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PREFACE

an author sees his book pass into the hands of a reader, he
would gladly see it accompanied by a personal word from himself.
He will want to say still more simply and less ‘guardedly’ what he
believes to be really important and what - although he certainly does
not consider it unimportant - he has not on this occasion placed in a
prominent position. He will point to passages which he could not have
written without the stimulus of others and, on the other hand, to
those in which he has obviously not attained what he had in mind.
But he knows that his book must appear without such a protective
word.
It is often said nowadays that the study of wisdom in Israel is
‘modern’. The present author is not of this opinion. Certainly there
appear important monographs and many individual studies, but
must one not ask whether the methods which to a large extent determine our Old Testament research are suitable for the elucidation of
the didactic literature ? Almost too many scholars have set themselves
to master more and more comprehensive subjects, to embrace larger
and larger contexts in Israel’s intellectual life. Where, in all this, is
there still room to consider a sentence filled to the brim with ideas?
If there arises also the question which is pursued with such determination today of the prehistory of a range of ideas - and in the case of
wisdom this question takes one into the broad territory of wisdom outside Israel - then the exegete’s glance is diverted from the text itself
to a wider context, and the text, with its claim to truth, is abandoned,
for it has been made the springboard to the examination of something
else, something more extensive.
In this book, not many questions will be asked about traditioncontexts, and where they are, they serve only to illuminate the claims
to truth made by specific didactic statements. Even a text which is
by and large satisfactorily arranged within its ‘tradition’ still provides
us, if we set about considering it seriously, with plenty of questions.
In view of what has been achieved to date, this book does not aim
at encyclopaedic completeness. (The author is fully aware that research in this field is working with fairly fine distinctions with regard
‘~YHEN
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to the formal structure of the sentences.) Only certain fundamental
questions are discussed here. The understanding of Israel’s didactic
literature is definitely dependent on how successful we are in making
contemporary the specific questions which it formulates and in subsequently completing its lines of thought; for Israel had to undergo the
adventure of liberating her reason in a quite unique way. It remains,
therefore, only for the author to request the reader to expose himself
to the tensions within which the teachings of the wise men operate
and to bring with him a readiness for contemplation. &.s Zoquuntur!
Once again, our librarian FrHulein A. Findeiss has helped me with
great willingness, not only in procuring books but also in reading
through the manuscript before it went to press.
In certain places the ready assistance of Dr Hermann Timm of
Heidelberg has helped to clarify and improve the style.
Heidelberg, March rg7o

TRANSLATOR’S NOTE
The language of this book is in some passages not as lucid as it might
be and there are places where interpretation is a problem. I trust,
however, that I have not seriously misrepresented the author in any
respect. As far as biblical and apocryphal quotations are concerned,
I have translated these direct from the German, keeping as close to
the language of the RSV as Professor von Rad’s renderings allowed.
Where discrepancies occur between different renderings of the same
passage, these are also to be found in the original German. The use of
quotation marks round words which are clearly not reported speech
indicate a textual problem. I am grateful to my colleague, Mr Robin
Salters, for help with the reading of the proofs.
St Andrews, 3unt
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I
THE PROBLEM

N

NE would be able to live even for a single day hvitho
incurring appreciable harm if he could not be guided by wi
practical experience. This experience teaches him to undo
stand events in his surroundings, to foresee the reactions of his fellc
men, to apply his own resources at the right point, to distinguish t
normal from the unique and much more besides. Man is scarce
aware of this continual guidance, nor of the fact that this expericn
is only partly contributed by him. He grows into it, it proves true i
him, the most that he does is to modify it. Least of all will he ret%
that this experience, looked at more closely, is a highly compl
structure. Of course, as we have said, it is constructed out of individt
experiences which have been brought into play and purified ov
and over again. But experiences without preparation do not exi
By and large man creates the experiences which he expects and j
which, on the basis of the idea which he has formed of the WOI
around him, he is ready. Experience presupposes a prior knowled
of myself; indeed it can become experience only if I can fit it in
the existing context of my understanding of myself and of the worl
Thus it can even be that man misses possible experiences offered
him, that he lacks the capacity to register them, because he is i
capable of fitting them into the limits of his understanding.
This experiential knowledge is, however, not only a very compl
entity, but also a very vulnerable one. And this cannot be otherwi:
for it renders man an invaluable service in enabling him to functi<
in his sphere of life other than as a complete stranger and puts hi
in the position of understanding that sphere of life, at least to a certa
extent, as an ordered system. Such knowledge does not accrue to
individual, nor even to a generation. It acquires its status and
binding claim only where it appears as the common possession 01
nation or of a broad stratum within a nation. But precisely in
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quality as a communal possession this knowledge finds itself on
dangerous ground. Certainly, on the basis of a long period of trial,
it can make for itself a claim to stability and validity, But, in so far
as it becomes the possession of all, it is in danger of simplifying and
generalizing truths which can be generalized only to a certain extent.
Thus the sphere of order in which man is invited to take refuge is at
all times under threat. It is fundamentally called in question by every
contrary experience; indeed this knowledge can even become one
enormous deception to the extent that it tries to shut off the experience of new reality and fights against it where possible. In this process there occur naturally, alongside periods of disclosure and of
movement, periods of resistance and preservation. It cannot, however,
be said that these latter are to be judged only negatively. They, too,
are obedient to specific needs, those of inner development, that is, of
an inward concentration. Dangers threaten everywhere, threaten
not only the process of self-disclosure but also the intellectual arranging and developing of what has been experienced.
Every nation with a culture has devoted itself to the care and the
literary cultivation of this experiential knowledge and has carefully
gathered its statements, especially in the form of sentence-type proverbs. This, then, is one of the most elementary activities of the human
mind, with the practical aim of averting harm and impairment of
life from man. Not only does the outside world as an object stimulate
man’s desire for knowledge; its movements and reactions affect him
and, at the same time, subject him to influences. In any event, man
must know his way about in the world in which he finds himself in
order to be able to hold his own in it.
What we have just described as one of the most elementary activities of the human mind is nevertheless a highly complex phenomenon,
for the road from an experience which is considered worthy of note
to the linguistic expression of it - and to this particular linguistic
expression - is a long one, one which has by no means been adequately
explored. Once an experience has found expression in a proverb, a
sentence, a maxim or even in an aphorism, a multi-layered process
has come to an end. In the interval, the validity of the experience in
question must have been proved. Where does this happen? What are
the given presuppositions for this type of intellectual productivity? If
we disregard the proverb for a moment, then the composition of
wisdom literature seems to be connected with particular periods in
the intellectual life of nations. How is one to determine its relation-
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ship to other ‘ideological’ works of literature? Does it simply fill
what has been felt to be a gap? Above all, however, by which intellectual powers is this process carried out? By the reason or perhaps,
rather, by a particular type of intuition ? The maxim - if we disregard,
for the moment, its individual types - can function in the most varied
contexts. As a trivial proverb it can belong to the world of the simple.
It can, however, like a precious stone among trinkets, outshine a poem
of the highest quality. The demand which it must always satisfy is
that of brevity, of compactness and yet of intelligibility, with, if
possible, a clear graphic quality; in short, that of being easily
remembered.
Ancient Israel, too, participated in the business of cultivating her
experiential knowledge. That in doing so she stumbled upon perceptions largely similar to those of other ancient peoples is no longer
surprising. What is surprising, rather, is that many of the most
elementary experiences appeared quite differently to her, especially
because she set them in a quite specific spiritual and religious context of understanding. But was ‘reality’, then, not one and the
same?
In this book the attempt will be made to understand somewhat
more exactly what we are accustomed to include under the general
term ‘Wisdom in Israel’. The attempt will be made to work out some
of the specific trends of thought and theological contexts in which
this Israelite wisdom functioned and from the point of view of which
this wisdom could be interpreted still more appropriately. The way
to an understanding of this great intellectual activity on Israel’s part
which, as we might say, proceeds so remarkably along a razor’s edge
between faith and knowledge, goes beyond the examination of numerous individual texts. Many of these, by their often remarkably profound content but also by their literary form, invite the reader to
pause at length over them; others appear trivial to us, and we are no
longer able to see what was once important in them. This latter fact
should, however, make us stop short, for in it we should be able to
realize that we no longer understand correctly the decisive intellectual
achievement lying behind these experiential statements. They are,
in fact, concerned with the achieving of a certain distance from that
which is near and everyday, from that which everyone knows and
yet no one knows or understands. Indeed, it requires an art to see
objectively things which have always been there and to give them
expression. Is it not they which produce the greatest puzzles?

6
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A great difficulty for the task before us is the fact that the literary
material gathered in this way resists classification under overlapping
headings. Basically, each sentence, each didactic poem, stands on its
own and does not expect to be interpreted on the basis of similar
poems. In fact, when the reader takes up these texts (and this is the
way it must be with this type of literature), he must have enough
time to reflect contemplatively both on the unit as a whole and on the
details of it; for every sentence and every didactic poem is pregnant
with meaning and is unmistakably self-contained, so that, notwithstanding the many features common to them all, they strike us as
being peculiarly inflexible. Thus, these didactic poems, from the point
of view of their content and the movement of their thought, are
difficult to fit into a comprehensive pattern. However, one can arrange
them according to certain groups of problems and treat together some
of the principal teachings which clearly are of importance among
these instructions. This is the way which will be taken here. It soon
becomes obvious, however, that an arrangement of this kind can be
carried out only to a certain extent, since no object or question can
be positioned at all definitively. The next object cannot be explained
on its own either; in order to be properly understood it must also
be placed in the total ideological picture. For all its fluidity and
variability, the ideological world to which the teachings belong is
nevertheless an indivisible unity. Thus the reader must expect in this
book some repetitions with respect to the basic structural ideas. A
small index of key words at the end of the book will be of assistance
in finding discussions which occur in different places.
This study will endeavour to grasp something of the fundamentals
of the understanding of the world and of life, and not least ofthe understanding of reality, in ancient Israel. What is the result if we understand the texts from the point of view of the specifically religious
tensions which caused them to be written down in ancient Israel and
on the basis of which they were understood? In trying to answer this
question a difficulty dogs our steps. We lack the concepts really suited
to the Hebrew world of speech and thought, concepts which would
help us to expound the Israelite understanding of man and the world.
We are therefore left with no alternative but to use, to begin with,
the terms with which we are familiar. In what follows, therefore,
frequent use will be made of ‘orders’, of an ‘inner law’ of creation, of
a ‘svcular understanding of the world’ etc. But at the same time we
will be continually compelled to analyse these concepts - almost even
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before they are used - or at least to delimit them, whenever they are
describing what Israel meant by them.1
_
The author must reach a prior understanding with the reader about
yet another difficulty. If oie surveys the relative review articles in
our scholarly works of reference, as well as the monographs and
separate studies of the last decade, then it might appear as if ‘wisdom’
in Israel, in Egypt or among the Mesopotamian peoples was a fairly
clearly delimited subject. But this is by no means the case. On the
contrary, with the increasing number of scholarly works in this field,
the concept ‘wisdom’ has become increasingly unclear, and there are
already orientalists who have completely excluded it from their sphere
of investigation. 2 In the didactic books of the Old Testament, much
is said about that wisdom which a man should acquire; it is recommended, differentiated from folly, etc. But - and this is something
quite different - was there wisdom in Israel in the sense of an ‘intellectual movement’? And if there were such a thing, would it not then
be more essential to formulate the phenomena, the questions and the
thought processes as clearly as possible than to apply to them the
label ‘wisdom’ which has become so vague? If, in fact, one removes
this blanket term, then one comes face to face with literary documents
of the most diverse type. The designation of a text as ‘wisdom’, indeed
this whole term ‘wisdom’ as a total phenomenon, is by no means
directly rooted in the sources. It first emerged in the scholarly world
and has since become established. It belongs, therefore, to the fairly
extensive numberofbiblical-theological collective terms whose validity
and content are not once for all established and which have to be
examined from time to time from the point of view of whether they
are being correctly used. 3 It could even be that scholarship has gone
too far in an uncritical use of this collective term; it could even be
that by the use of this blanket term it is suggesting the existence of
something which never existed and that it is in this way dangerously
prejudicing the interpretation of varied material.
1 ‘You are now invited to read with kindness and attentiveness . . . for things
do not have the same meaning when they are read in the original Hebrew and
hen they are translated into another language.’ Preface to Sirach (the grandson
t l~anslated the grandfather’s work into Greek).
2 W. G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature, 1960, p. I ; H. Brunner, ‘Agyptologie’, Handbuch der Orientalistik, I. Abt. I. Bd., 1970, p. 133.
3 Misgivings about the summary use of the term ‘wisdom’ until now have al1 ~~;ldy been voiced on several occasions, e.g. H. H. Schmid, Wesen und Geschichte der
Ivci.sheit, I 966, pp. 7, 185; H.-J. Hermisson, Studien .zur israelitischen Spuchweisheit,
’ !W, pp. I2f.
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The question is therefore justified whether the attractive codename ‘wisdom’ is nowadays not more of a hindrance than a help, in
so far as it disguises what stands behind it rather than depicts it
properly. As matters stand today, we can only first remove the
individual phenomena, as far as is possible, from under this unsatisfactory blanket term and examine them anew from what are, nowadays, rather different points of view. That wisdom has to do with
human understanding, that it is a particular form of human knowledge and behaviour, is not disputed. We are thus perhaps doing a
service in approaching the subject first of all in a more general way
and with fewer presuppositions, in enquiring more closely after Israel’s
search for knowledge, that is, in what particular way and by what
means Israel sought to prove herself. As far as I can see, this question
has not yet been put in this way because older scholarship was not
aware of the intensity and the flexibility of the Israelite search for
knowledge, nor of the specific area within which this search operated.
The examination of the book of Proverbs was reached only late by
the great wave of historico-critical scholarship which had washed
over biblical scholarship as early as the second half of the eighteenth
century. This is not surprising, for the criteria of source criticism
could not be applied to these texts. Thus, in the second half of the
nineteenth century, the authenticity ofthe Solomonic book of Proverbs
could still be maintained, with at most only a few modifications. The
sudden change in opinion was unquestionably produced by the
historico-critical examination of the Bible, but the conviction that
the book of Proverbs as a whole was to be regarded as a product of
the post-exilic Jewish community could not be based on unambiguous results of textual analysis. Scholars were guided, rather, by a
general picture which they had drawn of spiritual and religious movements and developments in ancient Israel.4 It was, above all, the
rigid, individual ‘doctrine of retribution’ that they felt obliged to
regard as characteristic of a late period. It was particularly disadvantageous that at this stage in the investigation scholars were unable to
free themselves from what we now see to have been a much too
confused set of questions. They considered the book of Proverbs, like
the psalter and the prophetical books, to be a specifically religious
book which was to be appreciated primarily on the basis of its con4 Thus, e.g., G. H6lscher still placed the older proverbial literature in the later
I

Persian period: Geschichte der israelitischen undjiidischen Religion, I 922, p. I 48.
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cept of God and of its piety. Since, however, the results of these
particular researches were not exactly satisfactory - they took exception to the rational, even opportunistic reflections, especially to the
paucity of specifically religious statements - they felt obliged to deduce
from the book of Proverbs that there had been a decided loss of
religious content in the post-exilic period.
The investigation did not emerge from the shadow of these unfcjrtunate, religious judgments until scholars became aware of wisdom
texts in the great cultures which were neighbour to Israel and of the
relationship of these texts to Israelite material. Particularly in ancient
Egypt, wisdom books existed dating from the third millenium BC right
up to the late period. A somewhat revolutionary effect was produced
by the discovery that a whole passage from the wisdom book of
.%menemope had been taken over almost word for word into the
biblical book of Proverbs (Prov. 22.17-23.1 I). The assumption that
wisdom was a religious phenomenon of post-exilic Israel proved to
be completely wrong. Wisdom, it was now clear, was a phenomenon
common to the ancient East, a cultural commodity with respect to
which Israel was to a great extent a recipient and not a donor. At
the same time, the suspicion against its early dating in the period of
the monarchy was seen to be unjustified. It followed logically that a
great comparison of the wisdom materials should begin then and
there.5 The result of this work, which is still not complete even today,
was the recognition of a quite unexpected range of elements in
common, ofsimilarities, ofpoints ofdependence, which linked Israelite
wisdom to that of the ancient Near East. It was not quite so logical
that in this process of comparison the vast majority of scholars began
the hermeneutical operation from the appreciation of ancient Near
Eastern wisdom. In the course of this interpretation of Israelite wisdom, disturbing questions inevitably emerged. What was the relation5 W. 0. E. Oesterley, The Wisdom of EDfit and the Old Testament, 192;; W.
llaumgartner, Israelitische und altorientalische Weisheit, 1933 ; J. Fichtner, Die altorientnlicche Weisheit in ihrer israelitisch-jiidischen Aus@igung, 1933 ; H. Ringgren, Word and
b’isdom, I 947 ; H. Gese, L.ehre und Wirklichkeit in &r alten Weishcit, 1958 ; H. H. Schmid,
IVevn und Ceschichte der Weisheit, 1966. W. Zimmerli set off in a new direction when
!I(, devoted his attention to the internal problems of the book of Proverbs: ‘Zur
:;I ruktur der alttestamentlichen Weisheit’, ZA W 5 I,___
1933,__pp. I 77ff. He was fol!o~z~d, almost thirty years later, by U. Skladny,-Die iiltesten S’ruchsammlungen in
;\rllel. 1062. Of narticular significance were, also, individual articles by W. Zimrrlc,r1; a& by R.‘E. Murphy.-The course of research in the last decade has recently
!wn mapped by R. B. Y. Scott, ‘The Study of the Wisdom Literature’, Znterpreta!wr~ 24, *January 1970, pp. 20ff.

IO

ship of this wisdom, which was partly imported into Israel, to the
Yahwistic faith, which was otherwise regarded as entirely exclusive?
Was this perhaps an intellectual activity which was more or less
neutral from a religious point of view and which could, therefore,
happily settle in the vicinity ofquite different cults ? Thus, for example,
the opinion is current today that Israelite Yahwism, with its strong
religious stamp, penetrated only very hesitantly the didactic wisdom
material.6 Wisdom teaching has even been described as a foreign
element in the Old Testament world.7 There is every appearance
that the process of comparison with the wisdom of neighbouring cultures has more or less petered out. Only when the details of Israel’s
striving after knowledge have been more clearly recognized, can a
methodically exact comparison be carried out. But the foundations of
such a process of comparison must be laid considerably deeper and
more solidly. *
What we lack today is a work about wisdom in Israel which is
much more decisive than has hitherto been the case, which starts
with what is specific in its subject of study, which, to a greater extent
than has been the case till now, allows the themes to be announced
and the questions asked by the didactic texts themselves; in short, a
work which attempts to put itself into the specific world of thought
and values and into the tensions within which the teachings of the
wise men operated. For this, a decided effort is needed to see the
‘reality’ of life - how easily this word flows from the lips of exegetes as Israel saw it, and at the same time there is also needed a readiness
to take quite seriously the basic experiences which Israel claimed to
have had in this very ‘reality’ down through the centuries.
It lies in the nature of the materials that collections of sentences,
didactic poems or problem poems can be dated only approximately
6 H. H. Schmid, op. cit., p. 148, etc.

7 H. Gese, op. cit., p. 2 .
The process of comparison has been made more difficult still by the fact that
we know practically nothing of the way by which the didactic material (from
Egypt, for example) came into Israel. It may often have been fairly complicated,
for the Syrian-Palestinian literature will have to be accorded an important role as
intermediary. Recently, texts from ancient Ugarit ( I 500-1200 BC) have also at last
produced the expected contribution to international (or, to be more precise,
Babylonian) wisdom. J. Nougayrol in Ugaritica I/ (Mission de Ras Shamru, T. XVI,
1968)) pp. 273ff., 2g1ff. In the one case, one would have to suppose an extensive
process of infiltration; other material may have been brought directly to Israel by
travelling wisdom teachers. H. Cazelles, Les SugeSSes du Proche-Orient An&n, 1963,
pp. 2 7ff.
8
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II

even

in the most favourable circumstances. Nevertheless, the dating
of Prov. IO-29 in the pre-exilic monarchical period is hardly ever
contested now. On the other hand, linguistic evidence compels a late
date for such works as the Job dialogue or even Ecclesiastes. From the
outset, therefore, we shall have to reckon with profound variations
in the ideas and questions contained in texts which are spread over
many centuries. On the other hand, there is much that has remained
the same, convictions which have continued unaltered into the latest
periods. The differentiation of the old from the new, of the conventional from the emergence of new problems and, by this means, the
relative dating of the formulation of a specific problem, is often difficult enough. Thus, for example, the coinplaint about the vanity of
life and the resigned summons to the enjoyment of life are certainly
not in themselves a definite indication of a late period. They are,
rather, objects of reflection in the ancient Near East which are met
with in the most varied periods and contexts. Nor must we be surprised to encounter, even in specifically late texts, statements which
could equally well have stood in quite old texts. We shall not hesitate,
therefore, whenever we feel able to justiv the practice, to group together passages from books of different periods. In many cases it is
quite impossible to derive individual wisdom sentences each from a
different, quite specific period, since even obvious differences need
not always be explained from the point of view of a chronological
sequence, Scholarship was amazingly certain in supposing that Prov.
1-g was the latest collection in the book of Proverbs, but the arguments hitherto adduced appear remarkably weak on closer examination.
The period whose literary heritage we shall examine begins with
the emergence of school wisdom in the early monarchy. The existence
of an older clan wisdom need not be contested in principle; its existence is, indeed, even highly probable.9 It is, hbwever, a phenomenon
that is so difficult to define that our examination takes no notice of it
as an independent factor. Besides, the acceptance of a connection
between it and school wisdom has proved to be questionable. It should
be stated here, as a matter of principle, that in this context we do not
see it as our task to go behind the didactic poems in the book of
9 The question of an older family and clan wisdom preceding school wisdom has

recently been raised afresh by J.-P. Audet, ‘Origines compartes de la double
tradition de la loi et de la sagesse dans le Proche-Orient ancien’, 25. Internutionuler
Congress der Orientulisten, Moskuu 1960, 1962, T. I, p. 352, but especially by E. Gerstenberger, Wesm und fferkunft des ‘ufiodiktischen Rechts’, 1965, esp. pp. I Hoff.
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Proverbs to enquire whether perhaps here and there forms of a much
older wisdom may be discerned. We accept the material as it is presented by the collectors, and we are justified in understanding it, in
that form, as school wisdom. As our latest point, we take the book
of Sirach, not, of course, in the sense that it marks a conclusion - as
if there could be any such thing in this field - but as a discernible
break and as a transition to different thought-forms. There will, however, be several opportunities of indicating lines of thought which
lead considerably beyond Sirach. This will be particularly necessary
when we look at certain elements in apocalyptic literature.
One way of reaching a correct understanding of the teachings of
the wise men, which might seem promising to many, will not be
taken here, namely that of the examination of terminology. No doubt
a list of terms could be gathered, the use of which is particularly
striking in the didactic traditions; but in our opinion it would be a
hopeless undertaking to move from an analysis of the specific content
of these terms and from the way in which they are used, to any kind
of sound judgments about the nature of this instruction and of its
problems. The traditio-historical examination of Old Testament texts
has shown us how, within certain streams of tradition, of a cultic, a
forensic or a didactic nature, certain concepts will be preserved with
great consistency because they were constitutive from a terminological
point of view, but that at the same time there will be a great fluidity
in their meaning. Even if this difficulty could, at a pinch, be overcome by means of a new type of examination of terms which could
take account of this fact, another difficulty is absolutely decisive. It
is a fact that Israel, even when she is reflecting theoretically, does not
work with an array of concepts which are to any extent precise.
Israel showed remarkably little interest in working out clearly defined
terms, for she had at her disposal other methods of making a statement more precise, for example @YZ~&~~UU membrorum, a method
which can reduce to despair any honest analyst of terms. How can
one approach, from the point of view of the history of terms, a sentence
such as this?

the impression that the language of these didactic poems has a quite
different relationship to these terms from the one we have. If one
does not wish to write the statement off as empty bombast - and
one should be warned against this - one finds oneself in considerable
difficulties.

