stability of the family framework has for the proverbial world. Divorce undermines

the coherence of the family and also of the broader community by causing damage to

relationships between the wider families that are related through such terminated

marriage. Further, since we have seen so far that the proverbial views concerning

marriage are driven by economic concerns, it is more than likely that also the

absence of divorce from Proverbs has its roots there, probably in matters of

ownership of land.

Beyond the basic principles of juridical justice and family-centred ethics,

Proverbs presents the reader with rather clearly defined work and business ethics.

80
For textual notes see p. 151.

81
Albright's (1955:11) suggestion that ~0!1 1T31 means brewery is unconvincing, as the regular

sense fits the context much better.
82 For discussion of the verb see Greenfield (1958:210-12).
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While wisdom is portrayed in Proverbs as the ultimate source of wealth and success,

this is not to be understood in some abstract manner. Wealth does not come through

mere shrewdness or intellectual speculation, but through hard work. Thus, diligence

is one of the prime proverbial virtues, while laziness is despised:

The sluggard's appetite desires and nothing happens, but the soul of the
diligent people will fatten. [Prov 13:4]

Who is idle in his own business is a brother to one who destroys himself.83
[Prov 18:9]

Furthermore, wisdom is not a guide as to how to get rich quickly. Rather, prosperity
comes gradually as a result of persistent endeavour and skill; there are no shortcuts.

The emphasis on justice for others projects itself forcibly into the arena of

commerce and related activities. The keys to success in life are skill and honesty,

wealth which is acquired by dishonest means is only short lived:

Do you see a man who is an expert in his trade? He will stand in front of kings,
he will not stand before those who are unimportant.84 [Prov 22:29]

Quickly85 made wealth will diminish, but he who gathers by handfuls, will
increase it.86 [Prov 13:11]

Treasures accomplished87 by a deceitful tongue —- vapour driven among
deadly snares.88 [Prov 21:6]

Bread of deceit is sweet to a man, but later he will have his mouth full of
gravel. [Prov 20:17]
An honest man, many blessings, but he who is hasty to make riches will not go
unpunished. [Prov 28:20]
False scales are an abomination to Yahweh, but an honest weight is his
pleasure. [Prov 11:1]

Just measures and scales89 belong to Yahweh, all weights in the bag are his
work. [Prov 16:11]

83 ^3 has a reflexive function here.
84 Lit. dark, obscure. BHS proposes to delete the C colon, but tricolons are used in the book to
indicate an end of a section, which is the case here.
85
Reading with ©(D) *3330 in place IF *7333; 5 rd\c\A- fj)'*,from wickedness, i.e., ^333- Both the

5 and © variants are plausible, the latter makes a better parallel with the B colon. Driver (1931:144)
proposed to read got by scheming, quoting Ps 62:11. However, the parallelism shows quite
clearly that the root bjlh has its normal sense of vanity in Ps 62:11.
86
Disregarding the syntax indicated by the accents, which makes little sense.

87
IF work, working, but I am inclined to follow the WTS parsing as Pu Sx 3ms. © o evepywv,

i.e., ptc.; S rvlhcunn s Ta , working, operation, reflects the IF pointing.
88

i.(5) n.Tr-v^z?; 33: 733, but some manuscripts © paTcua Siakei em nayiSa9
GavaTOu, he pursues vanity upon a snare of death, i.e., 1113 E?p1?33 *1*7.3 ^33- I follow McKane
(1970:243, 552) and transpose 13 and 3.
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There is weight and weight, epha and epha, both of these are an abomination to
Yahweh. [Prov20:10]

Differing weights are an abomination to Yahweh, and cheating scales are not
good. [Prov 20:23]
A wicked deputy falls on account of evil, but a faithful envoy is healing. [Prov
13:17]

It becomes apparent from these sayings that while success and prosperity are the aim
and the driving force behind the proverbial wisdom, the ethical ideal is more

important to the sages than these. The following proverb expresses it in the clearest
of terms:

Better is little in righteousness than great produce in injustice. [Prov 16:8]

In addition to open dishonesty, such as short measures, certain other business

practices are perceived as unethical in Proverbs. These include speculation with food
and charging interest:

People curse a person who withholds grain, but there is blessing for the head of
one who sells. [Prov 11:26]

He who amasses wealth through interest and usury, gathers it for someone else,
one gracious to the poor. [Prov 28:8]

Further, under the category ofwork ethics falls the responsibility to pay due attention
to livestock:

A righteous person knows the needs90 of his animal, but the bowels of wicked
people are cruel. [Prov 12:10]

This is not just a piece of practical advice on farming, but rather it is an extension of
the ethical considerations beyond the confines of inter-human relationships, and fits

in with the observation made earlier concerning the coherence of the proverbial

world and the applicability of the divine order to it in its entirety.

One other issue that belongs under the ethics category is that of using bribes.
This is an area where the sages' views are somewhat ambiguous. Sometimes a bribe

appears as a useful tool, sometimes it is condemned. For McKane (1970:18) this is

89 While usually a construct chain with a multiple head has the rectum following the first head
element, exceptions are found in poetry (WOC 9.3b), as is quite clearly the case here.
90 The Hebrew encapsulates the tangible experience of life.
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one of the indications that the early wisdom was secular without ethical concerns,

thus approving of bribes, while only in the later wisdom the attitude has changed.

However, there is another possible explanation of this seeming tension. It can be

observed that bribery is condemned only where it is intended to manipulate the

process of justice. On the occasions where the view of it seems to be positive, it is
used to other ends, such as to improve one's social standing, or to pacify an enemy:

A wicked person takes a gift under the table,91 in order to stretch justice. [Prov
17:23]

A man's gift makes room for him, it lets him rest before the great. [Prov 18:16]

A gift in concealment covers anger, and a present under the table92 [covers]93 a
great rage. [Prov 21:14]

It is, therefore, possible, that these verses do not witness to a diachronic change in an

attitude, but rather to an ethical perspective on use of gifts different than that of the

modern western society. That this is likely is confirmed by the conformity of this

attitude to the basic tenets of the proverbial ethics, upholding of justice and

promoting of harmonious relationships. A gift as a means of perverting justice is

unacceptable, but a gift as a means of building and strengthening relationships with

others is not only legitimate, but also desirable.

Wisdom of Qoheleth

Fundamentals ofQoheleth's Wisdom

It is quite easy to overlook the fact that Qoheleth's aim is at least in principle

very much the same as that of the proverbial sages; they are all interested in the

question of how to make the most of life. I have argued in chapter 3 that in

Qoheleth's world everything happens in mutually annulling pairs, and it is for this

reason that no genuine gain can be made. However, I have also pointed out that the

91 Lit. from lap.
92 Lit. in the lap.
93

® took this as antithetical (Toy 404), construing the B colon as a nominal sentence, but it is quite
clear that the two lines are synonymous with the verb being gapped in the B colon.
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paired events are not synchronic, i.e., there are temporary situations of gain, as well

as temporary situations of loss. The occurrences and disappearances of these states

do not happen according to any predictable pattern, they are governed by chance:

And again I saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift and the battle is
not to the warriors, and neither is bread to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent,
nor is favour to the knowledgeable, for time and chance94 may happen to95 all
of them. For man also does not know his time: like fish that are caught in an
evil net, and like birds caught in the snare, so human beings are trapped96 at an
evil time as it suddenly falls upon them. [Qoh 9:11-12]

Because human effort and insight cannot predict and/or control changing fortune, the

only hope of getting something positive out of life lies in fully exploiting the good

times while coping with the bad times. It is within this context that Qoheleth

understands wisdom:

And I saw that wisdom has an advantage over stupidity, like the advantage of
the light over the darkness. The wise man has eyes in his head, while the fool
walks in darkness. But I also came to know that the same chance happens to
both of them. [Qoh 2:13-14]97
And I said: 'Wisdom is better than strength, but wisdom of a poor person is
despised, his words are not listened to.' The quiet words98 of the wise are to be
listened to more than the lamentation99 of a ruler over fools. Wisdom is better
than weapons, but one sinner destroys much good. Dead flies100 cause a cup101
of aromatic102 oil to stink, and a little folly abounds103 over wisdom. [Qoh 9:16-
10:1]

94 Fox (1989:260) sees here a hendiadys, time ofaccident, but in the light of the very particular sense
of n» in Qoh 3:1-9 discussed earlier the 1 is better seen as a regular copula.
95 For the same syntax of — I~l3Sl mp see Qoh 2:14.
96 is an unusual form, possibly an old form of Qal pass, ptc., or Pu ptc. that lost the 0 prefix
through haplography.
97
For textual notes see p. 162.

98 Lit. words in quietness, which is parallel to shout in the B colon.
99

npyr is always used of a cry under adverse circumstances as Ogden (1987b: 162) pointed out,
although his assertion that it is specifically a cry for help is not justified (cf. Esth 4:3).
100 Lit. flies of death, an attributive genitive, cf. 5; Fox (1989:264-5) suggests re-dividing the
consonants mC 313T rendering a fly dies and spoils ..., but that is unnecessary.
101

Reading S?,53, cup, with S; © OKeuacna, dressing-, 5T2T is omitted by a', C, D. This could indicate
dittography with ETIQbut in the light of S and ©, it is more probable that the omission is due to the
difficulties with the understanding of the word.
102

Reading with © f)8uopaTos, spicy, i.e., PIpl (cf. 5 Khn .cn~i, pleasant, sweet)-, IF ITpll.
103

Emending lit TQ3Q to ""T3DQ, cf. BHS. This is the easiest way to supply a contextually
meaningful verb to the clause. It is not necessary to emend further to create a feminine form of the ptc,
since a masculine form of a verb is not unusual when the feminine subject follows it (see Joti § 150b
and also note 110 on p. 122).



Living Wisely 202

Wisdom has some relative, but no absolute, value; it has a potential but this potential

can be easily thwarted. Consequently, wisdom means something quite different in

Qoheleth than it does in Proverbs. The proverbial sages aspired to excellence and
wisdom was ultimately a perfect tool producing impeccable results if adopted

wholeheartedly. In contrast, for Qoheleth wisdom is a tool that can only improve
one's odds and even that cannot be guaranteed.

What then are the practical aspects of Qoheleth's wisdom? The most

noticeable element of it is the call to enjoy life repeated throughout the book. It finds
its fullest expression in the following passage:

Go! Eat your bread with joy, and drink your wine in enjoyment of heart, for
God has already paid off104 your deeds. Let your clothes always be white, and
may there not be shortage of oil upon you head. Enjoy life with a woman
whom you love all the days of your futile existence, which105 he gave to you
under the sun, all your futile days, for that is your share in life, and in the work
which you carry out under the sun. Whatever you may be able to106 do, do it
with your vigour,107 for there is no deed or devising or knowledge or wisdom in
Sheol, where you are [already]108 going. [Qoh 9:7-10]

Qoheleth's emphasis on enjoyment has often been understood as hedonistic,

advocating a superficial carpe diem approach to life, in which only the present

matters, and the future should be ignored. Yet, it is my opinion, that the intention of

these calls, and the real nature of the attitude from which they spring, is rather

different. First of all, the reference to eating and drinking cannot be taken in a limited

literary manner, and even less so as an encouragement of a lazy lifestyle. What

Qoheleth has in mind is not a life of idleness and orgies, but rather the phrase eat and

drink represents personal satisfaction in a broader sense, and what is most important,

104
I am taking this as II, to pay off, restitute [e.g. Lev 26:41, 43], as this makes good sense in the

context where the enjoyment is the only reward for one's work. However, the context does not make
reading I impossible (cf. KBL3).
105 understood as referring to days ofyour futile existence. Against understanding as the
referent (Ogden 1987b: 153) speaks the presence of the qualifying under the sun, and the epexegetical
repetition allyourfutile days.
106 Hebrew your hand may find/reach, used here idiomatically.
11,7

I follow © understanding *1033 as an adverbial modifier for !"!&!?, pace lit accentuation, which
links it with This appears to be a slightly better reading, as 7]D33 conveys a notion that is
already implicitly present in the idiom K3D + "P.
108 The ptc underlines that this is an activity that is presently underway.
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one that comes as the result of work. This is made quite clear in v. 10: the call to

enjoyment is a call to act, to apply intelligence, knowledge and wisdom, and then to

enjoy what comes out as a result of such an activity, providing anything does. The

satisfaction derived from one's endeavour is the best one can hope for, it is the best

that life can offer.

That Qoheleth's attitude is not that of a carefree hedonism is further shown

by the material in the book that encourages the contemplation of more serious and

less enjoyable matters:

It is better to go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting
because that is the end of every man, and the living one should ponder [it].
Sadness is better than laughter, for when the face is distressed, the mind will be
well. The mind of the wise is in the house ofmourning, but the heart of fools is
in the house of joy. [Qoh 7:2-4]109
The light is sweet and it is pleasant for eyes to see the sun. Indeed, if a man
lives many years, let him rejoice in all of them, but let him remember the dark
days, for they could be may, all that comes is futile. Young man, rejoice in
your youth, and let your heart make you happy in your young days, and walk in
the ways of your heart,110 and1" visions of your eyes, but"2 know that
concerning"'1 all of these God will bring you into judgement. Remove anger"4
from your heart, make evil pass away from your body, for youth and <prime of
life>"3 are futile. And remember your creator in the days of your youth, before
the bad days come, and years will approach when you say: 'I have no pleasure
in them.' [Qoh 11:7-12:1]

109 For textual notes see p. 165.
110 Some © manuscripts + apropos, blamelessly, this is almost certainly an intentional addition
narrowing the scope of possible interpretation.
111 Some ® manuscripts + pq; see the note above.
112 Gordis (1955a:336) objects to the adversative rendering of this 1, but it is not really clear what
difference his rendering and know thatfor all of these ... makes.
113 It is possible to argue that should be rendered in spite of (this would appear to be the sense of

in Job 10:5 and Isa 59:3; the rest of the examples in BDB are questionable) on the grounds that
enjoyment is presented here as God's will and therefore the youth cannot be judged for it. The sense
then would be that the possibility to enjoy life in itself does not guarantee that one is blameless before
God.
114 In the light of the parallelism with HP! this would appear to be a more appropriate rendering for
DIthan anxiety.
"3 The Hebrew milTO is obscure, but the overall sense seems clear. Gordis (1955a:337) points out
possibly related Arabic sarih, youth, but I find more plausible Ibn Ezra's explanation that the word
has been coined from "UIK?, dawn, and formed along the same pattern as nn'p: (see Rottzoll
1999:236-37).
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The emphasis on enjoying the product of one's work is only a particular

example of a more general principle that characterises Qoheleth's wisdom, that of

seizing the day. More light is thrown on this issue by the advice of the concluding

part of the book:

If the clouds are full of water, it keeps116 raining upon the land, and whether a
tree"7 may fall to the south, or to the north, as for the place where the tree may
fall — there it will be. He who watches for wind, may never sow, and he who
observes the clouds may never harvest. Just as"8 you do not know what the
path of the breath [is] in"9 the bones in the womb of a pregnant [woman],120 so
you cannot know the deed of God who always does'21 all these. In the morning
sow your seed, and do not rest your hand until122 the evening, for you do not
know, which of these will succeed, this or that, or whether both of them will be
equally good. [Qoh 11:3-7]

Qoheleth is not just concerned that one seizes the opportunity to enjoy oneself, but

more generally, that one seizes the moment for anything one may be doing. This

principle of grasping the opportunity is derived from considerations about what the

future holds, and there is nothing superficial about it. Qoheleth's world offers only

limited windows of opportunity. Conditions and ability to carry something out come

and go; the singular certainty in life is that anything positive will come to an end,

while at the same time any change of conditions for the better cannot be guaranteed.

116 Habitual use of Px.
117 Barton (1912:182-3) thinks that in v. 3 refers to a divination stick tossed in the air on the basis
of Hos 4:12. However, it is not at all implied by Hos 4:12, that the talk is about a stick tossed into the
air, and furthermore, the nature-imagery of the A colon suggests a similar sense for the B colon.
118

©, a' appear to be reading "IC2K3, but ITt fits better the syntax of the verse ( H33 ... "1E7N3 ).
119

Reading with many manuscripts and C 3 instead of 3 found in L.
120 There are several ways of reading the second half of the first colon. can either form a
construct chain with |£?33, i.e., in the womb ofa pregnant woman, or, after slight repointing, it could
be an attributive modifier for ]t?33, i.e., the pregnant womb, it could further be an attributive modifier
for nnn, the filling spirit. The vocalisation speaks against the second option, while the accentuation
supports the first interpretation in which case the main verb in the clause is gapped. Irrespective of the
preferred interpretation, the overall sense is similar.
121 Habitual use of Px. It would be possible to render the verb as modal, who may do anything, which
would fit the preceding verses, but in the immediate context the habitual interpretation is better since
the unknowability, and therefore, unpredictability, of divine action has been already asserted in what
directly precedes.
122 Terminative temporal use of b, cf. Exod 34:2; Deutt 16:4 (see WOC 11.2.10c). Crenshaw
(1988:181) and Fox (1989:276) prefer to render in, in the light of the following this or that, but this
phrase is better understood as referring to the multiplicity of the seeds rather than morning and
evening.
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The way to overcome this is to know at any time what one can realistically

accomplish and carry it out while it is possible.

However, such an approach is not without potential pitfalls, precisely because

one is never certain what will come next. It is important to grasp that Qoheleth does

not advise ignoring this uncertainty. Rather, one has to know the potential problems

and be prepared to take a calculated risk. This element is expressed by the contrast

between vv. 3 and 4. There are some problematic situations that are obvious. If the

sky is covered in clouds pregnant with rain, then it will rain and one has to adjust the

farming activity accordingly, and a tree that has fallen is not going to move itself. On

the other hand the farmer who waits for ideal conditions for sowing or worries too

much whether the weather may not adversely change in the near future, affecting his

harvest, may never grow or harvest anything. A balance needs to be struck between

avoiding the risk and missing the chance.

It should be further observed that Qoheleth's advice is not simply to take the

risk, but also to organise one's business in such a manner as to minimise the potential

mishaps. The farmer who cannot be certain that the conditions are entirely

satisfactory to allow his sowing to succeed must make a double effort to beat the

odds; life is not about taking what comes when it comes, but about being prepared

for what may come. This perspective is behind the initial verses of Qoh 11:

Send123 your bread upon waters, for in many days you may find it. Give
portion to seven, and even to eight, for you do not know what evil may come
upon the land. [Qoh 11:1]

The precise meaning of these lines, and in particular of v. 1 has been disputed.124
However, what remains quite clear, irrespective of the details, is the fact that these

123 The image is of placing bread upon water, not throwing it into it (Fox 1989:275).
124 There are two common lines of interpretation: (1) These are commercial metaphors, v. 1 refers to
investing into overseas trade, v. 2 has a similar meaning as the English do not keep all your eggs in
one basket, (2) these verses have charitable actions in mind. Both of these approaches have their
stronger and weaker points. In the former case, the thematic link with what follows is obvious. The
objection has been made that v. 1 can hardly refer to investment since in such a case one would expect
a greater return than the principal investment (e.g. Fox 1989:273-5), but the basic theme of the unit is
not how to make a profit, but how to limit losses, and moving a portion of one's property abroad

Continued on the following page
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verses encourage an attitude of foresight in one's life, they are about considering

what the future may bring and taking steps to be prepared. This ability to assess risk
and be prepared accordingly is, alongside the seize the day principle, the second

critical part of what Qoheleth perceives as wisdom. To express it differently,

Qoheleth's wisdom is not deterministic, as the wisdom of the proverbial sages is, but

probabilistic. It is about relating the present to the possible future in a probable way,

and yet, being prepared for the unforeseen.

This character of Qoheleth's wisdom is further seen in the following series of

proverbs:

He who digs a pit, may fall123 into it, and he who breaks through a stone wall
may be bitten by a snake. He who quarries stones, may be hurt by them, 126he
who splits trees, may be endangered127 by them.

1^0 loo itn

When someone has blunted the axe and he does not sharpen " [it] first,
then one will have to exert strength repeatedly,131 but wisdom makes advantage
possible.132

serves as an insurance against localised crisis. At the same time, it is questionable that the imagery of
casting bread on water, an activity with little obvious purpose, and little predictable outcome, can
serve as a metaphor for a purpose-conscious business strategy. As for the latter line of interpretation,
its main weakness is the fact that the following verses are not really concerned with charity as such,
and Qoheleth's previous conclusions were that righteousness (within which charitable actions fall)
does not make any material difference to a person's life. At the same time, the language of casting into
water in connection with charitable behaviour is found in Ptahotep 333-49, and the Instruction of
Onchsheshonqy 19.1.10 (Fox 1989:273-5; Gemser 1960:126). Further, v. 1 resembles an Arabic
proverb with charity in mind, although there is a chance that it might be dependent on our text (Barton
1912:112; Ogden 1987b: 184). In my view the precise meaning cannot be satisfactorily determined at
present.
125 The Px used in v. 8 & 9 expresses potential, not certainty, i.e., the proverb is not the same as the
English 'who digs a pit falls into it' — the gnomic notion is typical expressed by Sx in BH (see WOC
30.5.1c).
126

Many manuscripts, S, D + and.
127 The sense of pD in MH (see Jas), cf. © tavbuveucret, will take risk (with them). 5 pfrcA, to
become weary, tired. The overall sense is clear from the parallelism.
128 As Schoors (155) pointed out Pi is rarely intransitive, it is therefore best to take the subject as
unspecified, referred to by fcOH in the following clause. Fox (1989:268) argues that the antecedent for
Xlll is the man from v. 9, but vv. 8-11 seem to contain proverbs that make a similar point, but are
otherwise unrelated.
129 Some oriental manuscripts read instead of KS of L. S, © do not have an explicit negative, but
neither reflects iS5, and in both cases negative is implied by the verb (5 .uAn, to trouble; © TappdoeLU,
to stir); D follows lit. bbp is difficult, I follow here KBL3.
130