I2

I, Wisdom, am neighbour to shrewdness (‘orma)
and the knowledge of prudence (mezimmiit) is at my disposal.
(Prov. 8. I 2)
?;I ’ cl()lll)t this is a poetically exaggerated statement. It is, therefore,
(1if!;c’lllt 10 tt-‘inspose it into a statement which is clear to us. One has

Proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel, to learn
wisdom and discipline (ma&).
To understand (ha’bin) sayings of understanding (bini),
To acquire discipline (mls~r) in good sense (MM), integrity
(p&q), justice (mi.&@) and honesty (m&irim) .
To give shrewdness (‘ormd) to the simple,
knowledge (du’at) and prudence (me,$zmd) to the young.
Let the wise man hear and increase his learning (Zeqah),
and the man of understanding (n&n) acquire guidance (tahbul6t).
(Prov. x.1-5)
How can an exegesis which takes words seriously deal adequately
with this series of statements? What do the many individual terms
mean? In what sense are they associated with each other, and in
what sense are they differentiated from each other? It would only
be with difficulty that one would conclude that the prologue to the
book of Proverbs is mere empty noise. How, then, is one to proceed?
Presumably a comprehensive term, for which there is no longer any
handy word, can be constructed here for the reader by the fact that,
to a certain extent, into this prologue a number of known terms have
been inserted so that by this cumulation the desired extension of the
conceptual range is achieved. 10 Certainly the individual terms used
are differentiated from each other; but perhaps not in a way which
can be precisely defined, for they also obviously overlap with each
other, too. By the cumulation of many terms the text seems to aim at
something larger, something more comprehensive which could not
IX expressed satisfactorily by means of any one of the terms used. The
question from the point of view of the history of stylistics, namely to
\zhich stage in the development of poetic expression in Israel such a
f~xt is to be assigned, we cannot yet answer.
In these latter considerations, there arises already a problem from
Lvllich we shall not be free until the end of our search for an under!;{ aIlding of the didactic literature. If Israel failed, to a great extent,
! () :urange the multiplicity of phenomena by means of abstract terms,
10 On this ‘stereometric’ way of thinking, see below p. 27.
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then we must be all the more clear about the individuality of such
an understanding of God, of the world and of man. We must not,
at any rate, make uncritical use of those familiar abstract terms
(nature, history, world, creation, providence, etc.); we must, rather,
seek to understand how Israel confronted the world in which she
found herself. For a reality which is not apprehended by means of
objective, comprehensive terms, presents a different appearance;
indeed, as one will already be in a position to surmise, it confronts
man more rigorously.11

11 Israel, too, of course, made use of abstract terms as an aid to thought (justice,
fear, knowledge, discipline, etc.). The question here is simply how she proceeded
with these abstract terms, how she used them and how she failed to use them. One
can say, in quite general terms, that she always used certain abstract terms, but
that she never reached the point of turning these into broad abstractions.

II
CENTRES AND TRANSMITTERS OF THE
DIDACTIC TRADITIONS

I

F ONE EXAMINES the book of Proverbs to ascertain the Sit< im
L&en which it. gives to the individual collections of proverbs, the
first clues may be found in the headings which are prefixed to the
different collections. 1 The one which attributes the whole book to
king Solomon (Prov. 1.1) is the one which has been most determined
by the general tradition. However, the separate collection which
comprises Prov. 10-15 is also in Solomon’s name. The proverbs in
chs. 25-27, too, are designated ‘proverbs of Solomon’ ‘which the men
of Hezekiah have collected’ (25.1). This note, whatever may be one’s
views on Solomonic authorship, is hardly ever doubted now. It
records a planned editorial process carried out at the royal court and
already completed during the monarchy. The ‘words for Lemuel’ are
directed at a king (Prov. 31 .rf.). If one now considers that many of
the proverbs actually presuppose conditions at court, then the first
result of our researches would be that the book of Proverbs itself
points to the royal court as a place where wisdom was traditionally
nurtured. This would correspond exactly to what we know of the
courts of Egypt and Mesopotamia. There is a particularly rich
representation of such didactic works from Egypt which have been
attributed mainly to kings or, at best, to state officials. The situation
in Mesopotamia is no different; one need think only of the wise
minister Ahikar ‘on whose counsel all Assyria depended’ (as the narrative stresses in stereotyped fashion) and of his teachings which he
directed towards his successor in office and nephew.2 This again
1 The book of Proverbs consists of nine individual collections: I Prov. t-g;

11 10-22.16; III 22.x7-24.22; IV 24.23-34; v 25-29; VI 30.1-14; VI! 30.15-33;
VIII 3 I. I-g; IX 3 I. 10-3 I. The various superscriptions of these collections suggest
that at one stage each of the collections had its own process of tradition.
2 The Ahikar story is translated in Gressmann, AOT, 19262, pp.454ff. and in
Pritchard, ANET, pp.426ff. Tobit 14. IO refers to the principle figure of the narrative who was at that time universally known.
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reminds us of ancient Israelite circumstances, of David’s adviser
Ahithophel, for example. When he gave advice, it was ‘as if one
consulted God himself’ (II Sam. 16.23). Thus it was obviously one
of the principal duties of these high officials to advise the king in
political matters.3
Plans are established by counsel;
by wise guidance wage war. (Prov. 20. I 8)
Victory comes through abundance of counsellors.

(Prov. q.6b)

To give advice in the king’s presence in well-chosen words was a very
responsible office which demanded precise, expert knowledge which
one could acquire only after a long training. It is, therefore, no
accident if, in all these didactic works, instructions about the right
and wrong use of words plays such a large role. These officials also
frequently went on journeys and, in political missions, had to represent
with the artistry of their speech the interests of their country at
foreign courts .4 But the art of political counselling and the rules of
diplomatic exchanges were certainly not the only things which were
to be learned at court. On one occasion, there is a mention of the
‘wise men who knew the times’ (Esth. I. 13). In this case what is
meant are astrologers or the science of prognostication. But that is
not all. We shall have to concern ourselves further with the meaning
which was given to knowledge about the right time for an undertaking. Daniel and Joseph function as interpreters of royal dreams
(Gen. 41.14ff.; Dan. I. I 7; 2.28). We know that the interpretation
of dreams in the ancient Near East had grown into a science on its
own. That such a function was practised also at the court in Jerusalem
can certainly be assumed on the basis of Isa. 3.3. In the late book,
Wisdom of Solomon, there are even enumerated individual branches
of the natural sciences taught at that time; these are astronomy,
zoology, demonology, psychology, botany and pharmacy (Wisd.
7.18ff.). One can scarcely assume that all of these areas of knowledge
accrued to the teachers only in the latest period. The book of Proverbs
contains only practical wisdom and is certainly only part of a search
for knowledge which, in the earlier period, too, already stood on a
much broader foundation.
But the matter is complicated from another aspect also. In spite
3 I’. A. I-r. tic hY-, “I’llc c~~unsellor’, SVT 3, I 955, pp. 42ff. There are particularly fiuf’ ~X:IIIII~~CS 01‘ SLIC~I polished speeches in the council of war in 11 Sam. 17.
4 Sir. y1.1 If’.; 1’1-0~. 22.21; Sir. 3rj.,+

TRADITIONS

17

of our first definition of the Sit2 im Men, it is simply not possible to
regard the book of Proverbs merely as a product of courtly knowledge
and serving for the training of high officials. The social context from
which the individual sentences, and indeed whole groups of sentences
emerge, but also the range of problems within which they move, the
subjects with which they deal, can be more or less precisely defined,
with the result that the world in which they exist is certainly not that
of the court.5 On the contrary, sentences from the fairly narrow world
of court and high officials are, on the whole, only scantily represented.6
Thus, the supposition emerges that the wise men of the court, ‘the
men of Hezekiah’ for example, also functioned as collectors of noncourtly teaching material and that wisdom was not by any means
located only at court. Obviously it must have found at an early stage
centres where it was nurtured in a broader cultural level in the country
and where it was concerned more with the kind of questions asked
about life by the middle classes and the landowners.7
It would be a great help if we could deduce from the Old Testament something about education in Israel. But several careful
examinations have produced rather negative results.* The first direct
reference is to be found in the late book Sirach, where once a ‘school’
(b& hummi&a) is mentioned (Sir. 51.23). In spite of this, there can
be no doubt that there were schools in ancient Israel, too. We can
deduce this from circumstances in neighbouring cultures, even if one
must be clear that these circumstances cannot simply be transferred
to an Israel which, from the cultural point of view, was more modest.
We can deduce it also from the high level of literary achievement
already apparent in the early monarchy. This demands the assumption that a class of scribes existed. It could never have developed to
such a peak without a scribal culture. In Israel, too, writing was
known. But writing has to be taught. Handwriting, however, was
never taught without accompanying teaching material. It follows
from this that there must have been schools of different types in Israel.
5 On this cf. especially the analyses of U. Skladny.
6 Royal proverbs occur particularly in Prov. 16.10-15; 25.x-7.
7 The young man whose training in music and rhetoric is so finely described in
I Sam. 16.18 came from Bethlehem. From there it could be understood that Amos,
too, had access to this instructional wisdom; cf. H. W. Wolff, Amos’ geistige Heimat,
1964, and on this H.-J. Hermisson, op. cit., pp. 88ff.
8 On the question of schools in Israel see most recently especially H.;J. Hermisson, op. cit., pp. g7ff. ; W. McKane, Prophts and Wise Men, x9662, pp. 36R. ; L. Durr,
Das Erziehungswesen im Alten Testament und im antiken Orient, 1932 ; L. Jansen, Die
.q!x@idische Psalmendichtung, ihr Entstehungskrezs und ihr ‘Sitz im LRben’, I 93 7, pp. 5 7ff.

18

INTRODUCTION

Questions of ritual and the complex distinctions between clean and
unclean will have been taught in priestly schools. The temple scribes
of Jer. 8.8 were certainly educated differently from the young state
officials at court. The Levites must have been instructed differently
again, in that they were brought up to interpret and preach on old
traditions.9 Finally, a quite different training must have been necessary for those who wished to work in Ezra’s chancellery where the
decrees of the great king were dealt with.
There is a specific type of interrogative sentence which, we believe,
allows us, at least in an indirect way, to deduce one type ofeducational
activity. They are scattered over almost the whole of the Old Testament, and we shall designate them here simply as school questions.
Can one carry fire in the bosom of one’s clothes
without one’s clothes being burned?
Or can one walk upon coals
without burning one’s feet ? (Prov. 6.27f.)
Everyone remembers the chain of questions in Amos 3.3-8 which has
long been described as being of the ‘wisdom’ type.
Can papyrus grow where there is no marsh,
or can reeds flourish without water ? (Job8.11)
Who has woe, who has sorrow ?
Who has strife, who has complaining ?
Who has wounds without cause,
who has dull eyes ?
Those who linger over wine,
who come to taste mixed wine. (Prov. 23.2gf.)
Isa. 28.23~-29 is a splendid example of the catechetical-didactic style.
It deals with the complicated, yet thought-provoking activity of the
countryman in seedtime and harvest.10 In Ezek. 15.1-3 there occurs

a catechism concerning the worthlessness of the wood of the vine.
That we are here dealing with ambitious school lectures is clear from
the so-called ‘teacher’s opening summons’ to which attention has
recently been drawn .11 Further examples of this opening summons
can be found in Deut. 32.1; Isa. 34.1; Ps. 49.2-s. It has been most

extensively elaborated, comprising more than a chapter, by the author
On this preaching practice cf. von Rad, Deuteronomy, ET 1966, pp. 18ff., etc.
10 ‘The text is translated on pp. r4of.
11 On the so-called ‘teacher’s opening summons’ see H. W. Wolff, BK XIV/I
Hosea, rc$j, p. I 22. Examples are Deut. 32. I ; Isa. 28.23; 34. I ; Ps. 49.2-5.
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of the Elihu speech (Job 32 ; 33.1-3; 34. If.). For the dating of these
school lectures, it is important that the form of the teacher’s opening
summons is already attested in the pre-exilic period. It is possible that
this instruction was terminated by a regular final examination.12 In
the later period this is mentioned once (Dan. I. I gf.). We would give
a great deal to find out the range covered by that examination of the
pages. In less complex examples, the answers solicited by the questions follow at once.

What man is there who desires life
and would gladly enjoy good days ?
Keep your tongue from evil
and your lips from speaking deceit. (Ps. 34.13f.)
It will come as no‘ surprise to learn that the theological sphere, too,
was included in this didactic instruction.
Who ascended to heaven and came down again,
who gathers the wind in his fists?
Who has wrapped up the waters in a garment?
Who has established all the ends of the earth?
What is his name and his son’s name
if you know it ? (Prov. 30.4)
Who has measured the sea in the hollow of his hand
and marked off heaven with a span
and enclosed the dust of the earth in a measure
and weighed the mountains in a balance
and the hills with scales ? (Isa. 40. I 2)

This, too, is the style of the catechetical, didactic question, a style
which is obviously linked with hymnic motifs. But there we must stop.
l2 On the interrogation of pupils which, in Egyptian instruction, clearly culmin-

ated in an examination, see von Rad, The Problem ofth Hexuteuch and Other Essays,
1966, pp. 287ff. Cf. also Ahikar, Col. i, rof. In Sir. 10.19 there is an example of a
little catechism:
What race is worthy of honour? The human race.
What race is worthy of honour? Those who fear the Lord.
What race is not worthy of honour ? The human race.
What race is not worthy of honour? Those who transgress the law.
In 11(4) Esdras, there are several examples of didactic dialogue (5.43ff.; 6.55,?.;
7. I ff., 4.5ff. ; 8. off., 35ff.). Could not also the repeated summons ‘Observe . . . m
1 Enoch 2-5 (each time indicating a phenomenon of natural science) originate from
(ducational practice?
‘Observe-and see what all trees look like . . .’
‘Observe how the trees are covered with green leaves . . .’
(1 Enoch 4. I ; 5. I ; etc.).
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Examples could be multiplied if we so desired. Here we were concerned only with the stylistic form of the school question which, as a
literary, stylistic device, has also passed into quite different contexts.
They are often simply what we are in the habit of calling rhetorical
questions. But not always. They do, however, always deal with things
which a man at all events can or should know.
Unfortunately, little that is certain can be said about the most
important question which we must ask in this connection, the question concerning the transmitters of the teachings, especially those of
the book of Proverbs, that is about the question concerning the role
of the wise men. What are we to think of as the activity of a wisdom
teacher? From what point in time can we reckon with the existence
of wisdom teachers as a vocational group ?
The adjective hikim, which we translate, not always correctly, as
‘wise’, is, as we know, not conferred only on people of a particular
position. Rather, it describes men who, in some sense and in some
sphere, are ‘competent’, ‘skilled’.rs It can be used even of manual
workers or sailors. To what extent the word initially stands completely
dissociated from a scale of values is clear from the reference in II
Sam. 13.3 where it describes a man who is an expert in the shady
tricks and dodges which at court lead one to the desired goal. It was
precisely in this sphere that he was ‘competent’. Even an embryo
which cannot find the way out of the womb can be described as ‘unwise’ (Hos. I 3. I 3). 14 The adjective used as a noun, ‘the wise (man)‘,
occurs frequently in the Solomonic book of Proverbs, but unfortunately there, too - and precisely in its pre-exilic parts - we do not find
the expected clarity. In the majority of instances, the wise man is not
the representative of a position, but simply the wise man who is
contrasted, as a type, with the fool.15 Such, too, is the case in the
post-exilic Job dialogues where, for example, the friends are, on one
occasion, addressed as wise men (Job 34.2; cf. also I 7. IO). However,
a small group of references in Proverbs enables us to see, behind the
description of the wise, men who are professionally occupied with
teaching and with the collection of instructional proverbs.16 The col-

lections of proverbs which we discussed above were also used, as we
know too from ancient Egypt, in the schools for officials in Israel, as
material to be copied out or learned by the pupils. That these collections were put together specifically for the purposes of the school, that
is as school text-books, is not, however, likely.17
Even in post-exilic texts, the linguistic usage is still somewhat fluid.
But now the concept of the wise man as the scholarly teacher becomes
clearer and sharper and reaches its climax in Sirach. In Ecclesiastes
the effectiveness of the wise men’s words is compared to that of oxgoads (Eccles. I 2. I I). If one examines the great number of references
Lvith a view to determining whether some of them are not rooted in
the institutional sphere, thereby providing us with a lead, then it is
noticeable that there were always two offices, the holders of which
are credited, in what is already almost a conventional way, with
being wise, namely that of king and that of his highest counsellors.ls
The attribution is to be understood, therefore, less as a specific judgment of a specific person than as an old-established traditional idea:
the king is wise, as is the vizier and senior counsellor at court. Precisely this intensification to something typical makes the holders of
these two offices worthwhile objects of literary portrayal. This is clear
from that story which is widespread in the ancient Near East, the
story of Ahikar, the wise minister of Sennacherib, but also from the
tradition about Solomon’s exemplary wisdom. Of greater interest for
us is the small group of passages in which the adjective ‘wise’ is used
as a noun to describe a vocational post. Thus, in Jer. 18.18 there is
linked with posts of priests and prophets a post of wise men, whose
function consisted in giving counsel. In the first instance here one will
have to think of the giving of political advice, and Ezek. 7.26, which
is closely related to Jer. I 8. I 8, mentions elders as a third group alongside prophets and priests. These will scarcely have been professional
teachers. In Jer. 5o.35f,, the wise men of Babylon are mentioned as a
third group alongside the inhabitants and the officials (Sirim), and
this probably points to a post which had its own particular function
alongside that of the politicians.
It is only from the late period that we have texts from which details
can be deduced about what the activity of these teachers was in Israel
and about how they conceived of their office.

20

13 Ex. 36.8; 3 1.3,6; 35.35 ; I Kings 7.14; Isa. 40.20; Jer. 9.16; 10.9; Ezek. 27.8.
In addition, the situation is practically identical, from a semasiological point ofview,
in the case of the Greek concept sophos; cf. H. FrHnkel, Dichtung und Philosojhie ties
friiteen Griec hen turns, 1962, p.275 and U. Wilckens, IWNT, VII, pp.467ff.
14 Similarly Ex. 1.10; Jer. 4.22; Job 5.13.
15 E.g. Prov. 14.3, 24; 15.2,7; 21.20; 29.11.
16 Prov. 22.17; 24.23; 13.14; 15.12; see H.-J. Hermisson, op. cit., pp.133ff.

17 Hermisson, op. cit., pp. 122ff.
I* King: Isa. 19.11; 10.13; Ezek. 28.3. Officials: Gen. 41.33; Isa. 19.11; 30.4;
.Jer. 50.35; 51.57.
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On the other hand he who devotes himself
to the study of the law of the Most High
will seek out the wisdom of all the ancients
and will be concerned with prophecies;
he will preserve the discourse of notable men
and penetrate the subtleties of parables;
he will seek out the hidden meanings of proverbs
and be at home with the obscurities of parables.
He will serve among great men
and appear before rulers ;
he will travel through the lands of foreign nations
for he tests the good and the evil among men.
He will set his heart to rise early to seek the Lord who made him
and will make supplication before the Most High;
he will open his mouth in prayer
and make supplication for his sins.
If the great Lord is willing
he will be filled with the spirit of understanding;
he will pour forth words of wisdom
and give thanks to the Lord in prayer.
He will direct his counsel and knowledge aright,
and meditate on his secrets.
He will reveal instruction in his teaching,
and will glory in the law of the Lord’s covenant.
Many will praise his understanding,
and it will never be blotted out;
his memory will not disappear,
and his name will live through all generations.
Nations will declare his wisdom,
and the congregation will proclaim his praise ;
if he lives long, he will leave a name greater than a thousand,
and if he goes to rest, it is enough for him. (Sir. 39.1-r I)

This poem can be described precisely as an ideal portrait of a scholar

and teacher of the time of Sirach (about 200 B C). At any rate, there
are revealed here the essential characteristics of a calling whose task
it was to perceive truth. If one follows the thought-sequence of the
poem, the first object of research is the ‘law of the Most High’.
Accordingly, such a teacher must have been primarily a scribe. With
certainty one can say that the old wisdom teachers were not that. If
one reflects, however, on the sequence of the individual statements of
the poem, then there definitely appear to be certain tensions inherent
in the office described, for starting from v. I b, but with the exception
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of v.8b, the sphere of the scholar’s duties is described somewhat
differently. At any rate, here the study of the Torah appears simply
as one field of activity on a level with others. One could, therefore,
almost reach the conclusion that in our text the traditional picture of
a teacher has been secondarily supplemented by a new fact, namely
that of competence in the law. According to this picture, the first
feature was familiarity with the relevant tradition of the ancients, but
also a concern with prophecy. To this office there belonged, further,
the continual development in the teaching of recognized authorities,
concern with the interpretation of proverbs and riddles. Occasionally
such a wise man entered the service of a ruler and could then, in the
course of his work for him, undertake journeys and widen his studies
among other nations. All this, however, would have to be founded on
a personal relationship of prayer with God, for God alone - if it was
his will - could furnish him with a charisma which would enable him
faithfully to fulfil his teaching office. The conclusion of the poem
indicates something of his respected position in public life and of his
fame, which will outlast him.
If this text, on the whole, shows us rather the outward range of the
intellectual preoccupation of a wisdom teacher, Sir. 14.20-27 leads us
into the heart of the matter, for this didactic poem reveals something
of the internal dealings of the wise man with that truth to which he
has devoted himself. This incomparable description of an academic
eros is the sign of a high, intellectual culture. The description of a
lover who pursues the beloved and encamps near her house begins
very cautiously, for this is certainly not a developed comparison. The
:ipproach is described in a very restrained manner, as is also the fulfilrncnt with which the search for wisdom is rewarded. A glance through
j J trr window, listening at her door, settling in the environs of her house,
; :.>sting in her shade - that is all, but it is much.19
19 The text is translated below pp. x68f.
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On the other hand he who devotes himself

to the study of the law of the Most High
will seek out the wisdom of all the ancients
and will be concerned with prophecies;
he will preserve the discourse of notable men
and penetrate the subtleties of parables;
he will seek out the hidden meanings of proverbs
and be at home with the obscurities of parables.
He will serve among great men
and appear before rulers ;
he will travel through the lands of foreign nations
for he tests the good and the evil among men.
He will set his heart to rise early to seek the Lord who made him
and will make supplication before the Most High;
he will open his mouth in prayer

and make supplication for his sins.
If the great Lord is willing
he will be filled with the spirit of understanding;
he will pour forth words of wisdom
and give thanks to the Lord in prayer.
He will direct his counsel and knowledge aright,
and meditate on his secrets.
He will reveal instruction in his teaching,
and will glory in the law of the Lord’s covenant.
Many will praise his understanding,
and it will never be blotted out;
his memory will not disappear,
and his name will live through all generations.
Nations will declare his wisdom,
and the congregation will proclaim his praise ;
if he lives long, he will leave a name greater than a thousand,
and if he goes to rest, it is enough for him. (Sir. 39.1-r I)