I follow here Seow (1997:317) who understands □"OB adverbially; others prefer to emend to
[rB1?, e.g. Driver's (1954:232), Gordis (1955a:322-3).
131 The plural here probably denotes repeated action, or intensity (see WOC 7.4.2c).
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If the snake bites before133 the snake-charming, then the enchanter134 brings no
advantage.135 [Qoh 10:8-11]

Wisdom is about knowing the risks, using intelligence rather than brute force and

avoiding potential problems, rather than solving them; it makes little difference

whether one can charm a snake to stop it from biting or not when the snake has bitten

already. What matters is not only the possession of a skill, but also its deployment at

the proper time. The ability to combine these, i.e., knowledge and timing, is wisdom:

... the heart of the wise man knows time and procedure. Indeed, for every
matter there is a time and a procedure ... [Qoh 8:5-6]136

While the probabilistic nature of Qoheleth's approach is rather different from

the deterministic wisdom of the proverbial sages, some aspects of Qoheleth's

approach to life are remarkably similar to theirs. In general, in spite of the severe

limits ofwisdom, Qoheleth abhors the fool and his conduct:

It is better to hear the rebuke of a wise man, than [when] one is listening to the
song of fools. For like the sound of thorns under the pot, so is laughter of the
fool. And this also is futile. For137 oppression1'8 will make the wise foolish and
a gift139 corrupts140 the heart. [Qoh 7:5-7]

132 The B colon is difficult, and its interpretation depends both on the reading adopted (IF K TPPn /
FT Q lEOn / S "HtWri; note that there is no Q in L) and the parsing of that reading — the Q can be
understood as 3ms Hiphil Sx, Hiphil infc. cs., Hiphil infa. abs, a determined sg. noun or a determined
pi. cs. noun. In the context of the disadvantage caused by the axe's bluntness, the expected sense is
that wisdom produces advantage. Thus it appears best to read "lEQIl and parse as Hiphil infa. in the
sense to enable, to prepare ground for (see JAS), with wisdom being the subject, i.e., wisdom makes
advantage possible. Gordis (1955a:323) reads K in the sense to prepare, rendering the B colon: it is
an advantage to prepare one's skill beforehand, but it is unlikely that wisdom, irrespective of what
kind ofwisdom, would be spoken of in the sense of preparing it; for wisdom is acquired through long-
term training and experience, it is a state of being, not a routine to be carried out. Fox (1989:268) is
reading "VEjpn in light of Aramaic the skilled man, which finds some support in S3
tou dvbpetou aocfxa, although it should be noted that crania is not rendering "PKjSn but translates
nippn.
13311 follow Ogden (1987b: 171).
134 Idiomatic use of bin denoting occupation. The significance of eloquent speech for enchanting can
be seen in Ps 58:6 (Barton 1912:177).
135 Lit. the enchanter has no advantage. Crenshaw (1988:173) observes the phonetic qualities of the
verse, note in particular the repeated occurrence of 3.
136 For textual notes see p. 209.
137 Schoors (1981) understands the "O as purely emphatic, but there is a clear logical relationship with
the previous verse.
138

FT © CTUKOifavTLa, slander, but the root can have the overtones of extortion, see L&S; S
rA ■ no r \ , slander, but note that this could be an internal Syriac error (or correction toward ©) from
rc' ."no t \ , oppression. Driver (1954:229-30) proposes the existence of root p©I? II, to slander, on

Continued on the following page
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Yet, the demarcation line between the fools and wise is very thin and fragile; the

clear-cut and tangible division of people into the two camps so familiar from

Proverbs is nowhere to be seen, for in Qoheleth's experience it takes relatively little

to turn a wise man into a fool.

It was also noted earlier that the enjoyment that Qoheleth encourages stems

from work. It is, therefore, not too surprising that Qoheleth also shares the proverbial

view that laziness is self-destructive:

In sluggishness the beam-work will be collapsing and in lowering of hands the
house will be leaking. [Qoh 10:18]141

Further, Qoheleth shares with the proverbial sages the attitude toward speech, its

power and the negative impact of garrulity:

The words of the mouth of a wise man are grace[ful], but the lips of a fool
engulf him.142 The beginning of the words of his mouth are folly and the end of
his mouth is bad madness. But the fool multiplies words; l43one144 does not
know what will145 come [next] and what will be afterwards.146 Who can tell
him? [Qoh 10:12-14]

the basis of the versions and Aramaic. Admittedly such a rendering fits the context well but the
evidence of the versions is questionable and the internal evidence for such a root in Hebrew is lacking.
139

nt rnniD; not present in © but attested by S. Driver (1954:229-30) proposes to derive H3riO from
[Tift, with the PI possibly being a personal suffix, rendering and it destroys a/his stout heart, but
attestation of this root in Hebrew is dubious.
140

til "IBX"1]; 4QQoha from PPI? to be guilty (Qal), to pervert (Pi), which might reflect an audible
error. The gender disagreement is most likely due to the separation of the verb from the subject by the
object; see note 110 on p. 122.
141 For textual notes see p. 170.
142 The suffix is ambiguous, and could refer to the fool, the wise person, or the graceful words of the
wise. The latter option (e.g. Ogden 1987b: 173) seems least likely, since, as the following verse
indicates, the concern here is with what comes out of the fool's mouth. The middle option cannot be
completely ruled out, but the proposed reading best fits the context, which does not appear to be
concerned with the fool's impact on others, but rather on himself.
I4~'

Many manuscripts + 1. The B colon is best taken as yet another comment by Qoheleth on the fool;
it is unlikely that it should be understood as direct speech uttered by the fool concerning the general
state of things, because such a comment has been previously made by Qoheleth himself, and Qoheleth
emphatically denies being a fool.
144

n-j$n is unlikely to denote species here, i.e., mankind. It is also unlikely that it refers to the fool
himself (in such a case no noun would have been necessary), thus it is probably referring to the man
that serves the fool as an audience.
145

L mm2?-nft; a few manuscripts, ©, S appear to read !TilS2~n!2, but this could only be an
interpretative move under the influence of the past-future passages elsewhere in the book. !Tt is
preferable in the immediate context.
146 Gordis (1955a:324) after his lifetime, but that does not fit the context very well, since the B colon
appears to be a comment concerning the fool's speech.
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The advice that Qoheleth offers is general and conceptual rather than specific,

even the verses quoted above from Qoh 11 that talk about the farmer are clearly not

aimed at the farmerper se but are illustrations. There is only one group of guidelines

that are context-specific. I suggested in the previous chapter that the monarchy was

an intimate reality for Qoheleth, and this is expressed in instructions for those who

interact with the king:

Watch the mouth147 of the king and concerning a divine oath, do not be
hasty.148 Walk from his presence, 149do not stand in an evil thing, for he does
whatever he pleases. Because150 the word of the king is powerful, and who will
say to him: 'What are you doing?'. Who keeps a command, will not know any
evil thing, and the heart of wise man151 knows time and152 judgement. [Qoh 8:2-
51

If the spirit of the ruler rises against you, do not leave your place, for
calmness15' can appease great sins. [Qoh 10:4]
... not even in your thought curse the king, and do not curse the rich in your
bedroom, for a bird from heaven will carry your voice and a winged creature
will disclose [your] word. [Qoh 10:20]154

Interestingly enough, this advice has nothing to do with the factual aspects of the

court, it has no partisan slant (in the political sense), and reveals nothing of what the

courtier's duties would have been and how they should or might have been

approached. Nor does it show how to exploit one's position at the court to one's

benefit. Instead, what Qoheleth offers are simple guidelines on how to survive being

a courtier. The key to this is unquestionable loyalty; the kings Qoheleth knew

147
Reading with versions —instead of tR ''IK. Gordis (1955a:287) proposes that "OK should be

understood as standing for I declare. This is possible, but the resulting sense is virtually identical to
that of the versions.
148

Ending the clause with ©, a', 5 after in v. 3. This is necessary due to the presence of the
1 (attested both in ITt and versions) before flT7! bs indicating that DVl^K TO'Dtp THD"! bv does
not modify what precedes, thus requiring its own independent clause.
149

Many manuscripts, S, D + 1. This was probably supplied by the versions in an attempt to clarify the
syntax of the verse which in !Tt has three uncoordinated verbs.
150

©(S) in place of ITT "1C2K3 but HI fits the context better.
151

Possibly wise heart (so Crenshaw 1988:151).
152 Several manuscripts and © omit the copula, i.e., time ofjudgement, but L is preferable in the light
of v. 6.
153 So KBL2 for KSTI3 here and in Prov 14:30; 15:4. Although this sense is unlikely in Prov 14:30, the
use of the verb PIS"! in Judg 8:3 suggests that this meaning is within the semantic range of the root, in
spite of the fact that there is no evidence that the word was so used in MH (Barton 1912:176). Fox's
(1989:266) rendering ability to soothe anger would seem to capture the thrust of the verse.
154 For textual notes see p. 170.
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tolerated no dissent. Such loyalty needed to be accompanied by shrewdness,

understanding what would be acceptable at any given moment (which is just a

variant on the basic concept of wisdom as skill and timing). But even the loyal and

shrewd courtier could not obviously avoid the king's anger, those who wished to stay

alive needed to be able to face the king calmly and appease the royal rage.

In face of the fact that these texts contain very little of any deeper insight, in

contrast to the profundity of Qoheleth's comments elsewhere, it is hard to avoid the

impression that Qoheleth did not consider being close to the king as something that

one should desire and pursue. While in Proverbs skill and mastery bring one in front

of the king, there appears to be little space for real wisdom at the court of Qoheleth's

world, where fools can be easily placed in positions of power. It can be concluded

from this that while the sages of Qoheleth's time played a role at the court, it was not

the court and their place at it that gave them their identity; the sage would have been

used as a political advisor, but Qoheleth is far from equating the sage with a

politician and wisdom with political science.

The Place ofGod and Ethics in Qoheleth's Wisdom

In the above rehearsal of the key elements of Qoheleth's wisdom, nothing has

been said of God and/or ethical considerations. In Proverbs these two were

inseparably linked and encapsulated in the hallmark phrase of proverbial wisdom,

fear of Yahweh. This phrase per se is missing from Qoheleth, yet, he speaks of

fearing God on four separate occasions [Qoh 3:14; 5:6; 7:18; 8:12-13], He means by this an

acknowledgement of the qualitatively different planes on which God and humanity

operate and acceptance of the divine superiority. The resulting attitude is that of

respect, which means refraining from attempts to manipulate and/or deceive the

deity. Thus Qoheleth urges the reader to avoid false and void religiosity, such as

making religious commitments that one cannot, or does not intend, to keep, or

offering sacrifices that are a mere cover for disregard of God; Qoheleth's God
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favours obedience over sacrifice. In spite of the fact that Qoheleth spends only

limited space addressing the question of how humans should relate to God (he is

much more interested in how God relates to humans), his religious attitude is not

tokenistic. While the motivation for fearing God in the book is avoidance of his

wrath, i.e., the attitude is that of 'playing it safe', it is obvious that this requires a

genuine attitude— religious tokenism is a mark of fools.