This poem can be described precisely as an ideal portrait of a scholar
and teacher of the time of Sirach (about 200 B C). At any rate, there
are revealed here the essential characteristics of a calling whose task
it was to perceive truth. If one follows the thought-sequence of the
poem, the first object of research is the ‘law of the Most High’.
Accordingly, such a teacher must have been primarily a scribe. With
certainty one can say that the old wisdom teachers were not that. If
one reflects, however, on the sequence of the individual statements of
the poem, then there definitely appear to be certain tc.!isions inherent
in the office described, for starting from v. I b, but with the exception
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of v.8b, the sphere of the scholar’s duties is described somewhat
differently. At any rate, here the study of the Torah appears simply
as one field of activity on a level with others. One could, therefore,

almost reach the conclusion that in our text the traditional picture of
a teacher has been secondarily supplemented by a new fact, namely
that of competence in the law. According to this picture, the first
feature was familiarity with the relevant tradition of the ancients, but
also a concern with prophecy. To this office there belonged, further,
the continual development in the teaching of recognized authorities,
concern with the interpretation of proverbs and riddles. Occasionally
such a wise man entered the service of a ruler and could then, in the
course of his work for him, undertake journeys and widen his studies
among other nations. All this, however, would have to be founded on
a personal relationship of prayer with God, for God alone - if it was
his will - could furnish him with a charisma which would enable him
faithfully to fulfil his teaching office. The conclusion of the poem
indicates something of his respected position in public life and of his
fame, which will outlast him.
If this text, on the whole, shows us rather the outward range of the
intellectual preoccupation of a wisdom teacher, Sir. 14.2o-27 leads us
into the heart of the matter, for this didactic poem reveals something
r.,f the internal dealings of the wise man with that truth to which he
has devoted himself. This incomparable description of an academic
cros is the sign of a high, intellectual culture. The description of a
it-jver who pursues the beloved and encamps near her house begins
~‘~ry cautiously, for this is certainly not a developed comparison. The
.~oyproach is described in a very restrained manner, as is also the fulfil*i l:.:nt with which the search for wisdom is rewarded. A glance through
%I^! window, listening at her door, settling in the environs of her house,
- sting in her shade - that is all, but it is much.19
19 The text is translated below pp. x68f.
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with which we are here concerned, only as the outcome of a ‘prescientific’, ‘pre-critical’ and still very naive endeavour. There can be
no question, however, that even in this poetic form a very discriminati ng power of intellectual distinction is at work.
Anyone who surveys the broad spectrum of wisdom forms and, in
particular, closely examines their formal peculiarities, their choice of
words, etc., will soon have the impression that the wise men have
taken considerable care with the formal and literary pr,esentation of
their concepts, care which falls little short of that of the modern
scientist. Of course, for the modern communication of knowledge in
an educational context, the only possibility is to use the prosaic
language of science. For it, the linguistic clothing is basically inci~Jcntal. If the presentation is not in barbarous prose, then that is felt
to be simply an additional attraction, for the value and importance
of the concepts presented are not fundamentally affected by this. To
this modern form of the communication of knowledge in an educational context, a form initiated by the Greeks, there is nothing corl*esponding either in the Old Testament or in the ancient Near East.
The reasons for this cannot be discussed here. Let the simple, but
::ignificant assertion suffice, that Israel could not express her experience of reality in this way. The experiences of reality which confronted her could be appropriately presented only in artistic form.
Thus, there was, for example, a whole group of perceptions (of
natural phenomena) which could apparently be expressed only in
hymnic form. We must, therefore, pay particular attention to the forms
in which Israel expressed her knowledge. At the same time, we shall
also take a step nearer to the material which we are trying to understand here, for one can never confine oneself to the forms alone; one
always has to do with the contents at the same time. We are concerned
llcre, therefore, with more than a simple outward recording of the
:;l)ccifically didactic forms. If we take seriously the idea that the forms
:-i!n never be separated from the contents, then, in what follows, the
;.ch:ider will already be presented with something of the subject matter,
’ vt.11 if, in the first instance, from a restricted point of view.

III
THE FORMS IN WHICH KNOWLEDGE
IS EXPRESSED
HE HUMAN MIND has, in the course of its history, found and
cultivated many different ways of assimilating and recording
intellectual perceptions. When we approach the teachings of
Israel’s wise men, one peculiarity must strike us at once, a peculiarity
which unites them above and beyond their great differences in form
and content; they are all composed in a poetic form, they are poetry.
And in no circumstances can that be considered to be an insignificant,
external feature.1 Indeed, this peculiarity cannot be separated from
the intellectual process as if it were something added later; rather,
perception takes place precisely in and with the poetic conception.
One certainly cannot regard the phenomenon of the poetic expression
as a transfiguration and a transformation, stemming from within a
man, of experiences which, from the aesthetic point of view, are much
less impressive, that is as a matter more of appearance than of reality.
This radical subjectivization of the aesthetic factor which was widely
current in the nineteenth century, cannot possibly do justice to poetry,
certainly not that of an ancient people, for poetic expression was itself
rather a specific form of the perception of truth, among ancient
peoples one of the most important. It is the expression of an intensive
encounter with realities or events and, in so far as it elevates the
experience, expressed in words, out of the amorphous mass of experiences, is itself a part of this event. All art is, of course, imitation
of reality, But in the course of this imitation there always takes place
a process of transformation. Actuality is elevated to a dimension of
truth, the validity of which can be recognized by all. Anyone who is
of the opinion, then, that man’s desire for knowledge can be validly
expressed in the last resort only in the language of the so-called exact
sciences, can, in view of their poetic form, rate Israel’s perceptions,
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l H.-G. Gadamer, Wuhrhit und M&ho&, 1960, pp. 77ff., esp. p. 94.
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l’crhaps the almost complete disappearance of the ‘maxim’, of the
3 L;gc’, from the life of modern man and from recent poetry was
I

Ocd to make us fully aware of the uniqueness of this strange,
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intellectual preoccupation which once played an outstanding role in
every culture. Only rarely does one still meet men for whom a remembered stock of proverbs is more than a rhetorical flourish, whose
life and thought are so rooted in such aids to living that they serve as
indispensable signposts in making decisions large or small. The question is obvious enough, whether we moderns have not lost, with the
disappearance of the maxim, a whole dimension of specific knowledge
about the world. As far as Israel was concerned, one may ask, was
such proverbial wisdom not of greater importance for the decisions of
daily life and thus for orientation in the thick of everyday activity
than, for example, the Ten Commandments which were pronounced
over the cultic assembly only rarely on great festivals. These proverbs
which Israel possessed were, of course, of very different types both as
regards origin and form. Many of them may have stemmed from
ancient folk-wisdom, others on the other hand came from books, even
from foreign literatures, and can first have become popular only
through the medium of the schools. Just as in the Middle Ages Latin
authors were used for teaching purposes in monastic schools,s so too
in schools in Israel they would work with ancient Egyptian and perhaps even Edomite proverbial material. If the popular proverb already reveals a tendency to linguistic refinement in that it happily
exists in elevated language, then the literary proverb which comes
from the schools differs from it by an essentially still stronger cultivation both of language and of content. It is, then, better to speak, in
that case, of epigrammatic poetry. This is what we find in the Solomonic book of Proverbs, for the idea which used to be widespread,
namely that its sentences are to be traced back to popular proverbs,
can no longer be maintained. 3 Thus, in their present form they stem
from school instruction, a fact which does not, of course, exclude the
possibility that this or that popular proverb has also found its way into
the collection.4
The most basic form of poetic expression for Israel, but also for
other ancient Near Eastern peoples, was that of ~aralZeZi.smus membrorum, where the poet is forced to give expression to the subjectmatter from two points of view, that is in two-verse stichoi. Enough
2 F. Seiler, Das deutsche S’richwort. Grundriss der deutschen Volkskunde, 1918, p. 16.

has been said, since Herder, in praise of this ‘thought rhyme’, as it
has been aptly described. Unquestionably, it offers the poet virtually
inexhaustible possibilities of inflection of poetic thought. But is this
parallelism also suitable for expressing ideas which have been assimilated? Would the constant reduplication of what is being stated not
lead to a certain blurring and thus to a loss of precision ? It would
indeed, if the stating of these ideas were concerned with achieving as
great a conceptual precision as possible. But this is certainly not the
case. What is being aimed at is not precision in the concepts, but
precision in the reproduction of the subject-matter, if possible over its
whole range.5 As far as that is concerned, the book of Proverbs is full
of incomparably vivid and also very precise statements. Ancient Israel,
too, was aware of a duty to make a given statement precise, but she
demanded this precision not in the coining of terms but in the reproducing of facts.
One can designate the single line, composed of two parallel sections, as the basic form of ancient Israelite epigrammatic poetry; but
one must resist the temptation to regard it as the starting point of a
development to more and more extensive literary forms. The assumption that the smallest units stand at the beginning of a development
and that the larger units can only have followed slowly after them
has proved to be erroneous in the case of didactic poetry, too.6 The
single line often enough makes higher claims and demands a greater
degree of intellectual participation than a developed didactic poem.
The single line is, as a rule, much more dense and affords more room
for manoeuvre from the point of view of meaning and application than
the didactic poem, the content of which is much less ambiguous as to
its meaning.

3 H.-J. Hermisson, op. cit., pp. 52ff.
4 What we designate by the term ‘proverb ‘, ‘sentence’ corresponds to the Hebrew tiG1. But the latter has a much wider range of meaning, for it can also designate a maxim, a frequently used figure of speech, even a whole didactic poem.
Hermisson, op. cit., pp. 38ff.; A. R. Johnson, SVT 3, x955, pp. 162ff.

The balance and true scales are Yahweh’s,
all the weights in the bag are his work. (Prov. 16.1 I)
It is not good to show partiality to a guilty man
or to deprive him who is in the right ofjustice. (Prov. 18.5)
A false witness will not go unpunished,
and he who utters lies will not escape. (Prov. 19.5)
5‘. . . for the . . . Semites, parallelism is the equivalent of stereometry in the
expression of thought, in that it is always keenly sharpened and its reflections are
always highly pregnant’, B. Landsberger, in: B. Landsberger and W. von Soden,
Die EigenbegrzjMkeit der babylonischen Welt, 1965, p. 17.
6 Chr. Kayatz, Studien zu Proverbien r-g, 1966, pp. 2ff. On this problem cf. also
W. F. Albright, ‘Some Canaanite-Phoenician Sources of Hebrew Wisdom’, SVT 3,
‘955, P-4.
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A wise man scales a city of heroes
and throws down the bastion on which it relied. (Prov. 2 I .22)
Put away from you crooked speech
and put devious talk far from you. (PrOV. 4.24)

These proverbs are constructed in parallel form, that is, they are,
precisely in their pregnant character, products of an explicit literary
intention. Popular proverbs do not occur in this form. The examples
cited show the simplest form of parallelism, namely synonymous
parallelism, where the two parts of the sentence on either side of the
caesura say approximately the same thing. The last of the examples
is, in addition, constructed chiastically (verb and object are reversed) ;
it reveals, therefore, as well, a particular stylistic refinement of which
Hebrew poetry made frequent use.
He who belittles his neighbour lacks sense,
but a man of understanding remains silent.
He who goes about as a talebearer reveals secrets,
but he who is trustworthy in spirit keeps a thing hidden.
Without guidance a people falls,
but there is help where there are many counsellors.
It is bad for someone to go surety for a stranger,
but he who hates going surety is safe.
A gracious woman gets honour,
but a woman who hates virtue is a throne of shame.
A kindly man does well for himself,
but a cruel man harms his own flesh. (Prov. I I. I 2-17)
These are examples of so-called antithetic parallelism. Something like
ninety per cent of all the proverbs in the collection comprising Prov.
ro-15 are antithetic in style. One can see that the contrasts are
sharply opposed. But the endless possibility of variation in this literary
form consists in the fact that these contrasts are not, in fact, precise
opposites. What is said is not simply the opposite of what has gone
before - that is, tautologically, with the elements completely reversed - that would be tedious. The antithesis has, in fact, a relative
independence as a statement, while it turns the thought that has
already been expressed, very freely into its opposite. In each case we
have simply one possible opposite among many. In this way it stimulates thoughtful people to let its ideas play to and fro in their minds.
But a particularly fine poetic form is to be found in so-called synthetic
parallelism.
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Grey hair is a splendid crown ;
it is acquired in the way of righteousness. (Prov. 16.31)
A judicious slave becomes master over a shameful son
and shares the inheritance with brothers. (Prov. I 7.2)
Death and life are in the power of the tongue;
and whoever loves it eats its fruit. (Prov. 18.21)
The second part does not even say, not even in modified form, either
the same as the first or the opposite of it. What is characteristic is the
further development of the thought that has been expressed, mostly
by way of an intensification towards a new thought. The first statement advances beyond its own limits; but the main interest is in the
direction in which it is extended. Here, among the many directions in
which an extension might be possible, something particularly striking
must occur to the poet,Often-it is an extension into the general, often
a specialization, by means of which what has been said is completed.
Particular favourites, especially in the collection comprising Prov.
25-27, are those proverbs which are constructed as comparisons.7
A little with righteousness is better
than a large income with injustice. (Prov. I 6.8)
A dry morsel with quiet is better
than a house full of sacrifices with strife. (Prov. I 7. I)
It is better to live in the corner of the roof
than to live in a house with a nagging wife. (Prov. 25.24)
Open reproach is better
than hidden love. (Prov. 2 7.5)
Also to be taken separately are the proverbs of comparison which,
however, we shall have to discuss again in another context.8
A breached city without a wall,
a man without self-control. (Prov. 25.28)
Silver glaze over earthenware,
smooth lips and an evil heart. (Prov. 26.23)
Clouds, wind, but yet no rain,
a man who boasts about a gift he does not have. (Prov. 25.14)Q
7 H. H. Schmid, op. cit., p. 159, note 69, has suggested that this phraseology
should be understood not in a comparative sense but in an exclusive sense : ‘. . . is

good, not . . .’
8 See below, pp. I ~gf.
Q The verb ‘to be’ is lacking. To insert it in translation coarsens the statement, for
in this the simplest form of juxtaposition, ‘it remains quite undetermined which of
the two juxtaposed phenomena is the subject of the sentence and which is the
predicate’ (Hermisson, op. cit., p. x45).
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The phenomenon of ‘gnomic apperception’ (Petsch), that is, a
quite particular way of acquiring knowledge and giving expression to
it in a particular linguistic form, namely that of the ‘maxim’, exists in
every culture in the world and must, therefore, be regarded as a
rudimentary expression of man’s search for knowledge. If one analyses
it more exactly, then this form of man’s intellectual preoccupation
appears not uncomplicated. A decisive factor in the understanding of
it is the close connection, even unity, between content and form. It is
not the case that the perception lay ready somewhere and needed
only its appropriate form of expression. Rather, it exists only in this
form, or else it does not exist at all. The process of becoming aware
of the perception and of giving linguistic expression to it in word and
form are one and the same act. Thus, in this manner of formation,
the main concern is not with a useful didactic means to easier retention and remembering. The constitutive meaning possessed by the
word, the linguistic form, here points back to much more rudimentary
noetic processes. The frequency of paronomasia in these proverbs, of
assonance and alliteration, still shows us something of the magical,
incantatory function possessed by the resonance of the word.10 It
cannot be denied that assonance, wordplay and the like could also become decorative, stylistic devices, especially in a period of literary
refinement, which put the teacher in the position of being able to
display his linguistic ability. Here, of course, it is difficult to draw the
line. A similar case in point is the revelling in synonyms which we
have already mentioned. One hesitates, however, to regard the piling
up of synonymous expressions, such as we find in Prov. I .I-5 and
which we find strange, as a more or less empty rhetorical device. It
is more reasonable to assume that the hypnotic piling up of nouns is
an attempt to delimit a specific area of sense by the use of words
which are full of meaning. In Job 18.7-10 there is an accumulation
of technical hunting expressions, and Job 4. I of. has five words for lion
(African lion, Asian lion, mother beast, cub etc.j.11 Is the wise man
trying to shine in his ability with words and in his knowledge of
zoology? One cannot entirely close one’s mind to such an impression.
But would that exclude the possibility that we are here dealing with
more than mere ‘empty bombast’ (Duhm. nd LX.) and that, in fact,
the multiplicity of words also has the function of widening the meaning? With only a single word for ‘lion’, the teacher would have been
10 G. Bostrom, Paranomasi i den Zldre hebreiska maschalliteraturen, I 9213.
11 L. Kohler, <DPV 62, 1939, pp. 12 off.

unable to say what he wanted, namely that disaster assails the wicked
in such and such a way.
Even if the sentences were also used in the schools, nevertheless
their style is not directly didactic. Far and away the majority of them
are statements which make assertions in thetical form quite neutrally,
that is without any direct appeal to the listeners. They are not imperative in character but have, rather, a retrospective tendency and have,
basically, only empirical value. In their own way and within their
own sphere they simply wish to establish something positive, something unquestionably valid. The experiences are cited, the conclusions
are drawn, and the result is produced.12 The difference between
exhortatory sentences and plain statements is unmistakable. While
the exhortation suggests a quite definite mode of behaviour to the
listener, statements, however forcefully presented, always have a
characteristic openness, something that points beyond themselves, an
element which leaves room for all kinds of associations and, indeed, in
certain circumstances, even permits of a figurative interpretation.13
It has often been said that these observations are derived exclusively
from experience. Undoubtedly it often required lengthy observation
of similar processes until gradually it became possible to recognize
certain natural laws, and so we only begin to understand this wisdom
poetry if we see at work in it a lively intellect which asked urgent
questions of the world around it and never abandoned the strenuous
attempt to derive some kind of order from that world and then to give
to it a fixed form. But experience alone would not be sufficient.
Certainly Israel was convinced that events and happenings spoke to
men, but if they already had a language, did they always speak unambiguously and in easily understandable terms? Further still, events
had first to become experience, that is, they had to be comprehended.
Things which were similar and homogeneous had first to be recognized
as similar and homogeneous before they could be classified together.
All of this then had to be expressed in words. Thus, between the
events and the proverbs which deal with them there lay a wide12 W. Preisendanz, Die S’ruchform in der Lyrik des alten Goethe und ihre Vorgeschichte
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seit O$itz (Heidelberger Forschungen Nr. I, 1g52), pp. 13f.
13 ‘Exhortations’ are considerably in a minority among the preponderance of
statements in the collection comprising Prov. 10-29. They are found especially in
the collection which is partly dependent on the Egyptian Amenemope, Prov.
22.17-24.22, alsoin 25.6-10, x6f., 21f.; 26.12; 27.1f., xof., 13,23. On the particular
problem of ‘exhortations’ which are found in similar form in other parts of the Old
‘f’cstament, too (e.g. Deuteronomy), see W. Richter, Recht und Ethos (Versuch einer
~)TtUTIg des weisheitlichen Mahnspruches), I 966.
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ranging and fairly complex intellectual activity, the operations of
which are not made explicit; they can be deduced only from the endproducts, that is from the thetical proverbs themselves. It involved
considerably more than a mere adding together, as accurately as
possible, of the available experiential material, more, that is, than
simply the rather technical task of evaluating it pragmatically as well
as possible. It involved also the production of a pattern of humane
behaviour. In the fixing of each gnomic saying there also occurred a
humanizing of man.
Thus, the interpretation of proverbial wisdom has its own problems. ‘One must have understanding in order to grasp its understanding and have feelings in order to feel the beauty of its expression.‘14
It is, of course, utterly hopeless to approach the comprehension of the
sentences from the side of the subjectivity of those who composed
them. They contain nothing that is personally conditioned; everything has been elevated to the supra-personal level, to the level of
general validity. We have to take into account the specific intellectual
operations which have led to the origin of a sentence, simply because
it was the product not of sudden inspiration but of intellectual effort.
But this is also all that we can say in this respect. Thus the sentence
has to speak for itself. Here, however, we come for the first time to the
most difficult problem, namely the question of the general religious
and ideological sphere, of the context from which any given sentence
comes and on the basis of which it is to be understood. It is of the
nature of an epigram that a truth is expressed with the greatest concentration on the subject-matter and with a disregard of any presuppositions, attendant circumstances, etc. Epigrams and sentences aim
to be understood by everyone, and on this account they do not circumscribe their range of possibilities of comprehension; they offer no
defence even against bold interpretations. Nevertheless, this intended
general validity has its limitations. In the case of a modern sentence,
we notice at once where a reliable interpretation or application stops
and an unreliable one begins. How much more easily, in the case of
a sentence from antiquity, can one reach the point where the meaning
of a sentence is falsified for the simple reason that one has lost sight of
ideological and religious factors which were constitutive for the sentence. This has happened among older exegetes who saw in these
proverbs the expression of a shallow religion which had become
14 J. G. Herder, ‘Spruch und Bild insonderheit bei den Morgenlandern’, Suphan,
Vol. 16, pp. gf.
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rationalistic and opportunist. But in contemporary studies, too, no
satisfactory answer has been provided to the question about the specific field of understanding from which the sentences in the book of
Proverbs must not be removed. A glance at Hesiod could help us to
remain more flexible in this respect. The gnomic sayings in his book
Works and Days have already invited comparison with biblical proverbial poetry. 1s Hesiod, who also wrote the Theogony, a work abounding in difficult, mythological references, was certainly not a man who
looked at life from the point of view of trivial opportunism. Here we
are in the fortunate position of finding, in one and the same author,
the profound, religious and ideological context into which such proverbial poetry could obviously fit without tension or difficulty. Such
a theological context must also be reckoned with in the case of the
authors of Old Testament proverbial poetry. Here, of course, we
neither know the ‘authors’ by name nor, much less, do we know anything of the theological subjects with which, in addition, they might
have been concerned. Nevertheless, the attempt to reconstruct the
intellectual and religious background from which the sentences arise
must on no account be given up. It is, in any case, certainly not a
hopeless undertaking. But this particular question can be pursued
only in another context. 16
If we have endeavoured to protect these ancient sentences from
inappropriate interpretations, we must at the same time, however,
remain open to the possibility that the sentences have changed in the
course of their transmission in time, that their total intellectual and
religious consciousness has radically altered. Basically, the sense of a
sentence was never completely fixed; any attempt to understand it
was always a flexible one. As an intellectual heritage from the past,
the sentences were handed on. But who could prevent later generations from simply adapting a proverb to their own specific intellectual
background and from bringing out that meaning which struck them
particularly? Here we have to reckon with considerable flexibility and
freedom in later interpretation. The wisdom sentence which states
that man does not have the power to determine his way (Jer. 10.23)
is taken up in the Qumran writings, that is in a vastly different religious atmosphere ( IQS XI, I O; IQH XV, 12f.). With no change in
15 Most recently, 0. Pkger in Gotten Wart und Cotfes Land (Festschrift for H.-W.
Hertzberg, x965), pp. x5gff. F. Halderlin had already dealt with this question in a
master’s thesis.
16 See below ‘Knowledge and the Fear of God’, esp. pp. 57ff.
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their wording, the sentences speak to later generations also and give
them the guidance which they need.
Much rarer are the cases in which a sentence has been subjected,
in the process of transmission, to a reshaping of both form and content. In the collection edited by the men of Hezekiah we read at the
very beginning :

from the material itself as well as from the situation of the instructors.
But one will not be able, in every case, to succeed in proving that
specific perceptions could be expressed only in specific forms and not
also in others. On the other hand, the chosen form was a neutral garb
only in very few cases, so it is necessary to say something about
particularly characteristic forms.

34

It is the glory of God to conceal something;
it is the glory of a king to search something out. (Prov. 25.2)

This is a fine, wide-ranging sentence which can set one’s thoughts
moving in many different directions. It speaks of the king’s glory in
investigation (at that time the king was the foremost champion and
promoter of all searching after wisdom) ; but before this there stands
the saying about God, whose glory lies in concealing, whose secrets,
therefore, are to be worshipped by men. God conceals, kings discover
- to both, glory is due. What a profound knowledge of God and of
men is encompassed by this handful of words! In the late book of
Tobit (third century BC), this proverb has become something quite
different :
It is praiseworthy to keep a king’s secret hidden,
but to reveal God’s works is laudable. (Tob. I 2.7)
Here, too, God and king stand opposite each other, once again characterized by secrecy and revelation. But now it is no longer a question
of the right of them both, but of how man should behave towards
them. Once the sentence had been modified in this direction, it was,
surprisingly, the opposite sense which emerged from it, namely that
one should speak of God’s works but keep silent about the secrets of a
king. Even the well-known sentence, that it is, in fact, a father who
loves his son who disciplines him (prov. I 3.24), has acquired an
entirely new content when it is applied to the relationship of God to
man. One should not seek to evade being disciplined by Yahweh, ‘for
Yahweh disciplines him whom he loves’ (Prov. 3. I If.).
2. OTHER FORMS OF DIDACTIC POETRY
It is not the intention in what follows to provide an exhaustive classification of all the literary forms in which Israel’s perceptions in didactic form were put down. The possibility, indeed the necessity, of
clothing one perception in one form and another in another, arose

Numeriazl sayings: The counting and listing of things, of types of
behaviour, of virtues, etc., is an elementary need of man in his search
for order. This can be amply attested in many different forms in every
culture.17 In the case of the so-called numerical saying it is with this
desire for order; planted deep within man, that we have to do, particularly in a quite specific form of proverb which was cultivated not
only in Israel but also in other lands of the ancient Near East and
which has increasingly attracted the interest of scholars.Is
These six things Yahweh hates and seven are ‘an’ abomination to him:
proud eyes, false tongues and hands which shed innocent blood, a heart
that devises wicked plans, feet which run quickly to evil, a false witness
who breathes lies and a man who unleashes discord between brothers.
(Prov. 6.16I$)
Under three things the earth trembles and ‘ ’ four it cannot bear:
under a slave when he becomes king,
and a fool when he is amply supplied with food,
under a despised woman when she gets married
and under a maid when she inherits her mistress’s property.
(Prov. 30.21-23)
The stylistic features can be easily recognized in these examples
chosen at random. The characteristic feature is what is, from a thematic point of view, the very general introduction with the increasing
numerical reference (from one-two up to nine-ten) ; characteristic,
too, however, is the main body which follows and in which the empty
numerical references are filled out with regard to content, always in
accordance with the higher of the two numbers mentioned. The aim
of this form of proverb is always the same, the collection of things
which are similar where the assertion of similarity is the real surprise
1’ E. R. Curtius,

Euro~ische Liter&r und Zuteinisches Mittelulter, 19634, p.4gg.
18 On the numerical sayings, especially among Israel’s neighbours, see G. Sauer,
Die S’riichc Agurs, rg63 ; W. M. W. Roth, ‘The numerical sequence x/x+ I in the
Old Testament’, VT I 2, I 962, pp. 3ooff. ; ibid., .hhnerical Sayings in the Old Testament,
SVT 13, 1965; H. W. Wolff, Amos’ geistige Heimat, 1964, pp. 24ff.
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element, for, regarded in isolation, the cases listed are quite dissimilar.
Probably these proverbs also served in the schools for teaching and
learning purposes. But in saying this we have still not answered the
question concerning the stylistic peculiarity of this type of proverb.
This form possesses, as one can assert with a great degree of probability, something of the nature of a riddle. The question : What is the
highest? what is the worst? the quickest? etc. is found all over the
world.19 Once raised, it contains an element of stimulation, since
everyone - ‘I’ll give you three guesses’ - wants to get the answer first.
Thus the introduction to numerical sayings has, for all practical purposes, the character of a challenging question, for the giving of numbers alone and the silence about what is meant stimulates the listener
and keeps his curiosity in suspense.*0
There are three things which are stately in their tread,
and four which are stately in their walk:
the lion, the strong one among the beasts,
who does not turn back for anyone,
the cock as it struts and the he-goat
and the king when he appears ( ?) among the people. (Prov. 30.29-31)
The queen of Sheba is already supposed to have ‘tested’ Solomon
with riddles (I Kings I O. I). A riddle has to be ‘opened’ (Ps. 49.5);
and it is certain that riddles also formed part of the repertoire of the
wisdom teachers (Prov. 1.6; Ps. 78.2; Wisd. 8.8; Sir. 39.3). From this

it is only a small step to the puzzle game of which the charming story
in I Esd. 3 tells. The young pages of king Darius banish the boredom
of their night watch by answering the riddle, ‘What is the strongest?‘.
Each one is to put his sealed answer under the king’s pillow, and they
expect a great reward for themselves as a result of his decision. The
first one says, ‘Wine’; the second, ‘The king’; the third, ‘Women’.sl
19 For the Greek cultural milieu, cf. B. Snell, Dichtung undGe.wlbcIyft, I 965, p. 103.
20 The number of objects collected together was not fixed. The one-two scheme
is found (Sauer, op. cit., p.88). Contrasted with this is the nine-ten scheme in Sir.

25.7-1 I. The higher the number, the more colourless the proverb became. Between
Prov. 30. x8f. and Sir. 25.7f. there lies a sweeping, downward stylistic development.
In the former there are four things which are too wonderful for the understanding
but which, in one respect, can be arranged conceptually (see below pp. I 22f.). In the
latter there is a loose enumeration of important blessings in life (descendants, wife,
friend, fear of God etc.).
21 The answer of the third boy (‘but truth is the strongest of all’) has certainly
been expanded secondarily along these lines. On the narrative see W. Rudolph,
<Al+’ 61, 1945, pp. I 76ff. The assumption that the narrative was of Greek origin
dons not seem to me to be necessary.
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It is possible that numerical sayings belong directly to the Gattung of
the riddle. The riddle is, after all, in the last resort, playing at discovering the truth. One person hides or disguises the truth, the other
brings it out of concealment into the light,
Who has woe, who has sorrow ?
Who has strife, who has complaining?
Who has wounds without cause,
who has dull eyes?
Those who linger over wine,
who come to taste mixed wine. (Prov. 23.2gf.)
What is heavier than lead?
And what is its name except ‘Fool’ ? (Sir. 22.14)
One cannot speak of a particular Gattung of the riddle. While we
heard echoes of it above in a numerical saying, we shall also find it
later, disguised as an allegory.
Autobiograp&.zZ stylization: Not infrequently, perceptions are presented
in such a way that they appear as an entirely personal discovery, as
an entirely personal experience on the part of the teacher.
I passed by the field of a lazy man
and by the vineyard of a foolish man.
See, Weeds were growing up everywhere . . . (PrOV. 24.30-34)
I was young and have grown old,
but I have never seen the righteous forsaken,
or his children begging for bread.
I saw an obstinate, godless man . . .
I looked for him; he could not be found. (Ps. 37.25,35f.)
When I was still young
and before I went on my travels,
I took pleasure (in wisdom)
and sought her out.
Before the temple I asked for her
and to the last I will search for her.
She blossomed like a ripening vine
and my heart delighted in her.
My foot wandered in her path,
from my youth I have searched for her.
I inclined my ear to her a little and learned
and found much instruction for myself. (Sir. 5 I. I 3-16)
I, too, was the last to strive,
like one who gathers after the grape-gatherers have passed.
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I excelled by the blessing of God,

and like a grape-gatherer I filled the winepress.
Know that my efforts have not been for myself alone,
but for all who seek instruction. (Sir. 33.16-X 7)
Here we definitely have, rather, a traditional stylistic form in which
the teacher could, from time to time, clothe his instruction, and which
also allowed of being extended into larger units. Our modern interest
in the biographies of the biblical authors should not, therefore, be
misled, for here we are scarcely dealing with genuine experiences; at
any rate they appear in a highiy conventionalized form.22 Sirach is
the first in whom one might suppose an original, personal testimony.
But even if we were dealing with what is merely a stylistic form, it
would not be simply an unimportant, neutral element. It certainly
would enliven the teaching and awaken the listener’s interest; but
probably it is more than merely a didactic device. In themselves, the
perceptions, over which these teachers took pains, possessed no personal note. We have already mentioned the endeavour to raise them
to the sphere of what is generally valid. Thus, rather, they tried to get
away from what was personally conditioned to what was suprapersonally true. To this extent, then, there almost seems to be a
contradiction between form and content. But here lies a peculiar
fascination, for the teacher shows in this particular way that such
perceptions must also be rooted in the life of the individual; in this
stylistic form the teacher makes himself personally responsible for the
perception which is being presented.
The long didactic poem: The textual material which falls under this
heading would alone provide sufficient material for a critical, stylistic
study. Till now, too much prominence has been given in research to
the various forms of the sentences. An examination of the didactic
poems which spread over a wider extent is still lacking. In the speeches
of the friends in the book of Job alone there are four didactic poems
about the end of the wicked, of the ‘oppressor’; one can, therefore,
speak of a didactic prototype which enjoyed a certain degree of
popularity among the wise men. In three cases a stereotyped, didactic
allusion has been preserved (‘This is the fate of the wicked man’ or
the ‘teacher’s opening’, ‘I will tell you, listen to me’ -Job 8.8; I 5. I 7;
27. I 3). On one occasion the conclusion runs : ‘That is the fate of the
22 Examples: P.s. 37.25, 35f.; 73.2ff.; Job 4.8; 5.3; Prov. 7.6ff.; 24.3of.; Sir.
34.1 If.
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wicked man from God and the heritage of the “rebellious” man from
God’ (Job 2o,2g)?s
This is the fate of the wicked man (with) God,
and the heritage which oppressors receive from the Almighty.
If his sons are many, it is for the sword,
and his offspring will never have enough food.
Those of them who survive will be buried in death,
and their widows will not lament.
Even if he heaped up silver like dust
and clothes like clay,
the righteous will wear them,
and the innocent will divide the silver.
He built his house like ‘spiders’ webs’,
like a hut which the watchman makes.
He lies down to sleep a rich man, but ‘he will not do so again’.
When he opens his eyes, there is nothing left.
Terrors overtake him like floods,
and at night the storm carries him away.
The east wind lifts him up, and he is gone,
and it whisks him away from his place.
People throw stones at him mercilessly,
and he has to flee.
They clap their hands at him
and hiss at him from their place. (Job 27.1343)
In these four didactic prototypes, with powerful, rhetorical pathos,
the typical portrait of the wicked man and the typical end of his,
initially perhaps, successful life are sketched. Terrors hunt him, and
nemesis inevitably overtakes him at the end, so that he becomes an
object of horror and loathing to those who survive him. He is under
a curse, without descendants and an object of horror to a wide circle.
Each of these four didactic poems is a self-contained, artistic whole
which presupposes discriminating listeners. Unfortunately, no answer
can now be found to the question of who could have acted as model
for these poems, to which social category this ‘wicked man’ (rij$),
this ‘oppressor’ (~&is), this ‘godless man’ (hcZn;p) belonged. All of the
2s In relationship to Isa. I 7.14, B. S. Childs has devoted an interesting study to

+he phrase ‘this is the fate of . . .’ and has seen in it an expression which stems from

t 111: wisdom school : Isaiah and the Asssyrian Crisis, I 967, pp. I 3 I ff. (To the examples

ited there can be added.Jer. 13.25 and Wisd. 2.9.) Whether it is only a concludinn

ii ,I rrlula does not seem tome to-be-quite certain. In Job 27.13 it comes at the beginL II 118, probably also in Jer. I 3.25. In Job 8. I 3 and Wisd. 2.9 it comes in the middle.
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elements have become too typified. In these didactic poems there is
nothing specifically theological in the foreground. Their subjectmatter is not so much divine punishment as the occurrence of disaster
as such.
Alongside these didactic poems there are still others, which are
scarcely to be compared to those we have just mentioned, such as the
warning against bad company (Prov. I . I O-I g), the didactic poem
about the ‘five-fold blessing of wisdom’ (Prov. 2.1-22). Above all,
however, there belong here the specifically theological problem poems
(in the Egyptological field one speaks of ‘contest literature’zd), partitularly certain psalms (Pss. 37; ig ; 73; r 39) .2s

Dialogue: By far the largest part of ancient Near Eastern contest
literature consists of dialogues, for the dialogue form is the best
medium for the development of a problem. Alongside the wealth of
dialogue literature which we know from ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, the didactic literature of Israel has only the dialogue of Job
with his friends which, however, far surpasses its companion pieces
outside Israel.26 Whether the much simpler dialogues in the fables,
for example in the Jotham fable or in the dispute between the Tamarisk and the Date Palm,27 are literary precursors of the great dialogue
poems still has to be decided. One is particularly conscious of the lack
of a study of the specific nature of the thought-process which is at
work in the great dialogues. Such a study would lead us out of what
is, in any case, an erroneous comparison with Greek or even with
modern dialogues. It is not surprising that these dialogues lack any
personal, psychological delineation of the protagonists. More difficult
for the modern reader is the lack of any genuine contact of the speakers
with each other. In the case of Job, one often has the impression that
he has not listened properly. Often, indeed, both protagonists get
excited about the same thing, thus, for example, in the Job dialogue
when they come to discuss the theme of divine freedom. With this
lack there is connected the greatest difficulty, the lack of a clear statement of the subject of the debate and the lack of any clearly marked
84 Eberhard Otto, ‘Der Vorwurfan Gott (Zur Entstehung der Egypt. Auseinandersetzungsliteratur)’ in VOW. dcr Orientalist. Iagung in Marburg, Fuchgruppe
Agypologie 1950, 195 I.
*s See further below pp. 203ff.
8s On the ‘Job theme’ in Sumero-Akkadian literature see H. Gese, op. cit.,
PP. 5IfE
87 Translated in H. Gressmann, A0 T, pp. 2g4f. ; Pritchard, ANET, p. 4 I o.
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progress in the thought. When Job begins a lament (Job 7.14), he
finds himself at once in the conventional Gattung of the individual
lament and follows its conventional topics which often do not fit his
biographical situation, so that for a while one loses sight of the problem.
Now the Job dialogue certainly does not move in a circle; a progress
in the thought can be discerned, but here not only one question but
several are tackled and these are passed back and forth at will in the
course of the speeches. However, caution is advised. Perhaps this
movement of thought is strange to us rather than defective; for, after
all, even we can still perceive that here questions are, rather, circled
around and that precisely in this way a depth and a breadth are
achieved in the discussion of the problem which could never have been
intuited to this extent if the discussion had moved towards a solution
by way of a linear progression. It is the intuition that is important
above all. It is more important than a perception which can be
formulated conceptually and then expressed in a sentence. As far as
this intuition is concerned, the poet always aims at an effect of totality.
In a later period - we mention only the main points - there was
composed in Israel another dialogue, one of the finest things ever
written there, namely the conversation between Ezra and the interpreting angel in 11(4) Esdras, which stems directly from the wisdom tradition.28 In it, Ezra unfolds the intense despair which the
catastrophe which befell Jerusalem in AD 70 had brought upon the
pious Jews. The angel replies by forcing Ezra to reflect on ancient
wisdom insights.’ We are certainly not plunged into such depths by
the table-talk which was said to have been carried on in the Alexandria of the Ptolemies between learned Jews and the king Ptolemy II
Philadelphus. The learned Jews are never for a moment at a loss for
an answer to the questions asked by the king. From the literary point
of view this is no masterpiece.*@
Fable and allegory: With the fable, too, which was once a ‘great literary
force’, we nowadays no longer have a direct relationship; we have to
try to make it our own by the devious route of a historical understanding. But here, too, we are dealing with a primitive form of human
28 G. Reese, Die Geschichte IsmeL in der Auffassung des friihmn j’uakntums (Typewritten dissertation submitted to the Theological Faculty in Heidelberg, x967),
ijp.136ff.
2g The so-called Letter of Artisteas was written c. xoo BC. The use of older
: I-aditions is not excluded. Translated in 77~ Ajmcrypha and Pseude~igrapha of the Old
‘,‘eJtament, ed. R. H. Charles, Vol. II (Pseudepigrapha), pp.83--122.
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intellectual activity. It has, certainly correctly, been stressed that the
fable, according to its proper character, does not pursue moral goals
but tries simply to present a truth, a reality, something which is
typical and which is as it is .sO Frequently, the disclosure of the truth
drives it into the realm of cruelty .sl The poetic process is, of course,
remarkable enough, for in the fable there occurs a veiling of something
everyday, a kind of alienation in the direction of the unreal and the
fabulous. But precisely in this strange dress the truth is more forceful
than in the everyday where it is so easily overlooked. This effect is
particularly marked especially where the truth presented is drawn in
the direction of the comic. The yield of animal and plant fables from
the literature of the ancient Near East is enormous. Of course the
fable as a Guttung belonged originally to all and was not the prerogative of a learned class. But the schools have certainly made their
contribution to its collection and further cultivation. In the Old
Testament only very few fables have been preserved. This could be
attributed to the religious point of view which was determinative for
the collection of Israel’s literature.

The trees once went forth to anoint a king over them; and they said to
the olive tree, ‘Reign over us.’ But the olive tree said to them, ‘Shall I
leave my fatness, for which gods and men honour me, and go to sway
over the trees?’
And the trees said to the fig tree, ‘Come you, and reign over us.’ But

the fig tree said to them, ‘Shall I leave my sweetness and my good fruit,
and go to sway over the trees?’
And the trees said to the vine, ‘Come you, and reign over us.’ But the
vine said to them, ‘Shall I leave my wine which cheers gods and men,
and go to sway over the trees?’
Then all the trees said to the bramble, ‘Come you, and reign over us.’
And the bramble said to the trees, ‘If in good faith you are anointing
me king over you, then come and take refuge in my shade; but if not,
let fire come out of the bramble and devour the cedars of Lebanon.’

(Judg. @-vd
This masterpiece of the most concise reasoning and linguistic style is
not popular poetry but, after its own fashion, a perfect artistic poem
and is intended to be taken as such. This fable operates happily in
so K. Meuli, ‘Herkunft und Wesen der Fabel’, Schweiz. Archiuf. Volkskunde 50,

I 954, pp. 65,68, 77. Of course, the fable, with its many different types, could fulfil
very varied functions. E. Leibfried, F&l (1967).
a1 One can think, for example, of the cruel fable of the hawk and the nightingale
in Hesiod, Works and Days, 11.202ff.
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the political sphere, and it is the mouthpiece of men to whom any
form of kingly dominion is suspicious, if not downright intolerable.
Only a scoundrel, only someone who really has nothing to contribute
to the welfare of the whole will lend himself to it. But the one who has
nothing to offer actually has the audacity to invite the others into the
security of his protection and at the same time to utter shameless
threats. The fable is extremely daring, for it exposes the monarchy what is meant is the absolute monarchy of the Canaanite city states to ridicule. Its great antiquity is uncontested; to determine its political
setting in Israel is almost hopeless. Such a polemic must, however,
have had a public which was amused by the satire.32
The thistle on Lebanon sent to the cedar on Lebanon and said, ‘Give
your daughter in marriage to my son. ’ Then the wild beasts of Lebanon
passed by and trampled on the thistle. (II Kings 14.9)
This fable, too, had acquired a function in a political situation, for it
appears as the answer of a king who is challenged to a war. Obviously
it is incomplete; it is brief, and the action is also rather obscure.
Rather, it seems to refer to a marriage proposal which is not in accord
with class distinctions. One has the impression that it was reduced to
those elements which alone had something to say in the political
situation. What a period, when kings, in diplomatic communications,
wielded the intellectual weapon of the fable!
In this context there belongs also the prophet Nathan’s story of the
rich man who had taken from the poor man his only lamb (II Sam.
I 2.1-4). Here, too, it is easy to see that the fable only very approximately fits the offence which David had committed against Uriah.
The fable’s dominating feature, the touchingly intimate relationship
between the poor man and his lamb, has, at any rate, no obvious correspondence in the case of Uriah. In addition, David not only took
Uriah’s wife from him but also had him killed. There are definite
signs that the fable was not an ad hoc creation but existed independently of the case to which Nathan applied it. Another aspect of it is,
however, more important. Both here and in II Kings 14, along the

sa The most recent detailed treatment of the Jotham fable is in W. Richter,
1963, pp. 282ff. That this fable
does not fit exactly the historical situation has long been recognized. When Jotham
spoke, the Shechemites already had a king and had no occasion to worry about
whom to choose. But a fable was certainly not expected to correspond in all its
details to reality. What was important was the main thought; the listener took care
of all the rest.
Traditionsgeschichtfiche Untersuchungen zum Richterbuch,
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lines of the Jotham fable, the speaker, by means of an added interpretation, helps the listener to the correct application of the material of
the fable. In this way the fable acquires an explicitly didactic interpretation which was originally foreign to it. But such a change in
meaning could, of course, happen quickly in the case of the fable.
With the application of the fable to a specific biographical or political
situation, a fundamental change takes place in it, for in this way it
acquires allegorical features. Certainly, not every single eleme’nt in
the fable is equally productive when it is applied to a specific situation. But, in the case of many of them, each element challenges the
listener to provide an appropriate interpretation. One skips quietly
over those elements which are unproductive. A similar situation occurs
in the case of the two fables in Ezekiel, the one about the great eagle
who broke a twig off a cedar of Lebanon (Ezek. I 7) and the one about
the lioness with her whelps (Ezek. rg), for these are well on the way to
becoming pure allegories. One can ask whether Ezekiel was using
what was still genuine fable material. If he was, then it was in very
free imitation, for here, in contrast to the fables just cited, the narrative material itself is already strongly stamped by the application. The
fable Guttung has here been greatly disintegrated by the prophet for
his own purposes.
The allegorizing of historical events, which begins in Ezekiel, was
subsequently developed in apocalyptic to provide great allegorical
presentations of the whole history of Israel, as for example in the
vision of animals (I Enoch 85-90) where all the principal events of
Israel’s history are mirrored in the changing fortunes of a herd of
sheep and bulls. The same is, of course, true of the vision of the cloud
(Syriac Baruch 53-p). Since we are here dealing with the stylistic
form of dream-visions, it may well be supposed that this form of
allegorizing belongs originally to the science of dream interpretation
which is very old in the East. Are, then, the dreams of Joseph about
the sheaves of corn and the stars bowing down, or those of the Pharaoh
about the seven cows and the seven ears of corn, which are also interpreted allegorically, so very different from these (Gen. 37.5ff.;

4.1.1ff.)?