Qoheleth perceives a link between fearing God and avoidance of evil, but this
is much weaker than in Proverbs, and in general ethical considerations play only a

very limited role in the book. The reason for this is concisely summarised in the

following passage:

Since the sentence of the evil deed is not carried out quickly, therefore the
heart of sons ofman is full within them to do evil— because a sinner does evil
a hundred [times], yet, his [life] is prolonged— although I know that it should
be well with the fearers of God, those who keep fearing before him. And it
should not be well with the wicked, and [his] days should not be prolonged like
a shadow, because he did not fear before God. There is futility which is done
upon the earth, that there are righteous men to whom it happens as if they were
wicked and there are wicked men, to whom it happens as if they were
righteous. I said that also this is futile. [Qoh 8:11-14]155

Whether one is righteous or wicked does not, in Qoheleth's experience, make any

noticeable difference to one's quality of life. Therefore, ethics does not enter into the

equation he is seeking a solution to. Yet, it would be misleading to say that Qoheleth

does not care about ethical issues, or that he advocates situation ethics. The book is

not about ethics, but neither does it seeks to legitimise behaviour without ethical

norms. It is evident from the above quoted passage that Qoheleth had a clear concept

of good and evil. He implied that wickedness deserves to be punished, although it is

not, suggesting that he did not see wickedness as an acceptable way of life. A further

necessary implication of the above text is that Qoheleth understands good and evil as

notions that are clearly and universally defined, yet, their definition does not

originate unequivocally in the divine activity as it did in Proverbs. Unfortunately,

Qoheleth does not explain where he got these notions from, but considering that his

155 For textual notes see p. 77.
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whole understanding of the world is anthropocentric, it is likely that good is that

which when viewed through human eyes benefits human beings, and evil is that

which is harmful to them.

The following passage is also of considerable interest for the question of

Qoheleth's attitude toward ethical issues:

Both156 these I saw during the days ofmy futility: there is a righteous [person]
who perishes in his righteousness and there is this wicked [person] who
prolongs his days in his evil. Do not overdo it as a righteous person,'37 and do
not conduct yourself wisely158 beyond a measure, why should you ruin'39
yourself? Do not behave exceedingly wickedly, and do not be foolish, why die
of unnatural causes?160 It would be good if your hand lays hold of this, and
does not let go of that, for one who fears God will go out161 with both162 of
them. Wisdom is more powerful163 to the wise than ten rulers,164 who are in the
city. Surely, there is no righteous man in the land, who would do what is good,
and would not sin. [Qoh 7:15-20]

This text has been often interpreted as a formulation of the golden mean rule: be a

little righteous and a little wicked, a little wise and a little foolish — everything in

moderation.165 I am not convinced that this is the correct understanding of the

passage. The PIT - PIT construction of v. 18 suggests that in vv. 16-17, Qoheleth has

only two types of activity in mind and that there is a semantic redundancy present

156
nt b3rrn& as the rest of the verse indicates, the author has two realities in mind (Fox 1989:233).

157
Whybray (1978) proposes to interpret the periphrastic construction do not be self-righteous, but

there is no indication that the righteous in the preceding verse is only a would-be one. Ogden
(1987b: 115) suggests that PPPP modifies the verb and not the adjective p'H^, but the adjective
cannot be separated from the auxiliary verb in a periphrastic construction.
158 This appears to be a benefactive reflexive use of Hithpael (WOC 26.2e), similar to Exod 1:10.
139

Px Hithpael with apocopated n. Fox (1989:235) renders why should you be shocked, because
wisdom is not a source of physical destruction. However, the surrounding context is explicitly
concerned with destruction.
160 Lit. when it is notyour time.
161

IF supported by ©. S °\ n \, to cling to, but this appears to be an internal 5 error from „n \, to go
out. Delitzsch (326) points out a MH idiom, where K2T means to satisfy one's duty.

should not be translated all because as this and that in 18A indicates, Qoheleth has two things
in mind.
163

IF Ti?ri; 4QQoha, © PTJ?ri; either could be the result of a simple scribal error. IF is the more difficult
reading, as the verb is intransitive, but it could have the sense, the wise [considers] wisdom more
powerful... Also IF reading fits well the parallel with the B colon {power : rulers), the association of
rulers with help is not really obvious. Fox (1989:232) points out that TTS? can be used as a synonym of
pry.
164 Fox (1989:232) suggests to re-divide the consonants DtD^bEiP P57JJQ, riches of the rulers, but in
the lack of textual evidence IF, which is not obscure on this point, is preferable.
165 For a comprehensive survey of approaches to interpreting this passage see Brindle (1985).



Living Wisely 213

among the four imperatives. The golden mean proponents take this as a reference to

the two verses respectively, each setting a limit on one side of the golden mean. Yet,

this is unlikely. While these verses together display a carefully constructed semantic
and syntactic chiasm, each one of them is constructed in an asymmetrical manner,

which makes it impossible to understand the two colons within each verse as

synonymous, and, thus, to see them as a single command expressed twofold. Also, I

have already pointed out that wisdom and righteousness are not synonymous in

Qoheleth in the way they are in Proverbs, and this fact further undermines such an

understanding of v. 16. In addition, the passage quoted previously [Qoh 8:11-15] shows

that Qoheleth considers being wicked as an equivalent to not fearing God, making it
most unlikely that those who fear God aspire in his view to a little wickedness

alongside of a little righteousness. In my view the synonymity, needed to reduce the

redundancy of the four commands into two notions, is not to be found within the

individual verses, but between them; v. 17 is a negatively formulated expression of

the same notion as found in v. 16, and v. 18 then refers to the two separate

commands in v. 16 (and their negated equivalents in v. 17).

A closer scrutiny of the text supports such an understanding. The A colons

use as a modifier of the commands H51D (Qoheleth's basic word for much/many

and antonym to E3J?P), but 16B uses "ini"1 (a term which denotes excess beyond a

limit166), and the command in 17B has no qualifier at all. Thus rather than suggesting

be a little wise and a little foolish, Qoheleth's bias expressed by the B colons is

unequivocally toward wisdom; behave wisely up to a point (the value of wisdom is
never unlimited in the book), but do not be a fool at all. Further, it can be observed

that colons 16B and 17A use simple verbal constructions □SliriFr'lN / UffiHFr'lN,
but 16A and 17B use periphrastic constructions "Tiri-Tirrbtf. The
main difference between these two types of clause is that the former refers to a

person's conduct, the latter to a person's identity; the two "'illl constructions describe

the primary identity of the person who follows Qoheleth's advice, a righteous person

166 The semantic difference between the 713117 and 7711 can be seen, for instance, in Qoh 12:12.
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who is not a fool. The qualifier in 16A captures the fact that no person has the

potential to be perfect, the righteous identity Qoheleth has in mind is from this world,

not an absolute ideal. What he means is explicated by 17A, and amounts to not

behaving excessively wickedly. This has to be understood in the context of the

observation made in the previous chapter that in Qoheleth's world human beings

have a natural tendency to be wicked. Therefore, Qoheleth is calling for consciously

curtailing this tendency, rather than allowing oneself a degree of wickedness. That it

is wisdom and a realistic degree of righteousness Qoheleth has in mind in v. 18 is

affirmed by vv. 19-20, further elaborating on the value of wisdom, and limits that
1 f\l

there are to human righteousness. These two qualities are to be held onto in spite
of the limited capabilities of the former and the limited achievability of the latter.

The degree of movement between certain boundaries that the adverbial qualifiers

imply is not that of what is permissible, i.e., the golden mean, but rather what is

achievable in the real world. The desired position is not found halfway between

righteousness and wickedness, wisdom and folly, but rather off-centre; in principle

one is supposed to be righteous and not to be a fool.

What the reader is left with is a tension between wisdom and ethics. On the

one hand Qoheleth is forced to admit that ethics do not make any perceptible

difference to how successful one is, and thus have no genuine place in wisdom, while

on the other hand he is unwilling to take this to the necessary conclusion and entirely
abandon ethical norms as of no value. It might be tempting to try to ascribe this

tension to the activity of some pious editor, but the conflict between what Qoheleth

thinks should be happening and what he experiences permeates the entire book,

making such a solution not particularly convincing. It is much more likely in my

view that the tension is one between Qoheleth's experience and his intuition,

between his experience and his wisdom heritage.

167 It was suggested that v. 19 has been misplaced, e.g. Fox (1989:232) places it after v. 12, but this is
done exclusively on the grounds of lack of links with the context. Concerning v. 20, it should be
observed that it cannot be understood as an assertion that there are no righteous people at all, for
Qoheleth already said that he knows of righteous who suffer a fate they do not deserve.
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While Qoheleth offers no further direct instructions as to what ethical

grounds to stand on, a glimpse of Qoheleth's own ethics can be caught in what

immediately follows the verses quoted above:

Also, do not pay attention to all the things that are said, so that you may not
hear your servant cursing you. For even your heart knows ofmany times when
you also cursed others. [Qoh 7:21-22]168

Although the primary concern of this instruction is contained in the former verse, v.

22 reveals an important attitude. Qoheleth warns the reader not to treat others any

more harshly than one treats oneself. The self serves Qoheleth as a mirror reminding
him of the fact that there is no-one who is so righteous as to be without any blemish;

self-honesty and humility foster an attitude of tolerance. In fact the attitude of

honesty and humility is the principal hallmark of Qoheleth's approach to life and his

writing. It shows on the intellectual level when, in spite of his wisdom roots, he finds

(and acknowledges) that wisdom lacks true power; it shows in his cosmological

perspective when he accepts the apparent realities of life, no matter how unpalatable

implications they might have; it shows on the anthropological level, when he is

unable to affirm any higher ontological status for a human than for a beast; it shows

on the sociological level when he urges one not to be surprised when witnessing the

cruelty that one human being causes another; it shows on the theological level, when

he assesses the relative positions of God and humanity urging deep respect for God

and his power. Thus, while the reader may not agree with Qoheleth, may even dislike

him, or consider his views heterodox, it is impossible to label him as an arrogant man

who pursues his own ends without being prepared to get involved in a dialogue.

The book is often understood as a critique of traditional wisdom, such as that

found in Proverbs. This is true only to a point. Qoheleth indeed struggles with the

claims that resemble those found in Proverbs, and repudiates them questioning the

optimistic beliefs in the power of wisdom and divine retributive justice. Yet, he does

not do this from a stance of someone who despises wisdom, indeed as we have just

168 For textual notes see p. 173.
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seen, he is reluctant to completely abandon wisdom and its values. Terminology such
as attack on traditional wisdom, that is sometimes applied to Qoheleth, does injustice

to the book, for it gives emotional colouring to Qoheleth's relationship with
traditional wisdom, that it does not have; to see in Qoheleth a clash of differing

ideologies is to misunderstand the book. Rather, I am inclined to see Qoheleth with
Fox (1987:154) as appropriating and extending wisdom; Qoheleth is not about

winning an argument, but about the search for truth.

Wisdom and the Epilogue of Qoheleth

The book of Qoheleth is concluded by an epilogue, which, it has long been

noted, does not entirely share Qoheleth's views:

The words of the wise are like spikes and like nails set in place [by] collectors,
given by one Shepherd. Above these, my son, be warned: there is no end to
producing many books, and much reading tires the body. End of [the] matter,
[of] everything heard, fear God and keep his commandments, for this perfects a
human being. For every deed God will bring into judgement, concerning
everything hidden, whether good, or bad. [Qoh 12:11-14]159

The voice in the epilogue makes only a brief contribution, yet, from it emerges a very

clear picture of what in the epilogist's view constitutes wisdom. Sheppard (1977;

1980:124-25) observed that all the notions forming the epilogist's perspective are

derived from the core of the book. While this is true, the selection and emphasis are

such that the reader is led in a somewhat different direction than Qoheleth was

heading. The epilogist focuses essentially on three of Qoheleth's ideas: limits of

wisdom, fearing God and divine judgement.

Qoheleth reiterates again and again that wisdom has serious limits. Yet, the

point he is making is not that wisdom and knowledge are entirely useless, but only

that they are powerless when it comes to defeating the fundamental flaws of human

existence; one should not expect wisdom to deliver the impossible. In contrast, the

169 For textual notes see p. 83.
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epilogist presents the limits ofwisdom in such a way that he undermines the value of
intellectual undertaking per se; for him the limits of knowing have been reached and

anything worthwhile knowing has been recorded. Verses 11-12 suggest that he has a

fixed body ofmaterial in mind which contains this knowledge; the sages are no more

independent thinkers, they have been reduced to collectors. Thus, while Qoheleth

urges the reader to acknowledge the limits of knowing, the epilogist effectively

prescribes what these limits are.

The second idea that the epilogist takes over from Qoheleth is the notion of

fearing God. It was observed above that in contrast to Proverbs, Qoheleth's fearing

ofGod has stronger cultic overtones, with the emphasis being on not abusing the cult

and manipulating God, although it encompasses the proverbial core of fear of

Yahweh, righteousness. The epilogist takes this emphasis further. For him fear of

God is expressed in obedience to divine commandments, i.e., direct divine

revelation.170 This concept of fearing God is closely tied to the third of Qoheleth's

notions found in the epilogue, that of divine judgement. In Qoheleth proper the

divine judgement operates largely on a cosmological level through the bipolarity of

life's events preventing genuine gain. At the same time Qoheleth observed that

wickedness is not punished and righteousness is not rewarded on an individual basis,

and his personal preference for righteousness is not, in spite of his association of

righteousness with fearing God, so much grounded in a sense of religious obligation

as in his own wisdom roots. In contrast, the epilogist expects a different kind of

judgement than the cosmic neutrality. Similarly to the proverbial sages, he believes

in judgement that operates on an individual level, and in fact on the plain of

individual actions.

As a result of the selective treatment of Qoheleth's ideas the following

picture emerges in the epilogue: in the light of human limits, the only thing that

really matters in human life is the acceptance of divine authority and the divine

170 The copula in Qoh 12:13 is probably best understood as epexegetical, i.e., fear God by obeying his
commandments.
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command; human beings are held accountable for the response they show to these. In
171

other words, true wisdom, the epilogist argues, is piety and piety alone. At first

sight this may seem very much like the proverbial notion offear of Yahweh, but in

reality it is not. From the point of view of the epilogue the value of the words of the

wise rests solely on the divine origins of the collections that the speaker has in mind.

Thus, just as in Proverbs, the sages' wisdom has divine origins. Yet, here the divine

inspiration is not applied to the process of acquiring wisdom, as it was in Proverbs,

but rather to some limited and further unspecified body of material. Thus, the

separation between experience past and experience present, that started with the

proverbial emphasis on cumulative collective experience, has reached a new, and a

logically necessary stage; the past wisdom, or more specifically some of it, became

sacrosanct and was perceived no more as inspired experience, but simply as revealed

command.

Summary

While there are some points of contact between the concepts of wisdom in
Proverbs and Qoheleth, in general these are radically different. Proverbial wisdom is

essentially a system of ethics, it is largely about handling people. Being wise is the

same as being righteous, being wicked amounts to foolishness. The authority of

proverbial wisdom stems from inseparable unity between human experience, divine

sovereignty and justice. In contrast, Qoheleth's wisdom is void of ethical

consideration. While Qoheleth does not advocate life without ethics, his concept of
wisdom per se is thoroughly pragmatic and his approach to life is probabilistic,

looking for ways to handle the unpredictability of the phenomenon of life. The

authority of his advice rests squarely on validation by experience. He maintains the

notion of divine sovereignty, but in the light of his experience lets go of the

171 This identification of wisdom with piety in my opinion needs to be taken into consideration when
dealing with Qoh 12:11 suggesting that one shepherd is indeed a reference to God.
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proverbial conviction that God deals justly with individual humans. The brief entry

of the epilogist brings in yet another perspective, one in which wisdom amounts to

piety, and its authority stems from divine revelation alone, leaving little, if any, space

for experience and intellectual endeavour.

The former two concepts of wisdom are not incompatible or even

irreconcilable, precisely because Qoheleth's wisdom applies equally to the righteous
and to the wicked. Thus one who wishes to follow Qoheleth's advice still has to

make the choice whether to accept or reject the proverbial ethics (or any other ethical

system). The epilogist's viewpoint is more difficult to merge with the other two. This

is not because wisdom of the proverbial sages or Qoheleth would exclude piety, in

fact the command to fear and obey God is inherent to both. The problem is that piety

in these two cases exists in the context of independent intellectual inquiry, which the

epilogist more or less rejects. His piety is entirely cult driven and the revelatory

process is all encompassing — in the 20th century, we would label this a

fundamentalist viewpoint.



Excursus

Proverbs and Qoheleth in anHistoricalContext

The worldviews represented by the two books and pieced together in the

preceding chapters raise certain questions of an historical nature which have not been

addressed in this study so far, mainly because they do not lie at the heart of the

present work. Yet, since the study has a direct bearing on these questions, at least a

few brief comments are appropriate.

First of all, it was noted in chapter 3 that the theological perspective

expressed in the Wisdom speeches ofProv 1-9 serves as a backbone to the proverbial

paradigm, on the one hand fitting exactly the needs of this paradigm, on the other

hand failing to provide theologically satisfactory answers to the problem of the

origins of Folly and its power over humanity. This led us to the conclusion that this

theological perspective was derived from the wisdom paradigm itself, or in other

words, that the theological perspective is subservient to it. The significance of this

emerges when it is considered that the proverbial concept of wisdom is mostly

formulated in the sayings of Prov 10-31, for it implies that the theo-cosmological

framework we find in Prov 1-9 is derived from the worldview of the sayings in Prov

10-31; it is not an external framework imposed on it. This calls into serious question

the argument commonly used for a very late date of Prov 1-9, namely that it contains
a developed and, more importantly, distinct theological perspective; the theological

220
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perspective ofProv 1-9 is not different from that of Prov 10-31, only formulated in a

more eloquent manner.1

Further, I have pointed out that the principal function of Prov 1-9 is to

motivate the reader to take the sayings that follow seriously, but contains very

limited practical advice. In my view this imbalance is such that the opening section

of the book is not capable of independent existence, for it speaks of the significance

of acquiring wisdom without largely defining what constitutes wise living. These two

observations strongly suggest that Prov 1-9 was composed2 specifically as a

foreword to the sayings that follow it. While it is possible that this took place

chronologically some time after the composition of the saying-collections, this does

not necessarily have to be so, and the theology-based relative dating of these two

sections of the book is not satisfactory. In the past, questions about the late date of

this section of Proverbs have been raised by some, pointing out certain features of

these texts that betray greater antiquity of the material than is commonly granted to

it; these gain a renewed force in the light of the present analysis.3

We further observed in chapter 3 that the use of the personal name HUT

appears to be mainly apologetic trying to identify the sages' God with Yahweh. This,

it was argued, would seem to suggest that the origins of the proverbial wisdom come

from the time when the mainstream religious perception of Yahweh was as a tribal

God. Thus, it is likely that the perspective that Proverbs represents originates before

the exile, and it is most likely that the book attests to early stages of conscious

interaction of wisdom with the cult. In contrast, Qoheleth's systematic reference to

God as yet, accompanied by a strictly monotheistic perspective, suggests

that Qoheleth is writing at a time when Yahweh is no more seen as a tribal deity, but

as the only God, i.e., in a time when what initially appeared to be the perspective

1
Compare the conclusion reached by Kassis (1999:275) that distinct stages of religious development

cannot be discerned in the present shape of the book.
2
By composed I do not mean here necessarily the production of an entirely original composition, for

the inner makeup of this material is rather complex (see for instance Whybray 1994a), but rather the
editorial activity that formed it into its present shape.
3 See Kayatz's (1966) work on the affinity of Prov 1-9 with ancient Egyptian wisdom, Lang's (1986)
observations about possible rooting of the Dame Wisdom figure in an ancient Hebrew goddess, and
Kitchen's (1977) comparative work on the development ofwisdom forms in the ANE.
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reserved to the wisdom sages became widespread; this corresponds well with the

almost certain linguistically-based date of the book in the Hellenistic period.

Considering the point made above concerning the relationship between Prov 1-9 and

the rest of Proverbs, this in my view decreases the probability that Prov 1-9 was

written in an historical proximity to Qoheleth. Further, these observations imply that

in fact the shift from tribal to global theological perspective was influenced by the

wisdom enterprise, giving some credence to Sheppard's (1980:13) claim that rather

than speaking of theologisation of wisdom, we should speak of 'wisdomisation' of

theology, at least concerning one stage in the development of the relationship
between the two.

While dealing with the epistemology of the two books in chapter 2 we noted
a critical epistemological shift between the outlook of Qoheleth proper and Proverbs

on the one hand, and the epilogue to Qoheleth on the other hand. The difference in

these perspectives led us to the conclusion that the perspective of the epilogist is not

a wisdom perspective but a cultic one; the epilogist is not a sage, but a theologian.

Thus, the epilogue attests to a stage in the development of the relationship between

wisdom and the cult, where the theologian regains the control. In the emerging

worldview that the epilogist represents the human quest for understanding, so central

to wisdom, loses its autonomy, and ultimately significance. While it might be an

exaggeration to say that this is due to Qoheleth alone, there is little doubt that it is the
result of the state of affairs that Qoheleth witnesses to, namely, wisdom failing to

provide the absolute, black and white, answers that human beings always desired and

probably always will. The epilogist's answer to this is to theologise wisdom in a

manner it had not been before, and it is this form in which it is found in the later

wisdom writings such as Ben Sira.4

4 Cf. Dell (1994b:313). It is worth noting that this oscillating relationship between wisdom and
theology is not peculiar to ancient Israel, for precisely the same phenomenon can be observed in more
modern theological development, such as the shift from the medieval scholasticism to the liberal
theology springing from the enlightenment, and again the renewed 'cultic' emphasis of neo-orthodoxy
after the disillusionment of the First World War. It is this type of phenomenological pattern that hides
behind Qoheleth's claim that there is nothing new under the sun.