But such a veiled manner of speaking, which arouses reflection
precisely through its veiled character, is also encountered in quite
di frerent didactic contexts :
Drink water from your cistern
;ind what fh\VS

fi-o1n y(~II1’ well,
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so that your springs are not scattered abroad,

nor streams of water in the squares.
To you alone they should belong,
but not to any foreigner besides yourself.
May your well be blessed
and rejoice in the wife of your youth,
the lovely hind and graceful doe. . . . (Prov. 5. I 5-23)

Here is an exhortation which, to begin with, is couched in allegorical
terms. Only from the last half verse is the meaning of the image
clarified. The fountain, the spring, is the man’s own wife. At the same
time, however, the springs and streams of water recall the power of
procreation and children. Thus.* keep strange women at arm’s length,
remain true to your wife. The allegorizing veil was a means of making
the exhortation more refined from a rhetorical point of view in order
to make it more emphatic.
Remember also your Creator in the days of your youth, before the
evil days come, and the years draw nigh, when you will say, ‘I have no

pleasure in them ‘a, before the sun and the light, and the moon, and the
stars are darkened and the clouds return after the rain; in the day when
the keepers of the house tremble, and the strong men are bent, and the
grinders cease because they are few, and those that look through the
windows are dimmed, and the doors on the street are shut. . . . before
the silver cord is snapped, or the golden bowl is broken, or the pitcher
is broken at the fountain, or the wheels broken at the cistern.
(Eccles. 12.1-6)

The famous allegory of growing old now stands under the admonition: Remember your Creator before the evil days of old age come.
But here, too, we surely originally have, rather, a specific form of the
riddle. What is it? The keepers of the house tremble, the strong men
are bent, only a few grinders are left, etc. ? Answer: It is old age. There
are gathered together here separate elements, each of which requires
to be interpreted on the basis of the idea of the human body as a house
which is still inhabited but which has slowly crumbled. The ‘keepers’
are the arms, the ‘strong men’ the legs, the ‘grinders’ the teeth, then
follow eyes and ears. The occasional confusion of image and object
did not trouble the ancient listener. Fully worked out allegories are,
of course, rare. Often an image is allegorical only in parts, only to
move away from that particular style again. Above all, the transitions
between what is simply metaphorical and what is allegorical are
fluid. But wherever we are dealing with a number of pictorial ele-
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ments, each of which requires interpretation, we are jusitfied in calling it allegorical speech.33

We may speak of didactic narrative when the presentation dispenses
with puzzling literary devices and when a specific context of events is
presented quite openly as far as its outward sequence is concerned. In
the ways in which the didactic purpose of the narrator is expressed
there are considerable differences. In this respect, the Joseph narrative shows great restraint, both at its climax and in its individual
features; for example, in the description of Joseph’s innocence only
the person who is capable of listening sensitively really feels himself
addressed. Similarly in the prose narrative in Job, it is the events, the
spoken word, which instruct. Only in the summary sentences (Job
1.22; 2.1ob) does the narrator address the reader from outside of the
narrative. Much more powerful are the didactic emphases in a narrative which have been placed there by an event which a wise .rnan
has observed in the street (Prov. 7.6ff.). The story of Tobit also releases its teachings directly and openly, for here it is not just the events
themselves which instruct; in addition, the narrator places voluminous instructions on the lips of the protagonists. Such didactic narratives have, of course, rarely been ‘written’ ad hoc; as a rule they cast
old narrative material in a new form. In the case of the Tobit narra-.
tive this is generally acknowledged .s4 In the case ofthe Joseph narrative
it cannot be proved; but it is fairly certain that the story of the vizier
who climbed to power and honour must have had its earlier stages.
Already, for the narrator of Genesis, it lay in the distant past.
The level of ancient Israelite narrative art can be recognized in the
mastery with which narrative expositions were composed. If this is
already true of literary narratives such as those in the books of Samuel,
then it is certainly true also of didactic narratives. The exposition of
the Joseph story sets the reader, with its very first sentences, in the
centre of a scene agitated with passions, on the one hand the father’s
33 An interesting survey of the modern use (going back as far as Goethe and
Schelling) of the term allegory has been made by A. J. Bjiirndalen, ZzMriftfor
teologi og kirke, 1966, pp. 145ff. It would be true to say of the Old Testament that
one must speak of an allegory where we have a passage containing two or more
metaphors belonging to the same context of meaning and mutually interpreting
one another.
34 It is, as is well known, the story ‘of the grateful corpse’. It must of course be
ernpl~rtiized that this old material has been so altered in the present narrative as to
be l!nr~cr)qrlizahle. Thus, knowledge about the long pre-history of the material is
o!. II<) he113 in understanding the present narrative.

THE FORMS IN WHICH KNOWLEDGE IS EXPRESSED

47

love, on the other the brothers’ hatred. This is followed by Joseph’s
two dreams, which direct one’s gaze into a still veiled future, The
exposition closes with the sentence, ‘And his brothers were jealous of
him, but his father kept the thing in mind’ (Gen. 37.1 I). Events as
such come into play only when the father sends the defenceless Joseph
to the brothers who are busy far away with their herds. The most
artistic of all expositions has been achieved by the narrator of the
book of Tobit. It consists of two sections which run parallel to each
other and which correspond from the point of view of their form. The
first deals with the old man Tobit who has buried a corpse which lay
near his housg: and who is completely impoverished by adverse circumstances which have a connection with this occurrence. The other deals
with a young girl whose suitors were each strangled on their wedding
night by a wicked demon. These two people, independently of each
other and widely separated from each other, ask God to let them die.
God, however, hears the prayers of these two, who do not know each
other, and links their destinies for good (Tob. 1-3). The real action
begins only in Tob. 4.
A sharp differentiation of didactic narrative from other types of
narrative is naturally impossible. The points of transition are fluid.
Does the militant book of Judith belong more with historical narratives? From the point of view of its material it leads the reader into
the military and political sphere and, tricked out with a whole load
of partly confused, historical reminiscences, tells of a woman’s heroism. Nevertheless, this narrative, too, will have to be credited with a
didactic purpose which goes beyond the communication of sensational
events, for the theme of the book is the uniqueness of Israel’s God, the
questioning of it and its historical proof. Much more obviously, in
this respect, are the Daniel narratives to be classified here, especially
Dan. I ; 3-6. They certainly do not come from that period of terrible
religious persecution by Antiochus Epiphanes (167 BC), but from a
much earlier time, namely from a Diaspora situation in which the
Jews were certainly not persecuted but in which, on the contrary, the
way to high offices of state lay open to them. But this very loyalty to
the great king concealed the possibility of quite specific religious
conflicts.
Prayers: It is an established result of Gattung-criticism that in the

Psalter, as well as in other, mostly later books, ‘wisdom psalms’ are to
1)~ found. Behind this assertion there remains much that is still obscure,
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for one cannot speak of a particular Gattung of didactic prayers, only
of a common language and motif. We have no certain criteria for the
determination of these psalms. On the contrary, these poems belong
to various psalm-types which they appear to imitate. Thus it is, rather,
a general impression, one of a certain erudition and didactic quality,
of a preponderance of theological thoughts, etc., which entitles us to
separate these psalms from the great body of predominantly cultically
orientated psalms. At any rate, the 5%~ im Leben of these poems cannot
be sought in the cult. ‘The problem in psalm exegesis is not the cultic
psalms, but the non-cultic ones.‘35 The circle of psalms which are to
be reckoned as belonging to this group sometimes becomes wider and
sometimes is drawn a little tighter, a fact which is not surprising in
view of the lack of definite indication as to Gattung. Obviously we are
dealing here with a type of school poetry which, in the post-exilic
period, was delivered to an audience of pupils. It is possible that.the
wise men wrote down such prayers also for their own edification. The
impression of a certain dichotomy - prayers to God and instruction
for pupils - is awakened only in the modern observer. At any rate,
they are genuine prayers, and the often sublime pathos of these
hymns, etc., is pure. The didactic element scarcely obtrudes.36 Often
we recognize it only in the diction and in the motifs which we encounter otherwise only in explicitly didactic texts.
Let us then be satisfied here with the fact that the teachers, in a late
period, gradually dominated, from a stylistic point of view, all types
of psalms, from the hymn, by way of the thanksgiving, to the individual lament, and that these forms, borrowed from the cult, became
for them, in an outstanding way, vessels for the expression of their
perceptions and their problems. Although the types which they adopted can be recognized with comparative ease, in actual fact something
new came into being at the hands of the teachers, for here, for the
first time, the prayer has been elevated to become a genuine literary
form and to become, at the same time, a specific form of expression
for specific perceptions. This is particularly true of the hymn. There
were, for Israel, perceptions which could be expressed, strangely

enough to our ears, only in the form of the hymn. We have, therefore,
every right, in the discussion that follows, to draw freely upon such
hymnic texts. Typical of the way in which the prayer became a
literary form, is the note that Tobit ‘wrote’ his song of praise (Tob.
13. I). We also know for certain that Sirach composed hymns, and he
was certainly not the first to do so. A special group is formed by those
poems which deal with problems or meditations, which deal with
serious attacks and offer solutions for those problems which threaten
faith (Pss. 49; 73; 139). 37 Another group are the Torah-psalms,
especially Pss. I and I 19, which celebrate the revelation of Yahweh’s
will as the source of all knowledge and as an indispensable guide in
life.38 In all these texts mentioned here, one cannot be sufficiently
amazed at how easily, and almost without a break, harrowing thoughts
and praise can stand side by side. Nowhere is this more impressive
than in the Gattung of the ‘judgment doxology’, which was first
developed into an important literary prayer-form by these teachers.39
Were we to continue the enumeration of the literary forms used by
the teachers (and this would certainly be possible), one result would
not be changed. All of these forms, together with their contents, are
to be designated as poetic, as products of the poetic aspect of the
human intellect. This is, of course, also true of those which are written
in solemn, poetic prose. Here we must also keep in mind the fact that
in the ancient world poetry was not so far removed from daily life, a
fact which is still true of the East today. The step from the prose of
everyday language to poetry could, at that time, be taken more easily
and more naturally. Everywhere in everyday life, even in diplomatic
communications between heads of state, poetry had its rightful place.
This is explicable only for the reason that the phenomenon of poetry
was at that time still accorded a quite different, more serious function
in public life, too, in so far as one recognized that poetic expression
was particularly forceful in expressing truth. Its function was not
simply to transmit factual knowledge. It was capable of deriving
more from the affairs and events of life. There is even an intensifying,
‘compressing’ element which is always characteristic of it, and therefore its fixing of perceptions in connected words can claim to possess a
greater degree of truth. In that period, a wide range of basic percep-

48

35 S. Mowinckel, ‘Psalms and Wisdom’, SVT 3, 1955, p. 205. Characteristic
indications of this Gattung are to be found in Gunkel-Begrich, Einleitung in die
Psalmen, 1933, pp. 38gff. ; H. L. J ansen, Die s@jiidische Psalmendichtung, ihr Entstehungskreis und ihr ‘Sitr im Leben’, 1937, esp. pp.133f.
36 In post-canonical wisdom poetry, the didactic element comes more to the
fore. Thus, e.g., in the Psalms of Solomon 15, the relationship is reversed. It is
teaching rather than prayer.
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tions about life and the world could be expressed only in poetic form,
and thus poetic expression was something which was necessary for life
and knowledge. This poetic function of fixing perceptions was occasionally characterized by the solemnity of an oath, just as even today
a poetic word can exercise a magical power.
Only the man who has allowed his senses to be dulled in his dealing
with the materials or who does not know the real purpose of this poetic
wisdom can be deceived as to the magnitude of the intellectual
achievement of our wisdom teachers. Pindar, who also made the connection between wisdom and poetry his business, describes this way
of recording knowledge as ‘work’, ‘toil’. Here, use is made of more
than simply the comprehending intellect ; we are dealing here with an
already acquired knowledge, a knowledge which man professes and
which he lives out.40 If, in this way, knowledge acquired such an
eminently human appearance, then from this there can be explained
its most remarkable feature, its character as a game.41 In many
sentences, above all in the cryptic literary forms such as the fable, the
numerical saying, the allegory, in their word-plays and especially
when the farcical is touched upon, this game-like character is quite
evident. Even the literary forms of the wise men confirm for us the
strange fact that there are perceptions which can be expressed only. in
the form of an intellectual game. Pindar’s saying, however difficult to
translate into Hebrew, was also true, as far as its meaning goes, of
Israel, ‘Blind is the mind of him who, without the Muses, seeks out
the steep path of wisdom. ‘4s Israel does not seem to have wondered at
all about the phenomenon of the art of poetry as such. But in this
domain she has been highly daring and also highly successful. However, we shall have to keep this aspect of the matter in mind, for it
will later become clear that Israel was able to justify, in a surprising
way, her right to play with the truth which was inherent in the world.
40 ‘The proverb differs from a statement which communicates only factual material in that it is able to grasp not only the factual, but a human element, an inner
attitude, an intellectual relationship to the factual.’ W. Preisendanz, op. cit., p. 12.
41 H.-G. Gadamer, op. cit., pp.g@.
42 The two quotations from Pindar (Paean 7b) are taken from B. Snell, IXchtung
und Gesellschaft, I 965, p. I 34.

PART TWO

THE LIBERATION OF REASON AND
THE RESULTANT PROBLEMS

IV
KNOWLEDGE AND THE FEAR OF GOD
HAT IS, in biblical scholarship, usually meant by the ‘wisdom’
of Israel is not designated by one single, invariable term in
the didactic literature of the Old Testament. The Hebrew
word for wisdom (h&M) has no precedence among the various
terms; it is only one amongst others. There are the two words from
the same root, tebzina’and him?, which we translate by ‘understanding’.
Alongside these, the word &at (‘knowledge’) is prominent. The word
meZimm6 ‘plan’, ‘thought’, ‘prudence’ also plays a part in instruction
and has approximately the same meaning. Lastly, to mention only the
most important, there is the word miistir which means, initially, ‘correction’, but much more frequently its result, namely ‘discipline’, thus
coming close in meaning to the Greekpaideia.1 How closely these and
other terms are connected with each other is seen in the fact that they
often appear happily alongside each other. Not infrequently, in parallelism, they become intertwined almost to the point of a synonymity
which is often difficult for us to understand. Naturally these words are
not, strictly speaking, synonymous, but the teachers believe that there
is no better way of presenting their subject-matter in appropriate
fashion, not by the use of terms which are clearly differentiated one
from the other, but by the opposite means, namely by the juxtaposition of words related in meaning. Notice, in the following examples, only the almost playful coordination of the terms ‘wisdom’,
‘understanding‘, ‘knowledge’, ‘prudence’ and realize what a difficult
task the exegete has as a result.

W

For Yahweh gives wisdom;
from his mouth come knowledge and understanding.
1 tebhi: Prov.

2.2, 3,

(Prov. 2.6)

6; 3.13; 8.1; 10.23; 14.29; 15.21; 17.27; 20.5; 24.3; bimi:

Prov. 3.5; 9.6; du‘at: Prov. 1.4; g-10; 11.9; 13.16; 24.4, 5; 30.3; mezimmci: Prov.
1.4; 3.2; 5.2; 8.12; mlSstSr; Prov. 1.8; 3.11; 4.13; 10.17; 12.1; 13.18, 24; (22.15;)
15.32, 33;

23.12; 24.32.
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For wisdom will enter your heart,
and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;
prudence will watch over you,
and understanding guard you. (Prov. 2.1of.)
He who does not waste his words is an expert in knowledge,
and a cool-headed man is a man of understanding. (Prov. 17.27)
The beginning of wisdom is the fear of Yahweh,
and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding. (Prov. g. 10)
An intelligent mind acquires knowledge,
and the ear of the wise seeks knowledge. (Prov. 18.15)
A wise man is ‘mightier’ than a strong man,
and a man of knowledge is ‘more than one full of strength’.
(Prov. 24.5)

Obviously one would not arrive at this form of speech if one insisted
on taking the words, at all costs, in accordance with their various
shades of meaning. A differentiation in meaning certainly comes into
play, but one must also take into consideration a certain ceremonial
quality in the speech, a circumstantiality in speech which has become
a game. If one asks what emerges from this stylization, then it is certainly not so much nuances appropriate to the perception being expressed as a desire to convince. The use of the artistic device of
repetition is obvious from the very beginning in the case of didactic
speech. From the point of view of content, these sentences have, of
course, much to do with the human intellect. They point to something which one can teach and which the pupil has to make his own
by incorporating it into his ‘understanding’, his store of knowledge.
At this point many questions arise. In what way did Israel herself
think about this knowledge? To what phenomena was it directed and
what purpose did it serve ? Was its success dependent on specific,
perhaps even religious suppositions? It would be particularly important to see more precisely how the teachers accommodated this strongly
committed intellectual faculty to their faith in Yahweh. Although we
shall come across these questions again and again in the course of our
discussion, at this stage some basic points must be made.
I. It seems a simple matter to answer the question about the unalterable presupposition and prerequisite of every possession of wisdom and understanding. Does the Old Testament not say often enough
that Yahweh is the giver of wisdom? But this conviction was not
universal in every period, for the passages which describe wisdom
expressis verbis as a special gift of Yahweh obviously come from a fairly
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late period.2 From this it can be inferred that the concept that all
wisdom comes from God is to be attributed to specific, theological
considerations which came to the fore only at a fairly late stage. For
the wise men who taught in this advanced period, the endowment of
man with intelligence and with a productive ability for differentiation
was not simply on the same level as other gifts of God - honour, life,
wealth, posterity - but was recognized and thought of as a phenomenon of a particular type and, above all, of special theological significance. The statement that wisdom and understanding come from
God has the weight of a considered, theological pronouncement.
Wisdom and understanding have here ceased to be something which
is given to every man ‘by nature’. Occasionally, the wise men speak
of the receiving of this gift as an inspiratory event.
I am young in years,

but you are aged.
For this reason I timidly held back
from telling you what I knew.
I said to myself, ‘Let age speak,
let many years teach wisdom.’
But it is the spirit in man,
the divine breath, which makes him understand.
It is not always the old who are wise,
nor the aged who understand what is right.
So I said to myself, ‘Listen to me,
I, too, will tell what I know.’
Look ! I waited for your words,
listened to your insights.
I am full of words,
the spirit within me constrained me.
My heart is like wine
that hasnoair . . .
I must speak to give vent to my feelings,
must open my lips and answer. (Job 32.6-1 I, 18-20)
Mere a young wisdom teacher presents himself in full vigour, almost,
indeed, with an apparently baroque flourish. Skilfully, he begins with
tllc dilemma in which he finds himself. Politeness demands that he
keep silent; truth, on the other hand, that he speak. Every listener
2 Ex. 28.3; 3x.3,6; 35.31, 35; 36.xf.; I Kings 3.4ff, 28; 5.gff.; Ps. 51.8; I 19.98;
.Tob 35.1 I; Prov. 2.6; Eccles. 2.26; Dan. 1.17; 2.21, 23; on this see M. Noth, ‘Die
kvihrung von Salomos “gbttlicher Weisheit”‘, SVT 3, 1955, pp. 225ff.
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concedes that he must decide for the latter, for - and here we come
to the relevant idea - it was God himself who entrusted him with a
perception which forced him to speak. This friend of Job’s describes
the perception which he has received from God in terms which recall
a type of prophetic inspiration. The spirit within him has ‘constrained’
him. The perception which had come to him is something strong
which he is unable to resist. The language selected will have to be
attributed to the cultivated erudition of the later wisdom teachers
who had at their disposal a wide range of forms and concepts which
enabled them to express their ideas artistically.
Still more strongly in the case of Eliphaz, another of Job’s friends,
the act of theological perception has the character of an experience
from outside.. It provides simple sentences with a theological prologue
in which are described precisely the circumstances accompanying the
reception of revelation in a way in which not even any prophet. describes them, and this at a period when prophets were perhaps known
only from books. But this was what was demanded by the fastidious
literary taste of a certain cultural level in later Israel.