Excursus 223

In chapter 4 we observed a major difference between the socio-economic
structures that are reflected in Proverbs and Qoheleth. I have argued that the world of

Proverbs is one of a decentralised economy revolving around a small local

community, where each individual has its place and the success of the community

depends on its members working and living together in harmony. The family is the

most significant and in principle the highest formal hierarchical structure of the

proverbial society. We have observed that while kingship appears in Proverbs on

numerous occasions, the king is not a truly meaningful part of the book's world. In

contrast Qoheleth's world is one of large empires, where the proverbial equality has

been replaced by a hierarchy in which only those at the very top benefit from the

produce of the land. Thus, the world that Qoheleth portrays fits the Hellenistic period

extremely well. The question of matching Proverbs to a historical period is more

difficult. First of all, I am inclined to reject the possibility that the proverbial world is
a fictional one, i.e., that it was created without the conviction that it depicts the real

world out there. For this the concerns of the book are too down-to-earth, and the aims

it strives to achieve too practical; there is a clear conviction in the book that this is

not just the world as it should be, but as it really is. Thus, I think we need to look for

an historical setting that would reasonably match the world that the book outlines.5 It
is my view, that the proverbial perspective is unlikely to have originated in the

Hellenistic, or more generally post-exilic period, for the forces that would have been

a part of a large emporium (be it Persia or Greece), caused by centralised rule and

taxation accompanied by extensive international trade (that we have seen at work in

Qoheleth), do not fit the proverbial state of affairs. Further, the period of the

Babylonian exile is also an improbable setting. While one may want to argue that the

closed-off community pictured here is that of the exiles, trying to preserve their own

identity, it is unlikely that an effort to instruct the young generation in such a manner

as to differentiate themselves from the society of the captors would have

5
At this stage a distinction has to be made between the proverbial outlook on the one hand, and the

tangible expression of it that we find in the present shape of the book, for the date assigned to the two
can be significantly different if, for instance, the book was composed as a retrospective return to a
distant past in an attempt to restore some of its values. It is the outlook that I wish to concentrate on at
the present.
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systematically avoided any reference to the entity of Israel, the preservation ofwhich
would have been the primary concern of the authors of the material, if such an

identification was to be correct. It is much more likely, that this feature of the

material stems from a time when the national identity was not the real issue.

Placing the origins of the proverbial perspective as a whole into the pre-exilic

monarchy is in my view not fully satisfactory either. While the degree of

centralisation would have been lesser than during the imperial period after the exile,

the socio-economic structures would have been of a larger scale than the proverbial
material depicts. In particular, taxation was already very severe under Solomon,6 and

it is precisely the unbearable level of taxation that is reported in 1 Kgs 12 as the

reason for the break-up of the monarchy. Further, the system where land was

considered strictly tribal/family property was breaking down during the monarchy.7
Therefore, there would have been the possibility to purchase land allowing for some

degree ofmovement from one small community to other. In addition, the Solomonic

building projects must have had a far reaching impact on the social arrangements of

the time, for they required a huge number of labourers and thus on the one hand

would have hindered the family-based farming and agriculture, and on the other hand

meant large scale movement of population. Yet, there is no hint in Proverbs of such

an upheaval taking place and the rather superficial integration of the royal references

into the socio-economic structures of the proverbial world makes origins in a well

established pre-exilic monarchy unlikely.

I am, therefore, inclined to think that we have to look for the origins of the

proverbial outlook in the pre-monarchic and the early monarchic periods. Family-

based, rather than nation-based identity and socio-economic independence of small

family units, such as seen in the patriarchal narratives or depicted in the book of

Ruth, combined with the closed nature of these family-based communities, fits the

6 While the historical value of the account of Solomon's rule can be questioned, I am prepared to give
at least some credence to the assertions of 1 Kgs 4-5, concerning the erection of the Jerusalem temple
in the early monarchy, which project would have required major resources.
7 Consider for instance the purchase of land by David from Araunah [2 Sam 24:18ff.] or the story of
Naboth's vineyard [1 Kgs 21].



Excursus 225

proverbial profile best and it is my view that the book needs to be interpreted against
that background.8 Once this perspective is accepted, some of the persistently
criticised naivete of the book disappears, for in such a setting the wicked would

indeed more often than not suffer and the righteous prosper, simply due to the

economic forces at work in such a small and interdependent community.

At the same time, it has to be appreciated that the text as we find it in the
book today is a literary product rather than a mere recording of an earlier oral

tradition, one unlikely to have originated in what is basically a rural setting. I wish to

suggest that the wisdom tradition and ideals originating in the pre-monarchic era

continued to be cultivated and adhered to even when the monarchy came into place.

For while a monarch can be put on the throne overnight, a change in the society's

daily practices and structures develops only gradually.9 The early royal advisors
would have been grounded in the pre-monarchic wisdom and would have adjusted
their understanding only gradually, as the monarchy was taking root. Initially, there
would have been very little that needed to be adapted to the new conditions, for the

king could easily be fitted into the proverbial paradigm as a representative and

defender of the rule of the divine order over chaos. Such a development would be

logical and matches the proverbial picture very well. I am, therefore, inclined to

think that we should look for the literary beginnings of the book during the early

monarchy.10 As the monarchy settled in and developed, the increasing socio¬

economic changes would have meant that the harmonious life pictured by the ancient

sages would have been more and more remote from daily reality, and so would have

become an ideal from a distant past, yet, a heritage passionately held onto by

successive generations ofwise men, for I have explained that the nature of the role of

8 The suggestion that wisdom roots are in such a setting is not entirely new. However, in the past this
has been generally argued on the basis of comparing Proverbs to contemporary proverbial material
from certain tribal cultures, namely in Africa (e.g. Golka 1993; Westermann 1995). Such an approach
is connected with certain methodological problems, namely the possibility of direct influence of the
biblical tradition on the material to which it is being compared. In contrast, I have attempted to show
that Proverbs itself provides ample clues to such a primary setting of the material.
9 Jamieson-Drake (1991) has argued that on basis of archaeological evidence the term state can only
be applied to Israel from about 8th century BC onwards, which would seem to lend some support to
the present assertion.
1 If my analysis is correct, it might also be necessary to review the evaluation of the traditional
association of Proverbs with Solomon, for this could be closer to reality than is normally allowed.
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God in the proverbial epistemology is such that it makes it difficult, if not entirely

impossible, to adapt the paradigm to any significant degree of change.

However, eventually the picture of the world that it portrayed would have

become untenable even to those who stood firmly within the wisdom tradition, as

Qoheleth's evaluation of the traditional wisdom understanding of the world shows.

We have, therefore, to ask what it was that caused the book to survive and eventually

be included in the Hebrew bible. In this respect the later trend toward the

theologisation of wisdom, pointed out above, would have helped, providing a new

point of reference for reading the book, affirming the validity of its perspective not

on the grounds of experience, but the affinity of its ethical stance with the ethos of

the prophetic and legal traditions. However, it is possible that there is yet another,

and more practical, factor at play here. In my view it is quite possible that the

proverbial world and values have been intentionally resurrected during a much later

time than the one from which they stem, a time when the nation lost the ultimate

control over the higher socio-economic superstructures and when the importance of

the family for preservation of the nation and its heritage became increasingly clear.11
The book then would not have been seen as depicting the world that was, but the

world that could have and ultimately should have been, a world worth striving for,

offering hope by pointing back to a time when the righteous prospered and the joy of

the wicked was quickly snuffed out.

Finally, a few comments regarding the Sitz im Leben of Proverbs and

Qoheleth are appropriate. As for the latter book, the information on which the

judgment can be formed is scanty. The comments of the epilogist suggest a didactic

setting. At the same time, it was observed in chapter 3 that although Qoheleth's

perspective is strictly monotheistic, he does not engage in apologetic with

polytheistic views. Considering the Hellenistic environment in which he found

himself, this silence makes it quite likely that the book was not intended for wide use

but rather was addressing a smaller group for which this was not an issue that needed

'1
A similar concept of the world, with emphasis on the family, can be found in the Mishna, see for

instance Neusner (1998).
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to be discussed. It is possible to speculate from this that in fact the book is a kind of

an 'academic paper', however, the data is too limited to allow a convincing case to

be built.

The Sitz im Leben of Proverbs has been widely debated. Usually the setting

suggested for the material is a formal school (Kovacs 1974, Shupak 1984), the royal

court (Fox 1996b), or a juridical system of a small village or town based community

(Westermann 1995). If the understanding of the origins of the book proposed above

is adopted, then each of these settings is applicable to the book at a particular stage in

its transmission. The book is clearly meant as didactic material, and the perspective it

expresses shows that the education it was intended to aid initially revolved around

the family. At the same time, it was observed in chapter 1, that formal education on a

commercial basis was not only known, but also seen as an element, if not a particular

stage, in the educational process. Later, as the court became the centre of wisdom,

the book came to be used in this new setting, and probably for purposes that were not

entirely identical with the initial intention, such as education of the courtiers. Finally,

if my suggestion about later re-appropriation of the book under the threat of loss of

national identity is correct, the book would have changed its Sitz im Leben yet again,

for since it would have been seen as a tool in restoring the world from a distant past,
a world no more in existence, it would have needed to be used in a much wider

context than merely education of youngsters. Consequently, the book per se cannot
12be assigned exclusively to any particular setting. The brief proverbial forms elude

the form-critical category of Sitz im Leben, which has proved so useful in analysing

other genres of the OT. This, I wish to suggest, is due to their flexibility, which

allows them to be adapted to new conditions without losing their cutting edge. Thus

Van Leeuwen's (1988) thesis that the Sitz im Leben is replaced in Proverbs by Sitz im

Buck may need to be revised, for it appears that proverbial forms have no inherent

Sitz im Leben in the first place.

12 A similar conclusion was reached by Fontaine (1993) and Kassis (1999).
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The Two Worlds

Having examined the 'dissected' pieces of the two books it is time to take a

step back and look again at the whole. What have we learned about the sages who

produced these books, about the world they lived in, about the issues they struggled

with? First of all, it was observed that the enterprise which these books witness to is
concerned with understanding the place of humanity in the world, understanding
what shapes human experience and what can be done to influence it. This entire

enterprise has one specific end in view, to make the most of being, or as we may put

it nowadays, to improve one's quality of life.

We have observed that the sages' search for understanding is paradigmatic, in

the sense that it does not operate with absolute and precise truths, but only reasonable

approximations of the reality that are sufficient for its purposes. The fundamental

reason for this approach lies in the conviction, traceable in both texts, that there are

limits to human knowledge, albeit these limits differ between the two books. For the

proverbial sages that which one can know greatly outweighs that which is

inaccessible; Qoheleth, in contrast, perceives the impact of that which is beyond the

reach of the human intellect as far more important than what a human being can

comprehend.