A word stole into my mind,
and my ear received the whisper of it.
In the broodings of night-visions,
when a deep sleep falls upon men,
terror and trembling came upon me
and made all my bones shake,
a breath passed over my face,
all the hair on my body stood on end.
Someone stood there, but I did not recognize him;
there was a figure in front of my face.
I heard a whisper,
‘Is mortal man righteous before God ?’ (Job 4. I 2-17)
Meanwhile we must not think that these wise men acquired cheap
renown by means of empty bombast. They were faced with difficult
problems which could be tackled only with concentrated thought,
and these men felt that they were enabled to face this exacting work
by a direct, divine impulse. It is, indeed, not difficult to see how even
the literary display keeps pace in this development with the seriousness of the questions which these teachers asked themselves. Correspondingly, the need also grew to legitimatize the perceptions gained they were mostly of a theological nature - as deriving from a prior act
of divine inspiration. A connection was then obvious with ideas which
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were originally prophetic. Actually, in such texts is expressed a feeling
for the stature peculiar to a decisive gain in knowledge. It was given
a divine origin, and it was felt to be necessary to provide it with a
corresponding literary form of expression. The matter did not, of
course, end with the belief that God himself assisted man in his search
for knowledge. Even with this divine assistance, the teachers were
not relieved of the duty of being accurate in their reasoning and of
explicitly refiting erroneous opinions. In addition, the teachers of the
later period, such as Sirach, the author of the Wisdom of Solomon
and the apocalyptists, had to appear conversant with the wisdom of
foreign nations in order to remain on top of the knowledge of their
time.
2. If we now turn to the older sentence wisdom as it is collected
especially in Prov. 10-29, then there appears an enormous gulf between this and what we have just said, for there is absolutely no trace
here of such a serious, theological motivation, in terms of specific acts
of inspiration, of the knowledge acquired. In vain do we look here
for specific reflections on the origin of the perceptions produced we shall discuss shortly the important exception in Prov. 1.7; 15.33.
Thus, since the objects of this search for knowledge were of a secular
kind, questions about man’s daily life, systematic reflection on them
was held to be a secular occupation about which no more needed to
be said except that it was to be pursued in an organized and careful
way.
On the lips of him who has understanding wisdom is to be found,
but a stick is for the back of him who lacks understanding.
(Prov. 10.13)
If the boaster seeks wisdom, it is in vain;
but knowledge is easy for the man of understanding. (Prov. 14.6)
To get knowledge is better than gold,
and to get wisdom better than silver. (Prov. 16.16)
The purpose in a man’s mind is like deep water,
but a man of understanding draws it up. (Prov. 20.5)
Go about with wise men, and you will become wise. (Prov. I 3.20)
If one reads over these and other sentences, one sees at once that
wisdom and the acquiring of it is here a human activity which is open
to everyone. As far as these sentences are concerned, there is obviously
no problem in this. The gaining of wisdom is placed entirely within
the sphere of human decision. Accordingly, the pupil is addressed in
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the didactic sentences as one who is in the position of being able to
‘get wisdom’ (Prov. I 5.32 ; 16.16). Keeping company with wise men
makes one wise (Prov. 13.20) ; if need be, ‘the stick gives wisdom’
(Prov. 29.15). The question where wisdom comes from is simply not
raised here. At no point do these sentences give the impression that
Israel considered this intellectual faculty of hers and the refining of it
to be a special privilege given her by her God. On the contrary. As
opposed to the exclusiveness of her religious convictions, Israel not
only was aware of the search for knowledge on the part of other
nations, but also studied its products and was not above appropriating
from it what seemed to be useful.
Meanwhile, precisely at the point at which the modern reader
comes upon the idea of the universality of the human intellectual
faculty, an idea which is familiar to him and which even seems to
him to be the only possible one, there emerges a group of problems
peculiar to but nevertheless completely characteristic of Israel. In
order to elucidate them we must retrace our steps to some extent.
The intellectual curiosity of old wisdom, its cultural impetus and
the zeal with which it studied the corresponding cultural achievements of other nations stands in considerable contrast to the spirituality of the pre-monarchical period, even of the period of Saul. Whether
we speak of a process of secularization starting fairly suddenly, of the
discovering of man, that is of a humanization, or of the beginning of a
rational search for knowledge, at any rate this strong, intellectual
movement must have been preceded by an inner decline, the disintegration of an understanding of reality which we can describe, in a
felicitous expression of M. Buber’s, as ‘pan-sacralism’. Of course, we
possess very little to enable us really to reconstruct this early spirituality
in Israel, for many of the traditions from this period - one has only to
think of those of the patriarchal period, of the Mosaic and wilderness
periods - have already been all too strongly impregnated with the
spirit of the new age. But there are also narratives which stand wholly
on the earlier side of this great intellectual upheaval. We are afforded
interesting insights by the comprehensive narrative which depicts one
stage of Saul’s military involvement with the Philistines (I Sam. I 3f.).
If one follows the fairly complicated course of events, it becomes
immediately clear that the narrator brings every decisive event,
military advantages and setbacks as well as all human conflicts, into
association with the world of the sacral and the ritual: the vow of
abstention which Saul imposes on the warriors, with the total cursing
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of any potential transgressor, the obtaining ofa sign through Jonathan,
the ‘divine panic’ which strikes the Philistine camp, the overhasty
eating of ritually unclean meat on the part of the exhausted soldiers,
the ‘redemption’ of Jonathan from the death penalty by a substitute,
and much more besides. One can see that the military activity takes
place in a thoroughly sacral realm of ideas. Without question, we are
dealing with a very old-fashioned faith which believed that every
event was encompassed by rites and sacral ordinances, and for this
reason we can call it a pan-sacral faith. One can, of course, object
that this is a military activity which is far removed from everyday life
and that in that everyday life, even in the early period, people could
use their sound, human reasoning. This can certainly not be contradicted. However, in the understanding of reality, in the wnole sphere
of comprehension in which men’s lives operated, some decisive change
must have taken place, particularly with Solomon. One has only to
cast a glance at the so-called Succession Narrative (II Sam. 6-I Kings
2) which was written only two generations after the archaic military
account mentioned above. What a worldly sphere it is in which men
play their parts here.1 Disasters are no longer traced back to sacral
offences. Events are determined by the political will of a great king,
but equally also by his weaknesses, by ambition, political intrigues
and love affairs. They seem to unfold in accordance with a closely
forged chain of causality, with a law which lies within the circumstances and within men themselves. Nevertheless, the narrator points
us specifically to the fact that the threads of all the events lay in
Yahweh’s hands.
No further arguments are necessary. As a background to this
presentation of history there lies an understanding of reality, a conception of the environment, which has fundamentally altered vi.+h-z%
that of ‘pan-sacralism’. It is also clear that old wisdom in Israel was
influenced by that enlightened intellectuality. To the obvious question
as to the way in which this new conception finds characteristically
theological expression, one must unhesitatingly reply that it does so
in the recognition of a relative determinism inherent in events and
also in the recognition of a relative value inherent in worldly things
(life, property, honour, etc.). One must again qualify this by saying
that it cannot precisely have been a matter of a ‘discovery’ for, to be
precise, a life without at least a tacit consideration of these factors
would be unthinkable. And yet there is a great difference. It is seen
in the ability to express clearly and objectively the factors observed;
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it is seen, above all, in the much-discussed ‘worldliness’ of the majority
of the older sentences. The reader, of course, does not expect to encounter in the phraseology of the teachers an expression corresponding, even approximately, to ‘determinism’. One will not even come
upon the formulation of the problem. This is due to the strictly maintained dogmatic, non-interrogative form of the teachings of the wise
men. Nevertheless, the experience of inherent determinism and of
intrinsic value is everywhere present in the sentences of old wisdom.
Wherever it teaches the recognition of orders - and this it does in
abundance - it has already objectified an inner experience of the
reality of the world. The case is similar with material things which,
in some cases, are regarded wholly objectively as realities which
determine men’s lives. (As a result of these observations one could
even speak of an intrinsic harmfulness of certain things, etc.)
The decisive question for us is, of course, how faith in Yahweh’s
dealings with men was brought into relationship with this fundamentally altered understanding of reality. One can expect to find
something about this in the teachings of the wise men. In anticipation
at this point, one should note only this, that the heightened consciousness of inherent, deterministic factors at no point came into open
conflict with faith in Yahweh. There is a complete lack of any indication that this awareness whittled away at faith in Yahweh’s overall
power, which is what one might have expected.
Here, however, we stand, for the first time, face to face with the
real problem of the wisdom teachers’ understanding of reality. It will
be our task in what follows to enter into that understanding. The
process of secularization which definitely began in the early monarchy
does not, in the teachings of the wise men, go hand in hand with a
disintegration of faith in Yahweh’s power. That would be a simple
and, to us, familiar process. Rather, we see the teachers - with what
sometimes appears to us as an uncanny confidence - holding together the awareness of inherent determinism on the one hand and
faith in Yahweh’s power on the other, indeed even mingling the two.
The idea of life completely embedded in sacral ordinances has gone.
But this has by no means affected faith in Yahweh. It, rather, has
become part of a completely new form of the understanding of reality.
It is already possible to see that the ‘worldliness’ of Israel’s world,
which she in fact learned to see anew, was a very specific form of her
understanding of reality and that one must beware of lumping it
along with popular ideas of today. Of course, the teachers’ search for
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knowledge turned towards the vast field of daily, and sometimes for
that very reason trivial, experiences, a field in which man never ceases
to learn. In the community life of men, in their economic activity, but
also in man’s keeping company with himself, either in moderation
or in excess, certain inherent determining factors can be observed
which would be worth having in fixed form. But - and this is where it
becomes difficult for us - the circle of these fixed perceptions was
essentially wider still, for to it there belonged also experiences which
man had of God, for here, too, the ancients believed they had perceived
a specific order and regularity. Finally, too, God’s blessing was an
experience, his acceptance of but also his thwarting of human intentions. And was it not obvious that God’s desire for justice could not be
ignored with impunity? The fact that, in the great catalogue of perceptions, experiences of God alternate with worldly experiences, at
once demands that we rethink one side of the Israelite understanding
of reality, a side which is of decisive importance for the correct understanding of our texts. The modern exegete is always tempted to read
into the old texts the tensions with which he is all too familiar between
faith and thought, between reason and revelation. Accordingly, there
has been a tendency to infer too much from the preponderance of
worldly sentences over religious ones. The conclusion has, for example,
been drawn that this old proverbial wisdom was still scarcely touched
by Yahwism and that it was still only at the very beginning of a
process of interpenetration by Yahwism. Against this, it can be
categorically stated that for Israel there was only one world of experience and that this was apperceived by means of a perceptive apparatus
in which rational perceptions and religious perceptions were not
differentiated. Nor was this any different in the case of the prophets.
The reality surrounding Israel was much more comprehensive than
we would imagine, either in political or socio-ethical or any other
kind of terms. The neighbouring nations, the great empires, the
political and strategic events were certainly seen clearly by the prophets, even more clearly than by the majority of their contemporaries,
but this was still not the full reality in which Israel found herself. Just
as real for them was the burden of guilt, the involvement in evil and
in disobedience and the consequences of this; and as real as anything
could be was Yahweh’s word which thrust deep into Israel’s life as
both a destructive and a constructive force. All this lay on one and the
same level of man’s potential experience. One can, therefore, only
warn against trying to see the specific factor in wisdom simply as the
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manifestation of a rationality which was independent of faith. Even
Amos, in his discovery of Israel’s reality, brought his reason into
operation in a particularly consistent way. It taught him to see in
contemporary historical events a logic which was anchored in ‘reality’
itself. That he uncovered his logic, to which everyone else turned a
blind eye, and clearly recognized in it the will of Yahweh, was his
own doing. The teachers did not deal with matters of such moment,
but one may ask whether their thinking and that of the prophets did
not, in the last resort, start from the same presuppositions.

similarity of men and of their reactions, faith in the reliability of the
orders which support human life and thus, implicitly or explicitly,
faith in God who put these orders into operation. If one understands
those sentences which are expressed in wholly secular terms against
their total intellectual background, then they, too, are undoubtedly
dependent both on knowledge and on faith in God. Indeed, it was
precisely because this knowledge of Yahweh was so strong, so unassailable, that Israel was able to speak of the orders of this world in
quite secular terms. Exegetes have long set great store by the sentences
which mention God or which otherwise have a religious content,
because they supposed that here, above all, was Israel’s own contribution over against ancient Near Eastern wisdom. For us today, the
more interesting sentences are actually those in which this is not the
case. Without being a-religious, but being in the last resort also, of
course, linked with Yahweh, they reveal to us a freedom in their
understanding of the world, a freedom to which they were entitled
precisely by their faith in Yahweh.
But behind our assertion that experiences of Yahweh were, for
Israel, experiences of the world, and vice versa, there lurks the question :
Were there actually two areas of experience which Israel in the last
resort did differentiate, or was there only one? That we can now no
longer separate a realm of religious experience from a realm of secular
experience is clear. On the other hand, Yahweh and the world were
certainly not identical. Yahweh encountered man in the world. But
why did there still exist parallel series of statements about ‘experiences
of Yahweh’ and ‘experiences of the world’ as we saw above in Prov.
16.7-12 (an example typical of the book of Proverbs as a whole) ?
We can only answer as follows. Obviously Israel, in her ‘enlightened’
understanding of the world, has stumbled upon a dialectic of experience which could no longer be simply resolved and released. Indeed,
if Yahweh and the world had been identical, then everything could
have been expressed in simple terms. But Yahweh encountered man
in the world always and only in the individual act of experience, and
this certainly did not presuppose any identity of God and world.
Again, the expressions ‘experience of Yahweh’ and ‘experience of the
world’ perhaps did not entirely coincide, otherwise the statements in
the sentences could simply have been interchanged. But that was
certainly never attempted. Looked at in this way, that attempt to
establish the ‘secularity of the world’ does not simply prove to be the
great redeeming simplification. If one tries to see this secular under-

When a man’s ways please Yahweh,
he makes even his enemies be at peace with him.
Better is a little with righteousness,
than great revenues with injustice.
A man’s mind thinks out his own way,
but Yahweh directs his step.
An oracle is on the king’s lips,
in judgment his mouth does not fail.
Balances and just scales belong to Yahweh,
all the weights in the bag are his work.
Criminal activity is an abomination to kings,
for the throne is founded upon righteousness. (Prov. I 6.7-12)

In this group of sayings, sentences which express an ‘experience of
Yaweh’ alternate (certainly unintentionally) with those which express
an ‘experience of the world’. It would be madness to presuppose here
some kind of separation, as if in one case the man of objective perception were speaking and in the other the believer in Yahweh. The
discovery that, in old proverbial wisdom, sentences expressing secular
experience and sentences expressing religious experience are inextricably (and in variable proportions) mixed, certainly argues against
the idea of any kind of tension within the perceptive apparatus. Israel
knew nothing of the aporia which we read into these proverbs. It was
perhaps her greatness that she did not keep faith and knowledge
apart. The experiences of the world were for her always divine experiences as well, and the experiences of God were for her experiences of
the world.3 It has been rightly said that in all knowledge faith is also
at work.4 Thus here, in proverbial wisdom, there is faith in the stability
of the elementary relationships between man and man, faith in the
3 One may compare with this K. Schwarzw;iller’s reflections on Israel’s understandins of reality, Theologie oder Phiinomenologie, x966, pp.13gff.
4 E. Spranger, Die Magie der Seele, 1947, p.52.
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standing of the world against the background of faith in Yahweh,
then it appears, for its part, to be a fairly complex phenomenon which
concealed its own intellectual difficulties within it and which cannot
be claimed by modern secularism.
We hold fast to the fact that in the case of the wise men’s search for
knowledge, even when they expressed their results in a completely
secular form, there was never any question of what we would call
absolute knowledge functioning independently of their faith in
Yahweh. This is inconceivable for the very reason that the teachers
were completely unaware of any reality not controlled by Yahweh.
In fact, what the sentences teach already surpasses any objective
material knowledge in so far as it is dealing with perceptions which
have been acquired in connection with a truth for which one has
already decided. It is, in other words, a truth to which one has already
committed oneself; one could even call it a truth which has to do with
character rather than with intellect. Explicitly or implicitly in the
sentences, evaluations are continually being made and questions of
judgment being decided; and this takes place against a background of
basic knowledge which also gave one moral obligations. A man was
considered to be wise only when he allowed his whole way of life
to be modelled on these insights which put their emphasis on values.
And here lay the task which the teachers had taken upon themselves.
What was the origin of that concern of theirs, that is discernible all
through the book of Proverbs, their unwearying arguing and contrasting? It lay not in the fact that they had any doubts regarding the
intellectual ability of their pupil, but in the fact that they knew that
he assimilated this ‘training in wisdom’ (Prov. 15.33) often with
difficulty but were not sure whether or not he was capable of forcing
himself to assimilate it. The wise man is also the ‘righteous man’.”
One has to ‘walk’ in wisdom (Prov. 28.26), wisdom is ‘knowing the
way’ in which one, of course, must also walk (Prov. 14.8).
With the wise man there is contrasted the ‘fool’. His behaviour,
however, is determined only to a very small extent by an intellectual
defect. Rather, there is, in his case, a lack of ability or readiness to
accommodate himself to the orders, the knowledge of which the wise
men taught. The fool is the undisciplined man, who does not control
his passions (Prov. 29. I I), the presumptuous man. Folly is a lack of
order in a man’s innermost being, a lack which defies all instruction;
often, indeed, folly is regarded as something which cannot be corrected
5 U. Skladny, op. cit., pp.1 If.
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(e.g. Prov. 27.22). ‘The mind of the fool is not sound’ (Prov. 15.7).
This lack of ‘soundness’ can, of course, be observed in very different
ways, in insolence, in boasting, sometimes in a false sense of security
(Prov. 12.15; 14.16; 28.26; etc.). Its cause is always to be looked for
in the same place, namely in a lack of knowledge; one could even
speak of a lack of realism (Prov. I 7.24). The fool miscalculates his
potentiality; he lives in deception (Prov. 14.8). For this reason, folly
is always something which endangers life (Prov. 10.2 I ; I 8.7). But this
non-recognition of orders and limits which have been once for all
set for man was much more than a defect for which the person concerned simply had to pay the price; it was regarded as something
positively culpable. Therefore, the fool was adversely affected in his
social position; he was denied respect (Prov. 26. I, 8). Where a truth is
offered to man, there is no longer any free decision. Whoever refuses
to accept it exposes himself to moral judgment. Lastly, this lack of
realism also included a misjudging of God himself. The fool ‘rages’
against God (Prov. 19.3). Later, the same idea was formulated in
more basic, theological terms, ‘The fool says in his heart, “There is
no God”’ (Ps. 14. I). Folly is practical atheism. In this moral, even
theological appraisal of unratified knowledge, of rejected perception,
there appears in outline one of the most interesting anthropological
ideas of the Old Testament.6
3. Our attempts to determine the specific nature of the search for
knowledge, the results of which are to be found in the sentences of
old, empirical wisdom, have now reached the point where one of the
most characteristic didactic sentences in the whole book of Proverbs
must be considered. It occurs, with minor variations, five times in
the didactic literature. This is true of no other sentence, and this very
fact argues for the significance which it must have had.
The fear of Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge;
fools despise wisdom and discipline. (Prov. I -7)
The beginning of wisdom is the fear of Yahweh,
and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.

(Prov. g. I o)

6 The situation is more obscure in the case of another negative human type, the
LZJ (fourteen times in the book of Proverbs, several times parallel with ‘fool’). In the
question of how the word is to be translated the old translations unfortunately
leave us in the lurch. Its basic meaning is probably ‘prattler’ rather than ‘mocker’
(so H. N. Richardson, V?- 5, 1955, p. 166). The occurrences? as well-as those of the
verb lif, indicate unrestrained, boastful behaviour. ‘A & IS the wme, a brawler
strong drink’ (Prov. 20.1). The typical factor in this is certainly the disregard of a
social order which imposes obligations. See below pp. 85ff.
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The fear of Yahweh is training for wisdom,
and before honour comeS humility. (Prov. 15.33)
The beginning of wisdom is the fear of Yahweh,
a good understanding for all who practise it. (Ps. 111.10)
The fear of the Lord, that is wisdom,
and the avoidance of evil is understanding. (Job 28.28)
The expression ‘fear of Yahweh’ is frequently attested in the Old
Testament and has a correspondingly wide range of meaning.7 In a
few prominent passages it means simply obedience to the divine will,
and it is in this sense that the teachers, too, seem to have understood
the term. The modern reader must, therefore, eliminate, in the case
of the word ‘fear’, the idea of something emotional, of a specific,
psychical form of the experience of God. In this context, the term is
possibly used even in a still more general, humane sense, akin to our
‘commitment to’, ‘knowledge about Yahweh’.8 Skladny interprets it
as a positive attitude, appropriate to Yahweh; he even tends towards
the concept of confidence .Q On the basis of Prov. g. IO (r&Z&), @sit
is to be taken in the sense of ‘beginning’ and not of ‘principal part’,
‘total’, ‘best part‘.rQ The sentence means, therefore, that the fear of
God leads to wisdom. It enables a man to acquire wisdom; it trains
him for wisdom.11
Of the five forms, that in Job 28.28 is the simplest: the fear of
God - that is wisdom. But it sounds simpler than is intended by its
rhetorical heightening, for the two entities cannot simply be identified
with each other. Here, too, the word wisdom has been interpreted.
In contrast to this slogan-like form, the others are more subtle. If the
7 On this, cf. the monograph by J. Becker, G~ttGJfrtht im Ah Testumcnf, 1965.
This has, in part, superseded S. Plath, Fur& Gotten, 1962.
* The expression ‘fear of God’ is, of course, particularly prominent in the
Elohistic narratives (Gen. 20. I I ; 22.12 ; 42.51; Ex. I .I 7, 21). Here, too, the
attribute ‘God-fearing’ is to be understood in a broad, humane sense, to some extent
synonymous with ‘obedient to God’; cf. H. W. Wolff, Evlh 29, 1969, pp.62ff.
Q U. Skladny, op. cit., pp.r5f., 64. The fear of God is often mentioned in the
oldersentences(moreoftenthaninProv. ~-g):Prov. 1.2g;8.13; 10.27; x4.27; 15.16,
33; 16.6; 19.23; 22.4; 23.17; Job (1.1;) 4.6.
10 In themselves, both translations (‘beginning’ or ‘best’) are possible. Indeed,
the meanings are very close. Attention has, correctly, been drawn to the fact that
the idea of ‘best’ is included in the idea of ‘beginning’ (‘first-fruits’). The whole
discussion may be found in J. Becker, op. cit., pp.214f. It is difficult to find in
r+?Ct the meaning ‘essence’, ‘principle’.
11 J. Becker, op. cit., pp. 2i6, 229. This idea is among the most characteristic of
Israelite wisdom. Non-Israelite wisdom is unaware of this kind of almost nrogrammatic rooting of wisdom in the fear of God. S. Plath, op. cit., p. 70.
*
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fear of God is the beginning of wisdom, then this says something about
the starting point of wisdom. The form in Prov. 15.33 is simihr : the
fear of God trains a man for wisdom. In spite of - or rather because
of - these variants, the basic thought,is reasonably clear. It is obvious
that the question about the locus of wisdom should be answered rather
than that about the locus of the fear of God. It is also obvious that such
a definition of locus can be made because of the fact that wisdom is set
in close relationship to the fear of God, and finally, it is obvious that
the fear of God is regarded as something which is given precedence
over all wisdom. In its shadow, wisdom is assigned its place; it is,
therefore, the prerequisite of wisdom and trains a man for it.
This is what happened in ancient Israel, too. There is no knowledge which does not, before long, throw the one who seeks the
knowledge back upon the question of his self-knowledge and his selfunderstanding. Even Israel did not give herself uncritically to her
drive for knowledge, but went on to ask the question about the possibility of and the authority for knowledge. She made intellect itself
the object of her knowledge. The thesis that all human knowledge
comes back to the question about commitment to God is a statement
of penetrating perspicacity. It has, ofcourse, been so worn by centuries
of Christian teaching that it has to be seen anew in all its provocative
pungency. In the most concise phraseology it encompasses a wide
range of intellectual content and can itself be understood only as the
result of a long process of thought. It contains in a nutshell the whole
Israelite theory of knowledge. In the almost abrupt way in which it is
expressed, it gives the impression that some form of polemic might be
involved. Why the repetition of this firm assertion that all knowledge
has its point of departure in knowledge about God, if the pupil’s
range of vision did not contain other possible ways of acquiring knowledge which were being firmly repulsed? But nothing specific can be
said about this. At any rate, there lies behind the statement an awareness of the fact that the search for knowledge can go wrong, not as a
result of individual, erroneous judgments or of mistakes creeping in at
different points, but because of one single mistake at the beginning.
One becomes competent and expert as far as the orders in life are
concerned only if one begins from knowledge about God. To this
extent, Israel attributes to the fear of God, to belief in God, a highly
important function in respect of human knowledge. She was, in all
seriousness, of the opinion that effective knowledge about God is the
only thing that puts a man into a right relationship with the objects

l ,““-.-l,^ _ .,. .,_ “__ ___,l_,”

,_._“((_”

_,, ___*_ _,‘ )t__r _ ^“^_~~^“;l”~_____._~__ tl,i,__X,,,_“^ _“““l”,_“,_ ____,_1 __,,“_ __, _L”,_ ;, I____ ;li,“”

68

THE LIBERATION OF REASON

of his perception, that it enables him to ask questions more pertinently, to take stock.of relationships more effectively and generally to
have a better awareness of circumstances. Thus it could, for example,
be said that evil men do not know what is right but that those who
seek Yahweh understand all things (Prov. 28.5). The opinion is
evidently that turning to Yahweh facilitates the difficult distinction
between right and wrong. But this was surely not true only of the
narrower sphere of moral behaviour. Faith does not - as is popularly
believed today - hinder knowledge; on the contrary, it is what liberates knowledge, enables it really to come to the point and indicates
to it its proper place in the sphere of varied, human activity. In Israel,
the intellect never freed itself from or became independent of the
foundation of its whole existence, that is its commitment to Yahweh.
On the contrary, one can - particularly in the later didactic literature
- speak of an endeavour to hold the intellect to a close dependence on
the basis of Israel’s life or else to lead it back to that basis and not to
let it stray from it. As for the knowledge of those who despise God’s
word, so asks Jeremiah on one occasion, ‘what kind of wisdom is that
for them?’ (Jer. 8.g).ls
Only a prophet could succeed in disposing of the difficult problem
of the dependence of perception on knowledge of God with a rhetorical
question thrown off with such apparent ease. The statement that the
fear of the Lord was the beginning of wisdom was Israel’s most special
possession. But this does not mean that everything is now clear. It will
take the whole of this book to think through some of the consequences
implied by this sentence. Starting from this basis, Israel is led into
areas of knowledge of a particular type and exposed to experiences
of a particular type. In a word, her thinking had to operate within
spheres of tension indicated by the prior gift of the knowledge of God.
All that can be said either for or against Israelite wisdom is expressed
in this statement. Even Job and Ecclesiastes - each in his own way will be influenced by the fact that Israelite wisdom began by moving
along this road.
12 I am unable to agree with McKane’s interpretation (Prophets and Wiss Mm,

1965, pp.47f.). According to him, the representatives of old wisdom, in so far as
they held political office, were involved as empiricists to the extent that they could
not permit themselves the luxury of religious or ethical presuppositions. The fear of
God was not a constitutive factor for their wisdom. They had to take the world as
they found it. But one cannot assume this opposition of real world and religiosity
among ancient peoples. Did not the wise men, when they spoke of Yahweh’s
blessing or restriction, did not He&xl take the world as they found it? Was this a
luxury on their part, in contrast to the practitioners of Red-pofitik?
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However, one must resist the temptation to attribute to the statement about the fear of God being the beginning of knowledge a paramount, programmatic significance. This is not a difficult assertion
which Israel has won for herself in the teeth of experiences which
spoke differently. On the contrary, it says nothing that was not already
continually practised in every sentence. Fundamentally, it has added
to the whole nothing new, the absence of which would have detracted
from the whole. If it had not been there, the situation would have
been little different, for all sentences are based on this presupposition.
It was important obviously only on account of its outstanding
character. At any rate, the summing up of such a comprehensive
perception in a very terse statement does not have a parallel in the
book of Proverbs. In the midst of teaching which is orientated towards
individual, practical instructions, the statement is remarkable for its
concentration on a question of principle. More strongly than many
others, it gives expression to a theoretical interest. It is interesting to
observe that the question of the presuppositions of genu+e knowledge
was asked even in old wisdom and was answered in principle. While
later wisdom answered the question about the prerequisite for acquiring wisdom in theological terms (wisdom comes from God), the
answer here is an anthropological one. Wisdom stands and falls
according to the right attitude of man to God.
In the didactic poems which are gathered in Prov. r-g and which
are generally thought to be fairly late, in the speeches of the friends
in the book of Job and in Sirach, a certain change has taken place
with respect to the object towards which the search for knowledge is
directed. The varied experiences which could be gathered in the broad
sphere of inter-personal community life definitely fade into the background. In this respect one could even speak about a loss of breadth.
In the foreground, on the other hand, are the examination and evaluation of the experiences which could be gained from divine guidance,
from divine blessing or punishment. Even in this more specific domain,
experiences could be adduced and patterns could be recognized, the
evidence of which could not but convince the pupil. This appeal of
faith to real experiences is fully justified. If we said above that there
was no understanding which did not, in practice, include faith, then
it can be pointed out here that there is certainly no faith which cannot
at the same time rest on insights and experiences.13 The range of
1s H. Ott, ‘Glaube und Vernunft’, i?L< 92, x967, cols. 4oxff. (41 off.).
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motifs is much narrower here, and the number of perceptions which
can be justified by theological experiences is not so great. On the
other hand, the insights are explained in greater detail. This was
necessary because these didactic poems tend, to a much greater extent,
towards theological perceptions which are of more fundamental and
more general significance for men. The loss in breadth, then, is
compensated by a greater intensity of theological reflection. That is
the whole difference between earlier and later collections of proverbs.
The modern exegete feels, from time to time, a slight uneasiness
when he sees Israel busy with the examination and rational evaluation of her religious experiences, that is with the question whether
some kind of logic cannot be discerned in divine guidance. He wonders
whether this is not a road which must lead to a twisting of the truth
in favour of a rigid theological pattern. But we have already seen that
Israel’s understanding of truth was more comprehensive, that it
included many more realities than that of modern man. We saw that
for Israel there was only a single, unified world of experience in
which the ‘real’ phenomena in the foreground were no more real
than guilt or curse or divine blessing. Later teachers, then, are no
different from the earlier ones, who already derived perceptions from
experiences of Yahweh. We see them continuing along precisely the
same road as the one trodden by their predecessors, except that in the
examination of human reality they confine themselves to specific
themes, though here intensifying their theological endeavours. The
use in argument of specific, basic experiences of a religious nature
must on no account impair the understanding of reality. If this argument is of the right kind, then it will start from reality (understood
in its Old Testament sense) and will then-actually encourage this
understanding and enable men to have insights into factors and contexts which were no less real. The conflict arises ordy when insights
which were at one stage correct become ‘dogmatically’ hardened;
when, that is, experience no longer continues to liberate \that which
is known and where that which is known is not being constantly reexamined, but where knowledge itself is kept firmly under control
and where a twisted, and therefore inauthentic, knowledge comes
into conflict with the evidence of reality (again understood in its Old
Testament sense). The question whether a rigid theological pattern
is not trying to pass itself off as experience would, in principle, have
to be asked with regard to every textual context and not simply about
the speeches of the friends in the book of Job. There is no genuine
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Yahwistic faith, the expression of which we ought to let pass uncritically simply because it seems to operate in a milieu which we
accept as standard.
It will undoubtedly not be easy for us to visualize the objects of
Israel’s search for knowledge within the sphere of reality in which
she saw them. But, as we have said, that affects not only specific
concepts of the wise men but also, to the same extent, the psalms or
the prophets. However we define knowledge on the basis of the objects
of it, as knowledge of life, knowledge of nature or even knowledge of
the world, then we are using an abstraction, an objectivization which,
from the,outset, presupposes the existence of an entity called ‘life’,
‘nature’ or ‘the world’. Here, however, right at the very outset of our
examination, we are faced with a question of principle, a question of
some weight. We must not transfer uncritically our accustomed ways
of thinking to Israel. We must, rather, face the exacting demand of
thinking ourselves into ideas, into a ‘view of life’, which are unfamiliar
to us. A beginning could already be made if we fully realized that
Israel was not aware of this or that entity which we almost automatically take as objects of our search for knowledge, or at least
always include in our thought processes as part of the given framework of that search. She did not differentiate between a ‘life wisdom’
that pertained to the social orders and a ‘nature wisdom’, because
she was unable to objectify these spheres in the form of such abstractions. This can easily be shown in the case of the concept ‘nature’, a
concept which has become so indispensable to us but of which Israel
was quite definitely unaware. Indeed, if we use the term in the
interpretation of Old Testament texts, then we falsify something that
was quite specific to Israel’s view. She never saw herself in the position
of beginning by conceiving as a totality the object of her search for
knowledge, a totality from the knowledge of which she could always
begin when interpreting specific details.14 If one compares with this
the questions of the Ionian nature-philosophers who are known to
have been concerned with the principles of the world as a totality,
then it would be easy to see in Israel’s intellectual ability a limitation
which the Greeks surpassed at the first attempt, that is, something in
the nature of philosophical infantilism. One would do well, however,
14 ‘For the first time (in Anaximander) we see a unified concept of the world,
one which includes the whole of reality, on the basis of a natural deduction from
and exploration of all phenomena’ (W. Jaeger, Die Theologie der friihen griechischen
Denker, I 9642, p. 34).
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to accept this peculiarity of Israelite perception as a unique and
significant achievement.15
But Israel’s teachings are also completely different from the ideas
of ancient Egyptian wisdom. The central concept, on the basis of
which the teachings of the wise men of Egypt are to be interpreted,
is that of Maat, a word with a wide range of meaning. It is variously
translated by ‘truth’, ‘right’, ‘justice’, ‘basic order’, ‘world order’.16
Maat guarantees the continuance of the world, of both the cosmic
world and the social world of men. Gods and men live by it. Men have
to accommodate themselves to it, indeed for their part they have to
translate it into reality and hand it on. In our context, its status as a
god is of less interest, for in actual fact its significance in the religious
life ofthe ancient Egyptians seems to have been slight. It seems important to us that the Egyptians had conceived of the proper, creative
status of the world, for at this precise point Israel possessed nothing
comparable. This dzjhntia sjmzjica can scarcely be overrated. From
this point of view, too, the ‘teaching’ about the ambivalence of
phenomena, indeed a certain dialectic in the thinking of the teachers,
is also to be explained, an idea to which we shall return.17 In the
domain of Israel’s teachings there could be completely opposite
opinions. Even the actual basis for the ‘almost inconceivable strength
of the feeling of security’ in the thinking of the Egyptian@ can be
compared only in a limited way with what gave Israel confidence.
The reason for this inability to objectivize certain entities mythically
or speculatively must be sought in the special features of her faith
in God. Did not Israel, in all her attempts to perceive the course of
human experience, always come back to Yahweh who comprehended
all things in his power? There was never a special domain in which
she was alone with her understanding and the objects of her knowledge, and therefore she found herself - if one dares such a comparison
at all - with her search for knowledge in an essentially difficult starting

16 The ‘four-part comprehensive formula’, heaven, underworld, land and sea
confkns this (Job I I .8f.), for it does not conceive the idea of the ‘whole’ but simply
adds together the different areas. On this formula see F. Horst, Hi06 (BKAT
XVI/I), p.170.
1s On the idea of Maat see H. Brunner, ‘&yptologie II’, Hundbuch der Orientulistik, Vol. I/2, I 952, pp. g3.c ; ibid., Alt&g#ti.whe &&hung, I 957, p. I 42 ; S. Morenz,
Gott und Mensch im alten Agypten, x964, pp. 66, I r8f., 133, etc.; H. Gese, op. cit.,
pp. I I ff. ; H. H. Schmid, op. cit., pp. I 7ff.
l7 See below, pp. 247ff., 31 I.
1s H. Brunner, Erzichung, p. 149. On the inadmissibility of contradictory
opinions, see ibid., p. 142.
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position. With no possibility of anticipating what was not known or
experienced, she was forced to hold fast only to what could be discerned from time to time on the basis of individual questions, at the
same time always fixing the boundary which was drawn to prevent
her from gaining a total picture. This means that Israel was obliged
to remain open, in a much more intensive way, to the category of the
mysterious. When she spoke of mystery - again the language lacks the
term but not the object - she did not mean something vague and
inexpressible which defied being put into words. In wisdom and
didactic contexts it refers rather to something perceived by the understandingrather than by the feelings. The term is precise in so far as
it refers to God’s activity in the world, in which very special domain
the wise men dared to look for rules. There are, as has been well said,
not only depths of the abyss and of the dark; there are also depths of
light: ‘The mystery in what is utterly clear.‘19 We shall have more to
say about this way taken by knowledge along the frontier of the
mysterious.
10 R. Guardini, Gepawart und G&i&s, x957, p.23.

ORDERS

V
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ORDERS FOR
CORRECT SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR

T

H E BOOK OF PROVERBS has always beenregarded as containing
the concentrated deposit of ancient Israelite morality.1 There
would be no objection to this as long as one allowed the Old
Testament to say what Israel understood by ‘moral’ and did not
attempt to understand it from the point of view of the traditional
conceptualism of philosophical or theological ethics (freedom, conscience, duty, etc.). If one interprets the sentences of the book of
Proverbs against their own background of ideas and from the point
of view of their own intention, one quickly becomes aware that they
are rooted in a very specific world of values, one which is not at once
familiar to us. In this respect it may be readily accepted that this
instruction has little or no interest in acquiring theoretical knowledge,
that it supplies, rather, pragmatic knowledge. It is, however, more
difficult to answer the question whether one can approach these
teachings in any really meaningful way by means of the term ‘moral’.
Is that term really central to them? Were they not, rather, directions
for mastering life and for overcoming life’s numerous difficulties?
Certainly they also include many instructions which we would describe as ‘moral’. But regarded in this way, the sentences contain in
one respect more, in another less than instructions for the moral life.
As far as the question of the moral element is concerned, one will,
in any case, be able to grasp the contents of the sentences only incompletely. The form of expression which most appropriately corresponds to ethics is the admonition, the imperative. But in relation to
affirmative sentences, exhortations are very much in the minority.
1 Accordingly, in manuals of Old Testament theology, ‘wisdom’ is usually dealt
with under the heading of ‘ethics’. So, e.g., Th. C. Vriezen, An Outline of Old

Testament Theology, ET I 958, pp. 3 I 5ff. ; G. Holscher, Geschichte der israelitischen und
jiidischen Religion, 1922, pp. 148ff.; P. van Imschoot, The!ologie d-e l’dncien Testament,
1954:

‘The wise men are Israel’s moralists’ (p. 100).
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Since exhortations are found above all in the section which is parallel
to the Egyptian Am~tumo Pe (Prov. 22. I 7-23. I I), the opinion has even
been expressed that exhortation was not a genuinely Israelite didactic
form. Most difficult, however, - and here we anticipate -is the awareness that our term ‘moral’ can be laid only very unnaturally against
the term ‘goodness’, which was very much alive, not only in ancient
Israel but also in early Greece.2
Anyone who attempts to evaluate the rules for behaviour which
were applicable to the individual in an ancient nation will invariably
ask about the basic ethical norms by which that nation was guided.
But although traces of such ethical norms can certainly be found in
the writings of the nation in question, one must not be misled as to the
actual significance such norms may have had for the life of the individual. Even in the West, the Decalogue, the Sermon on the Mount,
the Categorical Imperative have not often directly determined the
decisions of individuals. As a rule, the individual receives the call to
ethical behaviour from a quite different direction. Every individual
always possesses a family, a tribe or a town, that is, some specific form
of community life. This community life has its ethical atmosphere; it
compels the individual to live up to specific expectations which people
have of him, it provides him with long established examples and
values, As a rule, the individual conforms unthinkingly to these community-determined factors; but, vice versa, the rules of behaviour are
also, in turn, conformed to these factors. It would, therefore, be unrealistic to try to understand the behavioural rules of a community as a
more or less direct expression of specific, absolute, ethical convictions
of principle. The role which a man has to play in the community into
which he is born is to be great extent conditioned and determined by
community considerations. But the way in which he fills this role and
the way in which he is guided to fill it is the point at which we can see
the decisive factor.3 Thus, we must briefly concern ourselves with the
community and historical background to the instructions in the book of
Proverbs.
What can be deduced from the Solomonic book of Proverbs concerning community and economic circumstances, that is, concerning
2 On the term ‘goodness’, see below, pp. 77f. It does not translate a specific
Hebrew word, but is chosen (following H. Frankel) in order to describe a whole
range of ideas which could be expressed in Hebrew by a whole series of words, of
which faddig, sed6qd ‘correct community behaviour’ is the most prominent.
3 Th. C. Vriezen speaks correctly of a ‘merging ofreligious and ethical elements’,
op. cit., p. 316.
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the specific social sphere to which the sentences belong, has already
been carefully compiled.4 The life depicted is a wholly sedentary one,
partly in rural situations, partly also in fortified towns. Alongside
work in the fields, there are craftsmen and commercial traders. The
sentences speak of the king and of how to conduct oneself in his
presence, as well as of the blessing bestowed by an ordered and righteous life and of what threatens such a life. There are rich and poor,
freemen and slaves. But, seen from the point of view of the freemen
as opposed to that of the slaves, there is also the world of the degraded,
even of the crippled or the mutilated, who were scarcely reckoned
to be part of the community.5 Everything that can be discovered
about the book of Proverbs by this sociological examination corresponds, as we may confidently expect, to the circumstances of the preexilic monarchical period and indeed, on the whole, to those of an
urban cultural milieu.
what amazes us is the fact that there is so little trace of the serious
crises in the social life of this period which can be deduced from the
message of the prophets, crises such as the confrontation between
Canaanite economic concepts and ancient Israelite land rights, the
existence of large estates and the impoverishment of hitherto free
farmers. References to shifts or at least to ominous tensions in the
social structure have to be looked for with a magnifying glass. The
overall impression is rather one of relationships which are in all essentials stable and which, as such, can in no sense be regarded as in need
of reform. It is no proof to the contrary that the poor and poverty are
frequently mentioned. These exist always and everywhere; of course,
where they lead to hardships in the social life, they are experienced as a
sting in the conscience. On the other hand, the sentences often judge
poverty very coolly and unemotionally, for often enough it is the
person’s own fault .6 In a word, it is simply there (Prov. I 7.5).
Obviously it would be wrong to expect direct references to actual
social problems in this kind of sentence literature. Its ideas are characteriz’ed by a thoroughly static quality. Its statements try to grasp
life from the aspect of that which always remains the same; they are
open not to daily social problems but to that which is generally valid
and which survives no matter what the social circumstances. This
4 Especially in the work of U. Skladny. On the exhortations, see W. Richter,

Recht und Ethm, x966, pp. 183ff.
5 Dcut. 23.2; (Lcv. 2x.16&;) Job 24.5-12; 30.3-8.
d E.g. Prov. I 1.16; 12.1 I, 24; x3.4, 18,25; x8.9; x9.15; 20.4, 13; 21.5, 17; 22.7;
24.34.
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does not, of course, mean that what is often called the ethos of wisdom
does not reveal a very characteristic shape.
But how are we to progress in our question as to what Israel, and
particularly her teachers, understood by ‘ethical’ ? A mere glance at
the book of Proverbs shows us that in the world of the didactic
sentence, reflections of principle as to what good action is, unfortunately cannot be expected. We do read on one occasion that the fear of
Yahweh included hating evil (Prov. 8.13); but apart from the fact
that the question still remains open as to what evil and good, both of
which are in fact often mentioned, really are, such a statement does
not require a proper definition. It is saying nothing more than that
man must lead his life in the fear or in the knowledge of Yahweh
and then have it as his duty to reject evil and choose the good. Any
information about the ethical principles of the wisdom movement
cannot be derived from such and similar statements, for the simple
reason that under the teachers there could be absolutely no discussion
as to what good and evil were. And this brings us back round in a
circle once again.
Our question about the good as Israel understood it misses the
point as long as we look for the answer in the ideological sphere and
in terms of a definition. Israel encountered the good in a quite different way; the good was experienced by her quite simply as a force,
as something which determined life, something experienced daily as
effective, that is as something present, about which there need be as
little discussion as about light and darkness. The good was therefore and here the ancients thought much more pragmatically - in any
event something which was very definitely active. ‘Good’ is that
which does good; ‘evil’ is that which causes harm. Both good and evil
create social conditions; in a completely ‘outward’ sense they can
build up or, destroy the community, property, happiness, reputation,
welfare of children and much more besides. Here, then, it is a question
not only of movements and tendencies inside a man’s heart, but of
life-forming forces whose power was obvious to all. It was a question
of reactions which could always be identified. And once again there
was no discussion among the teachers about this life-forming reality
of good or of evil; knowledge of them was the prime conviction on
which all individual teachings rested and from which they proceeded.
It is demanded of us, however, that we abandon the rigidity of the
modern, popular scientific understanding of reality and try to enter
into that ant-ient biblical idea of reality which was aware that the
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world in which man lived was so much more favourably disposed
towards him, towards his life and behaviour, bringing out correct
behaviour, rejecting what was not useful. This is, then, a concept of
reality which realized that the behaviour of an individual was connected much more intensively, much more ‘organically’, with the
variations in his environment, of a concept of reality which was able
to understand the effect of the environment on man as a challenge,
but also as a response to his behaviour and which, in a word, realized
that from this direction something extremely important was continually happening to man, good and evil, which addressed him and
which never entirely withdrew itself from his comprehension. This
enables us to answer the question about the ethos of didactic wisdom
with comparative ease. The good man is the one who knows about
the constructive quality of good and the destructive quality of evil
and who submits to this pattern which can be discerned in the world.
He is the righteous man, the diligent, the temperate, the one who is
ready to help, the one for whom this goodness of his itself turns out to
be good. Being ‘good’ and worldly ‘goods’ are, in this type of teaching,
closely related to each other. Thus, in reality, the good is that which
does good. Goodness was, therefore, always something public, never
something merely internal; it was a-social phenomenon. ‘When it
goes well with the righteous, a city rejoices.’ ‘By the blessing of the
upright a city is exalted’ (Prov. I I. rof.). The behaviour and activity
of the individual are always viewed both with regard to their consequences and with regard to their effect on society.
Such a man, who behaves correctly and at the same time - we
have seen that the two cannot be separated - is himself successful
in life, was called by the teachers (but not only by them) a {addiq.
We usually translate the word by ‘righteous’, although we know that
the Hebrew word cannot really be accommodated to our world of
language and ideas. If a man was called a faddiq, there were connected
with that word concepts and standards ofwhich we do not immediately
think when we describe a man as ‘righteous’. In Israel a man was
judged by the extent to which he fulfilled the claims made upon him
by a community. Here, then, lay the norm by which he was judged.
The claims which are made upon a man from the direction of community life are wholly unpredictable. Often enough it may have been
quite practical help which had to be offered at some personal sacrifice.
If, in this way, a man lived up to what the community expected of
him, then he was considered to be ‘righteous’ (a state which we would

definitely describe by the use of different adjectives). But the Hebrew
word had a wider meaning, for it did not confine itself to the ‘righteousness’ which the administration of justice demanded. Wherever a man
recognized and fulfilled claims made upon him by the community to
which he belonged, that man was ‘righteous’. But the wise men
(particularly in the sentences in Prov. 10-15) never tire of expressing
anew the idea that everything which emanates from such a righteous
man also supports him and brings him - one is tempted to say - into
a sphere of blessing. 7 To speak of a ‘doctrine of retribution’ is, therefore, highly misleading, because this was not a question of ideological
postulates but of experiences which had proved true over a long series
of generations. The zaddiq is a man who, as we also sometimes express
it, is ‘in order’. We translate the word by ‘righteous’. This can stand,
as long as one is always aware that the ‘right’ with which the righteous
man is content is probably also an unwritten one, since it also includes
a wide range of social claims.
It is helpful to see how closely early Greek concepts come to those
of Israel at this point. Aret. - which is to be translated not by ‘virtue’
but rather by ‘goodness’, perhaps also by ‘merit’ - always means in
Hesiod and others both personal proficiency and success at the same
time. It is more of a goal in life, more of a ‘prize’, for with the idea of
goodness there belonged also the complementary idea of acquired
prosperity and a position of honour.* Here too, then, a man’s goodness is a very much more comprehensive phenomenon. Good conduct
and prosperity are two sides of one and the same thing.
From the point of view of the rudiments of an ethical idealism, this
circle of ideas, which was obviously common to the ancient world, is
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7 See further on the act-consequence relationship below pp. 128ff.
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* E. Schwartz, Die Ethik dcr Griechn, 1951, pp. xgff. ‘The valuable man is the
one who is prosperous; this is what Hesiod means by are@ (op. cit., p. 23). On this,
cf. also H. Frinkel, Dichtung und Philosophic des friihen Griechentums, 1962, pp. 475-8.
‘Goodness is understood as proficiency, and the term includes also the good fortune
at which it aims and the regard which the efficient man enjoys’ (op. cit., p. x36).
‘Good will and high endeavour are not enough to make a man “good”; there must
also be achievement and visible success’ (op. cit., p. 351). On the significance
attributed here to what is useful, cf. also B. Snell, Die Entdeckung des Geistes, 1955,
pp. 220ff.
The Hebrew term tu@d seems to come very close to this early Greek concept of
areti. It is always difficult for translators because there is no real equivalent to it in
English. There are contexts in which the word describes a subjective quality
(Prov. 3.21;) similarly, but referring to God, Isa. 28.29; Job I 1.6. But in other
contexts it describes ‘success’, Prov. 2.7 ; 8. I 4; 18. I ; et al. Cf. G. Kuhn, Beitrtige
zur Erkl&ung des Salomonischen S’ruchbuchs, I 83 I, pp. 3f.
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difficult to understand. If one were to suggest that its ‘success thinking’ was utilitarianism or eudemonism, one could hardly misunderstand it more.9 Behind this concept of life there lies not the dispassionate utilitarian standpoint of the man who has taken his life into
his own hands, but the action, which has to be constantly repeated,
of pious integration into a divine order which is imposed on man and
in which alone he can find blessing. One could almost say that the
realization of the good inherent in men’s living together in communities came afresh from situation to situation, not of course, ez nihilo on
every occasion, for there was always the contribution of earlier knowledge and of wide-ranging experience. The teachers expend a considerable effort in leading young people to the right knowledge of
good and evil. This does not mean that they felt the nature of the good
to be a problem, but only that it required great experience to have a
proper awareness of the good as such in the face of the unending
variability of the situations of human life and in view of man’s aptitude for self-deception. It does not usually lie on the surface for every
child to recognize. ‘Many a road seems right to a man, but in the long
run they were the roads to death’ (Prov. 14.12). It requires, therefore,
sharp eyes and an active mind in order to be able to distinguish good
from evil, and often the knowledge has to be beaten into the lads
(Prov. 29.15). It is always difficult, too, to live in accordance with the
good that is known. In the opinion of the wise men, men can be
trained to such knowledge and behaviour. In all their sentences crammed with experience, in their exhortations and in the examples they
adduce, they speak of both good and evil as of a general truth which
at any rate is obvious, in the long run even directly, to the man who
is willing to accept it.
This conception of the good as a force which promotes both the
individual life and community life can be described as common to
the whole of the ancient world. Ifwe analyse it from the distance which
separates us from it, then the whole complex of ideas appears fairly
complicated. To the ancients, however, it was quite simple and selfevident. There is nothing good which does not also do good. Property
does a man good, so does the blessing of children, honour, a good

name, a good marriage, a good friend; but the good man is the one
whose behaviour brings about these results. In its ‘teaching about the
good things’, this ethic is, in fact, astonishingly realistic. It never
criticizes man’s search for happiness and Mfilment, even its excesses.
It simply presupposes this search as a fact. This desire for happiness
- we ought, rather, to say in more restrained terms : this desire to
survive without coming to grief and to know that life is secure within
an order that is beneficial - is planted deep within man and is accepted
without question. Indeed, the wise men themselves advocate it in that
they indicate the roads which lead to it.