This issue is closely related to the process of acquiring knowledge. In the

case of both books the primary source of knowledge is observation. Both texts share

the view that human experience is essentially uniform across the ages, but they draw

radically different conclusions from this initial premise. The proverbial sages give

priority to a collective experience, to observations that have been confirmed again

228
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and again by successive generations, assuming that the present and future can be

understood from knowing the past; the proverbial epistemology is inductive.

Qoheleth, on the other hand, relies largely on first-hand data. For him the uniformity

of human experience means that the key to understanding the future lies not in the

past, but in the verifiable present; Qoheleth's epistemology is deductive.

We saw that God is an important part of the epistemological process in both

books, yet, his role is radically different in each case. The God of the proverbial

sages walks along with them in their quest to understand the world and their place in

it, encourages their enquiry, and ultimately speaks to them through their experience.

Qoheleth's God, in stark contrast, is largely silent, if not actively obstructive. He

does not have any genuine interest in humanity gaining deeper insights into the

nature of the world and his plans and intentions within it; human ignorance guards

his position and human respect for him.

It was further noted that the epistemological perspective of the epilogue is

different from either that of Proverbs or Qoheleth, for in the epilogue information

about the world that matters comes from direct revelation. The epilogist's

epistemology is centred around the cult, the value of the human search for

understanding of the world is depreciated by him, and the emphasis is put on the

limits of the wisdom search. The seeming resemblance of this emphasis to that of

Qoheleth himself is only superficial, for while Qoheleth principally believed that the

world is ultimately unknowable in the sense that there is more to be known than

humans can possibly comprehend, the epilogist was convinced that everything worth

knowing is already known, thus emptying the search for more knowledge of

meaning.

The one thing that the worlds of Qoheleth and of the proverbial sages have in
common is that they do not expect any meaningful afterlife; their interest is in the

here and now, their paradigms are built around, and meant to be applied to, this

world alone. The dead reside in Sheol, an undesirable place of oblivion, a place from



Conclusions 230

which there is no return and which offers no opportunities to exercise wisdom.

Beyond these commonalities the two cosmologies differ. The proverbial world is

highly regular and predictable. This is because God has a tight grip on it and makes

sure that human actions are accompanied by appropriate, i.e., just, consequences.

Yet, we have detected in the book that it is not an ideal world, that in fact, the

sages were aware that sometimes the wicked prosper and the righteous do not. While

this is always implied to be only a minor and temporary setback, it does raise the

question of who is responsible. The sages are reluctant to put the blame on God, for

the proverbial God is never on the side of the fools, never condoning their ploys. At

the same time, the sages are unwilling to even contemplate the possibility that the

divine grip on the world might not be as firm as they assume.

As a result, forces of chaos are always tacitly present in the proverbial

cosmos and their battle with forces of order is vividly portrayed in the imagery of the

two women, Wisdom and Folly. The origin and place of these forces in the

proverbial cosmos are never really spelled out. We have concluded from this that the

theo-cosmological framework is derived from, and subservient to, the larger picture
of the world arrived at through observation. The proverbial Yahwism is quite
different from the Yahwism of the cult, and in the light of that it is unlikely that the

religious layer of the proverbial worldview has been imported from the cult. Rather,

an attempt is made to present the proverbial theological perspective so as not to look

too divergent from it. The central instrument in this is the concept offear of Yahweh
which is sufficiently specific from the wisdom perspective to describe how humans

should live in God's world, and at the same time, it is also sufficiently vague from

the cultic perspective so that it does not clash with the theology of the cult.

Qoheleth's world is also predictable, but in an entirely different sense than

applied to Proverbs. The predictability lies in the fact that the world never produces

any long-term benefit for human beings, the positive is always in the end paired up

with the negative cancelling it out; death reverses everything, whether good or bad.
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This feature of the world is an intentional divine design; it is to inspire fear of God.

Qoheleth wishes that his God would be more like the one of the proverbial sages,

blessing the righteous and punishing the wicked, but he finds no tangible evidence of

that; the divine judgement does not appear to entail anything more than the reality of

death.

There is no hint of the tacit dualism we detected in Proverbs, no struggle

between Wisdom and Folly, order and chaos; Qoheleth's God is entirely in control,
an absolute ruler, accountable to no-one. He is neither positively inclined to humans,

nor is he perceived as a tyrant; he stands at a distance. Yet, Qoheleth advises to

respect him fully, not by foolish and shallow rituals, but by accepting and revering

his qualitative superiority. The epilogist shares Qoheleth's view about the absolute

sovereignty of God, yet, in contrast to Qoheleth, he believes that God is involved in

human existence more directly, and presumably, in a more positive manner, via the

cult.

This brings us to the view of human beings and human society that the two

books have. In both cases humanity is understood as divine creation. However,

proverbial anthropology is quite high, humans were created in the image of God and

were endowed with a number of skills, and in particular with a powerful reasoning

capacity. In contrast, a human being is very much an animal for Qoheleth; he is

unable to affirm any significant difference between the two. Further, any capabilities

that God gave to humans are severely crippled. This perspective would appear to be

shared by the epilogist, who, as we have already noted, takes the implications of the

inability to understand further than Qoheleth himself does.

It was also noted that both Proverbs and Qoheleth agree that the natural

human inclination is toward folly and evil, but again behind the agreement lies a

rather different understanding. The proverbial sages are optimistic about the power

of wisdom and discipline to overcome this natural tendency. In contrast, Qoheleth
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expresses explicitly the view that righteousness is merely an ideal which is
unachievable.

The social perspectives, and the social structures that we have detected in the
two books are strikingly different. The proverbial world is one of a small community
of neighbours and relatives who are mutually dependent on each other for their
survival and prosperity. The basic structure in this world is the family with age-based

hierarchy, but in essence the individual members of the community are perceived as

equals, irrespective of their economic condition. Thus even the poor are perceived as

having a place in the community and are to be treated with compassion and respect.

The principal concern of the proverbial sages is to preserve the community's

coherence; it lurks in the background of most of what the book has to say. This

should not be obscured from us by the fact that the form of address and the

motivation centres around an individual; the proverbial worldview is at its very heart

communal.

Qoheleth's world could not be more different. It is a world where power is

centralised, a world of large empires, military campaigns, fast changing

administrations. The mutual interdependence of near neighbours is nowhere to be

seen, the sense that the poor still has a valid place in the society is gone. It is a world

with no hint of equality, a world where hierarchy is everything and the structures of

which are geared to serve those at its very top. It is a world of no privacy where the

ears of the powerful stretch as far as people's bedrooms.

In the light of these differences, it should not be at all surprising that the two

concepts ofwise behaviour are diametrically different. We have seen that in Proverbs

being wise and being righteous are two sides of the same coin, for in the divinely

upheld order of the world righteousness is the prerequisite of success. In contrast,

Qoheleth's wisdom is void of ethical considerations, for whether one is righteous or

wicked makes little impact on one's prospects of success. True, Qoheleth shows

preference for righteousness, but from the point of view of the wisdom quest he is
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unable to affirm it as an integral part of being wise. In Qoheleth's world success is

always only temporary and wisdom is about ways that might prolong its life-span or

avoid total disasters, yet, only in terms of probabilities rather than certainties. Thus

wisdom, a priceless commodity in Proverbs, has only limited value for Qoheleth. It is

better than folly but in the end it cannot deliver what Qoheleth would like it to, and

what the Proverbial sages believed it did. The epilogist is prepared to take Qoheleth's

analysis even further, essentially rejecting the wisdom enterprise as a continuous and

meaningful process; the sages already know all they possibly can and need to. For

the epilogist the way to success is not via human understanding, but lies in obedience

to the divine command.

The principal difference between the perspectives of Proverbs, Qoheleth and

that of the epilogue can be formulated differently again, in the terms of the Joban

problem, i.e., the tension at the heart of the Joban dialogues, between human

experience, the sovereignty of God and divine justice. In Proverbs, this problem does

not exist; experience, God's sovereignty and divine justice are in mutual harmony.

However, the problem emerges as soon as the type of paradigm that is found in

Proverbs, and adhered to by Job's friends, has to deal with experience that does not
fit into it; the proverbial paradigm is not capable of coping with situations such as

that found in Job. This is due to the vicious epistemological circle pointed out earlier
in this study, which means that the sages cannot give up either of these three notions
and still hold onto their paradigm; a brand new paradigm is needed. Thus, Qoheleth

insists on the validity of experience and the sovereignty of God, but abandons the

notion that God deals justly with humanity. In contrast, the epilogist holds onto the

sovereignty of God and the notion of divine justice, but devalues experience. The

former solution is that of a reverent sage, the latter is that of a theologian.1

1 In contrast, Job challenges both divine justice and sovereignty, while the narrative frame of Job
offers a solution in the divine, rather than earthly domain.
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What overall conclusions then should be drawn from our observations? The

first implication, and probably one of the most important, concerns the fact that the

nature of the relationship between the two books is much more complex than is

sometimes acknowledged. Putting aside for the moment the complications

introduced by the epilogue to Qoheleth, Proverbs and Qoheleth proper cannot be

perceived as voices singing slightly different variations of the same basic tune in

harmony with each other, yet, at the same time, painting them as two voices in a

head-on conflict with each other is equally unsatisfactory.

We have seen that there are major differences between the two perspectives

concerning the nature of the cosmos and God and the relationship between the two.

This prevents the conclusion that the two voices are at least in principle variations on

an identical theme. On the other hand, it was argued that there are significant

similarities between the two books in the object of their quest and methods they

employ in their search for answers; both books are an expression of a quest for

understanding of the place of humanity in the world with the view to facilitating

success, and both of them use observation as the starting point of their quest. Further,

both Qoheleth and the proverbial sages perceive knowledge and understanding as the

keys to achieving the goal. Thus, these two books clearly stem from the same

tradition of thought, one which I have argued can be characterised as a quest for self-

understanding in terms ofrelationships with things, people and the Creator, and self-
realisation in the context of these relationships, based on a primarily empirical

epistemology and a paradigmatic approach to understanding. While in many

important respects Qoheleth disagrees with the perspective of the proverbial sages, it
is quite clear that he wishes to hold onto certain ideals firmly rooted in the proverbial

world, even though he is not able to justify them in a manner that he would find

satisfactory.

This already complex picture is further complicated by the third voice, that of

the epilogue. While the perspectives of Proverbs and Qoheleth proper originate in the

same tradition, we are forced to conclude that the views of the epilogist do not stem
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from the same background and presuppositions. The epilogist is not a sage, he is a

theologian whose primary concern is with the cult and the revelation that it provides.
His concern is that the human quest for understanding is acknowledged to be truly

limited in what it can achieve, and this fact is pressed to its full implications, i.e., that
the wisdom quest needs to be subjected to the understanding that comes from the

cult. In this respect the epilogist is not unlike the modern-day theologian with his or

her preference for the cultic and prophetic material, and what we are witnessing here

is probably one of the earliest attested attempts to bring together the two different

traditions; to the credit of the epilogist, his approach would seem to have become the

later norm.

When the methodological similarities observed earlier and the diverging

perceptions of God and the world, with the practical strategy for living derived from

them, are brought together, another critical conclusion emerges, namely, that the

differences between Proverbs and Qoheleth have to be sought not in different initial

premises, for all their initial premises are identical, but in different experience. This
is confirmed by the observations about the social structures reflected in the books.

The proverbial sages find themselves in a world that operates on different economic

principles and is governed by different social arrangements than the society in which

Qoheleth is located. While the different perspectives are influenced by other issues,

such as a different audience, it is my view that the different socio-economic

structures detected were the principal formative factors in the process through which

the two different worldviews were arrived at.

The fundamental problem with these books lies not in the fact that the worlds

of the sages differed, but in their inability to shake off the premise of uniformity of

human experience through time, on which both epistemologies rest. It is this premise
that is largely responsible for the impossibility of these books to be reconciled with

each other, for they continue to speak of the World, without ever considering that

they may know merely a world, the one of their own. If the present conclusion about

the principal socio-economic roots of the differences is correct, it is pointless to
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compare the two perspectives asking which one is better, more realistic and accurate.

They both speak of what they know and experience, trying to come to grips with

their individual worlds; trying to make the two to conform to one another is merely

an extension of the same fallacy the sages fell for, the belief that the human world

does not change.

I pointed out at the start of the present inquiry, that the query about the nature

of the world that hides behind Proverbs and Qoheleth is closely related to the widely

debated question of what constitutes wisdom. I believe that the results of the present

examination of Proverbs and Qoheleth lend some support to the suggestion I made at

the outset, namely, that the key question in attempting to come to grips with wisdom

is not that of forms, vocabulary or elementary subjects, but rather one of overall aims
and methodology. Applying this approach to Proverbs and Qoheleth allowed us to

see a very tangible and profound link between Proverbs and Qoheleth proper, and

yet, we were able to do so without ignoring the significant differences between these

two books. At the same time, this method enabled us to spot a principal difference

between Proverbs and Qoheleth proper on the on hand, and the epilogue of Qoheleth

on the other, in spite of the superficial similarities that the epilogue might have with

either book.

The principal divergence of the epilogue from the other two bodies of text is

symptomatic of the wider gap between these texts and much of the OT material,

suggesting that the present approach has the potential to cast further light on our

understanding of the wisdom phenomenon in the wider OT context. For instance, it

might be fruitful in coming to grips with material such as Job, which, although

traditionally perceived as a wisdom text, fails to fit into a narrow definition of
wisdom based on forms, content and Sitz im Leben1

Further, the significance of the tension created by the epilogue for our

understanding of the biblical wisdom tradition has not yet been, in my view, fully

2 See Dell (1991).
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appreciated. The noticeable shift of perspective between Proverbs and Qoheleth

arises, I argued, as a result of a socio-economic change, i.e., it is a response of the

empirical methodology to new conditions, and can, therefore, be seen as an internal

development of the tradition. However, what the epilogue represents is rather

different, for it amounts to putting another tradition and its methodology in control of

the original quest, so that for all practical purposes the epistemology ceases to be

empirical; in other words, this is not merely an internal development of the tradition.
I suspect that in fact this is what is happening in the later wisdom texts,3 such as Ben

Sira and Wisdom of Solomon, and that an examination of these works with focus on

their aims and methods might reveal that the affinity of these texts with books like

Proverbs and Qoheleth is in fact much weaker that a form-critical analysis might

suggest.

Wisdom Theology Revisited

It was acknowledged in the Introduction that the present enquiry had been

motivated largely by theological concerns about the place of the two books, and

wisdom material in general, in the OT canon; questions that have to do with a

community of faith and the use it makes, can make, and perhaps should make, of
these texts. Yet, these questions have not so far been touched upon at all. This, as

explained at the beginning, has been a deliberate decision stemming from the

conviction that before these texts are responsibly placed into a larger theological

framework of a canon/community of faith, their individual voices have to be heard

and their individual points of view considered carefully. It is only when the

theologian allows the autonomous voices to be heard that he or she can step into the

dialogue in which these voices are engaged (and have been long before he or she

entered the scene); only then can the theologian perhaps seek more systematic
answers to the questions they raise and struggle with. While it has been obvious from

3 See Hayman (1991a).
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the very beginning that the scope and physical limits of this work would not allow

engagement in this type of dialogue with the two books, it is only appropriate to

make a few limited comments along these lines in the final paragraphs of this thesis;
these should be perceived more as suggestions for further work than an attempt to

resolve the issues.

It was the author's sincere, and with hindsight na'ive, hope that a detailed

examination of the perspectives of the two books might offer some simple solution to

the tension between them that the successive generations of their readers perceive in

them, or at least instinctively sense. While I believe that the outcome of the

examination offers a solid starting point for further considerations of the place and

significance of the voices of the sages in the OT, and in this sense represents a step

forward in dealing with the broader theological implications ofwisdom literature for

OT theology, it does not offer an easy way out of the difficulties that the OT

theologian faces with respect to wisdom material, as was outlined in the Introduction.

The observations made in the present work, and summarised in the previous

section, confirm what has now been acknowledged for some time, that wisdom is not

about timeless truths, but it is the product of its own time and circumstances. Thus,

simply understanding Proverbs and Qoheleth as two different analyses of the same

reality is not possible, and any attempt to compare them and assign value to them

along these lines has to be rejected. On the level of the worldviews these books

represent, and it is the worldviews that are the theologian's principal raw material,
there are differences between them that cannot be easily disregarded, indeed,

differences that in my view cannot be reconciled. The world of Proverbs is one in

which justice operates with a high degree of reliability, a world in which integrity,

diligence and wisdom lead to success. In contrast, in Qoheleth's world none of these

virtues guarantees anything, justice is at best as often done as it is not, and the only

thing that can be taken for granted is the reality of death with all its implications.
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When I said that the two worldviews cannot be reconciled, I meant more

precisely that they cannot be reconciled on their own terms. In reality, the theologian
will always find ways to reconcile perspectives he or she considers as needing to be

upheld; the whole notion of a canon dictates so much. A number of options are open

to such a theologian. For one, he or she can conclude that while Qoheleth makes a

valid point, the validity of the proverbial perspective, and in particular of the

proverbial ethics, does not stem from the assertion that it leads to success and

prosperity, but from the fact that it is divinely revealed truth. Such an approach is, I

think, in the spirit of Proverbs, for success is used in Proverbs as a motivation rather

than justification; when the choice between wisdom and material prosperity is to be

made, wisdom wins. What, however, such a theologian has to ask him- or her-self, is

whether relegating Qoheleth merely to the position of a warning against excessive

optimism concerning wisdom's potential does justice to the latter book; I think not.

Another obvious option is open to the theologian: to declare the epilogue of

Qoheleth to be the normative voice prescribing how the book should be understood

and effectively emptying the material of any serious force. At least two points have

to be raised here in response to such an approach. First, it is unlikely that the

epilogue was ever intended to be an outright nullification of Qoheleth proper. It does

soften the edges of the book, but it shows too much respect for the person of

Qoheleth and is too brief to be seen as a complete rebuttal; its primary purpose is to

draw conclusions of its own from the results of Qoheleth's enquiry. Further, such an

understanding of the relationship between Qoheleth proper and the epilogue fails to

fully appreciate the perspective the epilogue itself represents, for as I have argued the

epilogist's world revolves around a cult-centred view of God and as such his

perspective is not at all a wisdom perspective in terms of the definition laid down

earlier. Re-reading Qoheleth purely in the terms of the epilogue may seem to

eliminate the tension between Proverbs and Qoheleth, but this is not the result of

making Qoheleth more like Proverbs, but rather transforming Qoheleth into a non-

wisdom text. Further, if the point of the epilogue is pressed, the theological value of
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wisdom texts in general, not just Qoheleth, is undermined because the epilogist's

solution takes away from them the axis around which they revolve, the quest for

understanding itself. The wisdom tradition becomes merely wisdom texts, and I have

argued that this is an inadequate way of perceiving wisdom, for wisdom is about a

quest of the human intellect, not about mere possession of information.

The canonical theologian can adopt yet a different approach, by integrating

the two books into a broader theological framework that circumvents their

differences. The typical example of such a solution is the introduction of the concept

of life after death as a mediator between the two. While this concept is external to

both, it can be done without much violence to the two books; Qoheleth never

resolutely denied such a possibility, limiting his claims strictly to the here and now,

and Proverbs does not contemplate the option at all. By extending the proverbial

retribution beyond the grave the most obvious tension between the two books is at

least muted ifnot removed. Is such a solution adequate? Not really, because it, just as

all the solutions outlined above, deals with the symptoms, not the cause. The tension

within the wisdom tradition is usually analysed in terms of the question of

retribution, i.e., whether the world is or is not just. While this is the most obvious

clash point in the dialogue of the OT wisdom texts, it is not really at the heart of the

problem. The real problem that the theologian has to address is not what the books

have to say about the world, but what they have to say about God himself, because,

as I have argued, in both books the perceptions of the world are inseparable from the

perceptions about God. It is precisely for this reason the epilogist, who is a

theologian at heart, felt it necessary to make himself heard. His worries are not about

what Qoheleth has to say about life, but what he implies about God; his concern is

not to stop one identifying with the reality that Qoheleth describes, but to stop one

losing faith in God on account of this reality.

In my view, a completely new approach is required from the biblical

theologian, simple synchronic treatment of these texts is unsatisfactory. A possible

answer may lie in a dialectical approach, considering not only the differences and
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similarities between the two books, but the changes that lie at the heart of them; I

personally am inclined to think that the formative influence of external environment

on the wisdom perspective is possibly of a greater theological significance than the

particular perspectives ofProverbs and Qohelethper se.

Quite clearly, further work is needed by those interested in biblical wisdom.
In spite of the significant advances that have been made in this relatively young field
of biblical studies, our overall understanding of the background of the wisdom

material in the OT, its true extent, and its impact on the intellectual and theological
formation of ancient Israel, is still rather limited. Should one feel daunted by the

enormity of the task ahead, a consolation can be found in the fact that such a quest

continues a fine tradition, for there is no end to making many books about wisdom.
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The Chiastic Patternswithin the Time Poem
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In the preceding diagram the positive statements are marked by red, the

negative statements by blue, each stanza on a single line. Note the chiasm within each
stanza as well as between the stanzas. Verse 5 should almost certainly be interpreted
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according to this chiastic pattern, but due to the obscurity of its meaning the

negative/positive contrast is not immediately obvious. Verse 9 should, contrary to m

paragraph division, be included with the poem, for it forms a frame with v. 1. The

poem captures the very essence of Qoheleth's view of the world; there is no gain for

human beings, because anything that happens has its counterpart.
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The Structure of Qoh 1:4-11
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ofVerbal Forms inQoheleth

□ Commands

□ 1cs verbs

■ 2nd person verbs

5a 5b 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Chapter
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