9 This has been corrected already in H. Gese, op. cit., pp. 7ff., as well as by
U. Skladny, op. cit., pp.85f. If one wishes to speak of ‘success thinking’, then one
can, for this was also the concern in Hesiod, ‘How is our environment constituted
and how must we act in order to work as well as possible with the life which we
have?’ (H. FrPnkel, op. cit., pp. x28f.).

Whereisthemanwhodesireslife
and loves long life so that he can see happiness?
Then keep your tongue from evil
and your lips from speaking deceit. (Ps. M. I 3E)
The teachers instruct men to gain, or to preserve or not to squander,
what they call ‘life’, and that is simply the totality of all achievements and good things which can come to a man. Anything that is
given here in the way of instruction is for all men without exception.
There is here a complete lack of ethical exclusivism; there is no place
for lofty ethical demands to which only a circle of like-minded men
are capable of submitting; there is no place for any form of moral
heroism nor for fanatics for virtue nor for ethical individualists. The
thought could never arise that a man could set up his own ethos in
defiance of a world that was indifferent or even hostile to him. He
had, in the forces of order, a superior opponent; he found himself
bound up in them and was not asked for his agreement.
Our observation that these didactic statements have a complete
lack of exclusivism, that they are not orientated towards those who
wish to perfect themselves over and above the crowd, that they are
orientated towards all men, must not, however, be misunderstood.
They aie not orientated, as we so easily think, towards ‘man’ in the
abstract. On the contrary, ‘all men’ are a quite specific community
with historical and sociological characteristics in which quite specific
examples and standards have established themselves and in which
other standards, which elsewhere might stand in the foreground, are
missing. In the picture of man which is expressed in these didactic
statements, there is certainly also much that is of a timeless validity,
applicable to all men. In making this judgment, one must, of course,
consider that our Western ideas of man have, through a centuries-long
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course of education, become assimilated to Old Testament ones, with
the result that we are more readily tempted to absolutize them. Without doubt, the picture of man presented by the sentences in the book
of Proverbs has been, from the point of view of the history of culture
and of society, uniquely affected, like every other one, by a whole
series of factors. Another question is whether one can describe the
rules for behaviour contained in the book of Proverbs as ‘class ethos’
or ‘bureaucratic ethics’, which would mean that they were, essentially,
valid only for a limited upper class. 10 Seen as a whole, this question is
certainly to be answered in the negative. It is impossible to establish
a particular interest in the sphere of life of the upper civil servants, nor
any, of course, in the sphere of life of the enslaved or even of those who
were socially or cultically of the lower classes. In the foreground there
appear the relationships of a relatively well-placed middle class. The
decisive factor is, however, that here orders are described which not
only have their validity in a specific social group but which are, in
principle, valid for all men. 11 Even the male and female slaves, who
are frequently mentioned, will have submitted to them without any
personal reservations.
As in all nations, so too in Israel, there existed a strong feeling for
honour. In Sirach, honour is actually described as the highest of all
goods.
Be concerned about your name, for it will remain with you
longer than a thousand costly treasures.
The good things of life last only for a certain number of days,
but a good name lasts for ever. (Sir. 41.12f.)
Certain changes in the concept of honour in Israel can be observed at
once. The one which is mirrored in the didactic statements of the
book of Proverbs is essentially that of a wealthy agricultural and
urban community. Even the speeches of Job, from that state in which
his honour has been obliterated, are thoroughly impregnated with the
concept of honour that is characteristic of the urbanized landowner.
Oh, that I were as in the months of old,
as in the days when God watched over me . . . !
10 On the problem of a ‘class ethic’, see H.-J. Hermisson, op. cit., pp. g4ff.
Skladny thinks that he can detect a ‘mirror for princes’ in Prov. 28f., op. cit., p.66.
11 H.-J. Hermisson, op. cit., p. 96.
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When I went out to the gate of the city
and took my seat in the market,
the young men saw me and hid,
the aged rose and stood ;
officials refrained from talking
and laid their hands on their mouths ;
the voice of the nobles was hushed,
their tongue cleaved to the roof of their mouth . . .
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(Job 29.2,7-x0)

One can see here that the honour of which Job knew himself to be
worthy, was an important part of that light which God let shine over
him. This honour was, however, also something which was clearly
seen to exist. It was not a private privilege of Job’s, but was granted
incontrovertibly to the good man who was blessed with good things.
It is the prize of the righteous, of the man who dispenses help on all
sides (vv. I 2-17). This whole concept of honour can be understood
only from the point of view of a religiously based pattern of society
in which ‘external’ worldly goods were accepted in an astonishingly
realistic fashion and in which, at the same time, men had a keen eye
both for the goodness of the individual and for the blessing with
which God supported him. The man who is without honour is the
fool (Prov. 26. I, 8), the ‘disorderly’ man who, possibly from some
inner weakness, is unable to adapt himself to that order which is
imposed on all men. But alongside this social concept of honour there
is another which is essentially interiorized.
The fear of Yahweh is training for wisdom,
and before honour comes humility. (Prov. I 5.33)
Good sense makes a man patient,
and it is his glory to overlook mistakes. (Prov. 19. II)
It is an honour for a man to keep aloof from strife,
but every fool breaks out. (Prov. 20.3)
A man’s pride brings him low,
but the humble man obtains honour. (Prov. 29.23)
Even the poor man can have honour (Sir. 10.31). The honour of the
scholar, as this is shown to Faust by ‘the mob’, is still unknown here.
Not until Sirach can one observe the self-confidence of the scholar and
Iris position of honour (Sir. 39.9-r I). What is remarkable in this
ethical instruction is the lack of education with a view to the formation of political ability. 12 One has only to compare Greek education,
l2 This is equally striking in Hesiod, who also lived in a period of social upheaval.
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in which the awakening of a proper attitude to the state was of prime
importance. Every individual is a member of the state and belongs,
therefore, to the state. In Greece, statesmanship was considered to be
the highest wisdom; not even Prometheus could bestow it upon men.
It comes directly from Zeus. 1s The book of Ecclesiastes, of course,
claims to be a royal testament; at the beginning, it recalls, to some
extent, the duties of a king. But many possibilities which would have
been of assistance in teaching the ruler remain unutilized here and
are never mentioned at all in the book of Proverbs. There is also a
complete lack of instruction for the young man in military and aristocratic virtues. If the didactic statements of the book of Proverbs
betray nothing of education with a view to the formation of political
ability, little also appears to be thought of instruction for trial in war.
A patient man is better than a war hero,
and one who has self-control than someone who captures cities..
(Prov. 16.32)
A wise man scales a city of war heroes
and overthrows the bulwark on which they relied. (Prov. 2 I .22)
A wise man is ‘mightier’ than a strong man,
and a man of knowledge is ‘more than one full of strength’.
(Prov. 24.5)
This is not the kind ofjudgment that is passed in a feudal society. One
could almost discern in such sentences something like resentment
against the ideals of such a society. There is a king, but on the whole
the attitude towards him is somewhat reserved.14 His anger, his moods
in general, are realities to which one simply has to adjust. Everything
suggests that these sentences presuppose, rather, a wealthy middle
class order, that is, a world in which the chief place is still occupied
by the personal relations of man to man rather than by offices and
institutions. The concern is with the relationship to children, women,
neighbours, to clever and foolish men. It is with experiences which
have been had of arrogance or of laziness, of excess, of anger and also
of complaisance. There is no end to the treatment of the theme of
knowing when to speak, nor to that of knowing when to keep silent;
for ‘death and life are in the power of the tongue’ (Prov. 18.21) ;
I3 H. Frankel, op. cit., pp. 125f., 145. W. Riiegg, Antike Geisteswelt, 1964, pp.464,

For this reason, it was incorrect of J. Fichtner to speak, in the sub-title of his
well-known book, of a ‘nationalization’ of wisdom in Israel. Similarly, G. Fohrer,
Introduction to the Old Testament, ET 1970, pp.308f.
l4 Prov. 16.14; 19.12; 20.2; 28.15.
531.
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indeed, further, ‘The beginning of every activity is the word’ (Sir.
37.16) .15 Of the great public institutions, only the law, that is, correct
behaviour in the local legal community, above all with reference to
the important office of witness, actually intrudes into the world depicted in the didactic statements and, as has been said, in a limited
number of passages, the monarchy.16
This social order is regarded as given and is obviously stable. At
any rate, it is never itself the subject of discussion. It is neither theologically justified nor subjected to radical criticism. All the more
important and all the more interesting to the teachers is z&at happens
in this given, social sphere and how it happens. Their observation of
men’s activities, of their behaviour in the most varied situations, of
their peculiarities and of everything paradoxical, is acute, in spite of
a marked tendency to didactic standardization. Their judgments are
on the side of extreme sobriety, often strongly accentuated, in form
often solemn. If one must mention something which appears to be
characteristic of the concept of life in many didactic sentences and
which is definitely also to a certain extent sociologically determined,
then it is a tendency towards caution, towards wariness. Here, reticence, caution in action, is esteemed more highly than overzealous
enthusiasm. Everything hasty, anything that is acquired quickly,17
such as ‘hastily won wealth’, hasty speech, is suspicious from the outset. The wise men are in favour of economizing on one’s forces. A
useless engagement is to be avoided, unnecessary conflicts are to be
sidestepped; they are without honour, and one should desire no more
than what circumstances provide. Here, the wise men are aware of
the dangers of every extreme, of everything radical, even of the
dangers of ethical radicalism.
When pride comes, then comes disgrace,
but with the thoughtful is wisdom. (Prov.

I I .2)1s

1s On ‘knowing how to speak’ : Prov. 12.14, x8f.; 13.2; 15.1f., 4; x6.24; 20.15;
24.26; 25.1 I, 15 ; 29.20; etc; on ‘knowing when to keep silent’ : Prov. I I. 12f. ;
12.23; 13.3; 17.27; 20.19; 21.23; 23.9; 30.32; etc.
l6 Sentences on the office of witness: Prov. 14.5, 25; 17.23; 18.5; x9.5, 28;
21.28; 24.28; 25.18.
1’ Five sentences deal with hastily acquired property: Prov. I 3. I I ; I 9.2 ; 2 I .5 ;
28.20,22.
1s The concept of ‘thoughtfulness’, ‘accuracy’, ‘moderation’ is also found in
Sir. 16.25; 32.3; (3x.22) and, above all, in Micah 6.8; see H. J. Stoebe, “‘Und
demutie sein vor deinem Gott”‘, Wort und Dienst, Jahrbuch &r Theologischen Schule
Bethel 6: 1959, pp. 180ff.

86

THE LIBERATION OF REASON

The beginning of strife is like when one lets water loose;
so stop before the quarrel breaks out. (Prov. 17.14)
Do not boast in the king’s presence,
and do not stand in the place of the great;
it is better that you should be told, ‘Move up here’,
than that you should be put lower in the presence of a noblemen.
(Prov. 25.6E)
Like someone who grabs a passing dog by the ears
is the man who meddles in a quarrel which does not concern him.
(Prov. 26. I 7)
The patient man will content himself till the right moment,
and then joy will burst forth for him. (Sir. I .23)
If you gain a friend, gain him by testing
and do not give him your trust too quickly. (Sir. 6.7)
Warnings are often given against pride in every form.19 Such an
attitude could be called ‘unheroic’ by someone brought up on different moral patterns. But it is characteristic of the whole of the

ancient world. One must remain watchful and agile in order to understand. In stubbornness and pride lie the greatest dangers which man
can make for himself.
It is no weakness for the wisest man
To learn when he is wrong, know when to yield.
So, on the margin of a flooded river
Trees bending to the torrent live unbroken,
While those that strain against it are snapped off.
(Sophocles, Antigone, 11. 7 I O-7 I 5.
Tr. E. F. Watling, Penguin classics, p. 145.)
A perfect example of this training of men - obviously clearly influenced by Egyptian teachings - is the ‘patient’ man, the one who
keeps a ‘cool head’, the one who is ‘composed in his mind’. He is
contrasted with the deterrent example of the man who is ‘short in
spirit’ (we translate as ‘quick-tempered’), the ‘hot-tempered’ man
who lets himself be driven by his emotions and passions and lets them
determine the way in which he behaves.20
Prov. 1 x.2; 13.10; 16.5, 18; 21.24; 29.23. It is from this point of view that
we can understand the horror of the ‘prattler’, the ‘braggart’, see above p. 65. Cf.
also the monologue of the ‘godless’ who have reached a state of self-knowledge:
‘What use has our arrogance been to us, what good have our wealth and boasting
been to us? They have all vanished like shadows . . .’ (Wisd. 5.8ff.).
2o H. Brunner, Altiigyptische Erziehung, 1957, pp.4f., I 20, I 2 2 .
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A quick-tempered man behaves foolishly,

but the circumspect man is exalted. (Prov. I 4, I 7)
The patient man is rich in understanding,
but the quick-tempered man gains folly.
A composed mind is life to the body,
but jealousy devours the bones. (Prov. 14.2gf.)
A hot-tempered man stirs up strife,
but a patient man stops quarrels. (Prov. 15.18)
He who is sparing of words has knowledge,
and he who has a cool head is a sensible man. (Prov. I 7.27)
Do not go about with a man who is always angry,
and do not keep company with a hothead. (Prov. 22.24)
An angry man stirs up strife,
and a hot-tempered man causes much offence. (Prov. 29.22)

This, then, is one result of our discussion up to this point. The
teachers, with their perceptions and their rules, address themselves to
a life which, from the point of view both of its social order and of its
standards and examples, had long reposed in fixed forms and concepts. They are not concerned with modifying these given concepts
or even with replacing them with better ones. Further, we have received an impression - at least as far as our terms are concerned - of
a remarkable lack of principle which is a characteristic of the exhortation and of the rules for behaviour. We have found no discussion of
good and evil, and similarly, the search for a common basic norm, to
which the many rules for behaviour might be traced back, would
remain without any satisfactory result. That this norm could not consist of a previously existing, philosophical idea is to be expected from
the outset in view of the intellectual world in which Israel lived and
thought. But could this norm not have been a proper Old Testament
one such as the Decalogue.2 Did the teachers, in their rules for life,
perhaps start from the statements of the Decalogue and refer what is
forbidden and commanded there in general terms to the very varied
individual situations oflife and turn it, so to speak, into small change ?21
21 It was in accordance with this basic idea that H. Lamparter carried through

his exposition: Das Buch der Weisheit, 1959, pp. 165, 201ff. The idea that in the
wisdom teachings ‘the application of ethical prescriptions, contained in the law as
objective teaching, to the subjective life of man . . . was achieved’, used to be so
widely accepted that exegetes could take it as their point of departure; cf. 0.
Zackler, Die @riiche Sulomos, 1867, p. I ( !).
In the older sentences, there are a few references to the keeping or the neglect
of the t&a’ (Prov. 28.4, 7, g; 29.18). The word which is to be translated by ‘instruc-
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One can answer this question only with a blunt negative. The fact
that adultery,
__ theft or slander are, here as there, considered to be
reprehensible, cannot stand as proof, for they are considered thus
everywhere in the Old Testament and outside it. In addition, the
actions against which the teachers warn were designated as ‘sins’ in
God’s eyes only in exceptional cases. The most prominent word for
a lapse in the old book of Proverbs is pe.W, and in no case can this be
translated as ‘sin’, since it always describes in some form or another
(even when it is a violation of property) an offence against one’s
fellow men.22 It is characteristic that none of the twelve occurrences
in the book of Proverbs understands this ‘crime’ as a sin of man against
God, but as a failure of the relationship between man and man.23 It is
quite impossible to describe the Decalogue as the ‘ethical norm’ from
which the teachers of the sentences began. But where, then, did they
begin ?
There is still a fairly certain way of finding out more about the norms
by which, in the opinion of the teachers, men’s behaviour ought to be
determined. It leads by way of the motivations which are almost
always attached to the exhortations in the wisdom literature. The
teachers, in fact, not only urged men to be more ready to obey, but
also provided their exhortations with clear motivations. These motivations, as was only to be expected, are of very different types. Since the
teachers were concerned only with making the instruction clear in any
given case, it is not surprising that in order to achieve this they provided arguments of different kinds.
Exhortations, which address the pupil in the imperative, are remarkably infrequent in the older collections of proverbs in comparison
with afhrmative proverbs. They occur with greater frequency, otherwise only sporadically, in the two collections comprising Prov. 22. I 724.34 and Prov. 25-27. The motivations with which many of these
exhortations are provided deserve our particular interest.24
tion’ always means, in the book of Proverbs, and thus in the later passages, too
(Prov. 6.20, 23 ; 3 I .26), ‘wise teaching’ and not the ‘law’. There is a full discussion
in J. Fichtner, op. cit., pp.82ff.
22 H. W. Wolff, Dodeku@$~~eton, B K A T X I V / 2 ( A m o s , rg6g), pp. x85f.;
R. Knierim, Die Hauptbegrz$ fiir Siinde im Alten Testament, 1965, pp. I 77ff.
23Prov. 10.12, rg; 12.13; 17.9, rg; 19.11; 28.2, 13, 24; 29.6, 16, 22.
24 Such interpretative motivations are also appended to legal statements; cf.
B. Gemser, ‘The Importance of the Motive Clause in Old Testament Law’, SVT
1, 1953, PP. 5off.
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Do not keep company with the hot-tempered man,
‘so that you do not become accustomed to his ways
and prepare a trap for yourself’. (Prov. 22.25)
Do not involve yourself in financial obligations.
‘If you have nothing with which to pay,
your bed will be taken from under you’. (Prov. 22.2 7)
Do not become involved with the intemperate,
‘for the drinker and the glutton are reduced to poverty,
and sleepiness clothes men in rags’. (Prov. 23.2 I)
Do not lie in wait for the righteous man,
, ‘for the righteous man falls seven times and rises again,
but the wicked come to grief in calamity’. (Prov. 24. I 6)
Do not act as a witness to everything that you have seen,
‘for what will you do afterwards when your neighbour shames you ?’ (Prov. 25.8)
Do not visit your neighbour too often,
‘in case he grows tired of you
and then hates you’. (Prov. 25. I 7)
Do not boast about the next day,
‘for you do not know what a day may produce’. (Prov. 27. I)
Pay attention to the breeding of your small cattle,
‘for possessions do not last for ever
nor riches from generation to generation’. (PrOV. 27.24)

If one reads through these examples, one can see at once that the
attached motivations, which alone are our concern here, are not
always the only possible ones which could have been given. Certainly,
the exhortations could, here and there, have been differently, and
probably also no less effectively motivated. That means, then, that
these motivations have nothing axiomatic about them; they are
attached to the exhortations for practical, pedagogical reasons. One
can see this also in the fact that from time to time arguments of very
different kinds are brought into play. Sometimes the uncertainty, the
lack of stability in human relationships is used (Prov. 22.27; 27. I) ; at
other times, reference is made to the undesirable consequences which
might arise (Prov. 23.21; 27.24), etc. There is no need to enter into
details here. The common factor in all these motivations is the fact
that, without exception, they are based on experiences. Do not do
yourself an ill turn through thoughtlessness or ignorance. ‘The man
who is kind does himself a good turn, but the cruel man does himself
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a hurt’ (Prov. I I. I 7). We have to do, then, with rules for behaviour
which start from a point which a man can immediately recognize. It
requires no great effort on the pupil’s part to see and understand these
motivations. We have spoken about experiences, but here we are
dealing with experiences of orders, indeed of laws, of the truth of

Here at last, the modern reader believes he has found what he has
been expecting for so long, for here God is mentioned, not only as the
founder of law and order, but also as the one who watches over these
orders and to whom man ought to know he is bound in his behaviour.
But is this handful of stray theological motivations enough to
answer the question asked about the ethos of Israel (as, basically, we
already knew it would be!) to the effect that the ethos of Israel was
an unambiguously theonomous one.3 Would it not be better to admit
that the available facts fall somewhat short of what we expected? It
is nevertheless remarkable that Israel, who is otherwise so closely
bound to Yahweh, had to allow herself to be overtaken in this respect
by the Greek Hesiod, for in the form which he gave to ancient Greek
folk-wisdom in Works and Days, the religious aspect is unquestionably
clearer and less ambiguous. It is open to every pious mind to look to
Zeus as the giver and guardian of the law by which all human behaviour has to be guided. 2s Let us, then, quietly admit that the ethos of
the book of Proverbs simply lacks this clear-cut religious quality. An
indication of this - and by no means the only one - was the fact that
alongside the explicit, religious references to God and to his desire for
what is right, there were also exhortations which were motivated
purely and simply - one would almost say - by rules which functioned
neutrally. And these latter are even in the majority. The supposition
that two ethical foundations of quite diverse types are intermingled
here - the one developed from the operation of inherent laws, the
other directly theonomous - is quite improbable from the start. But
what is the explanation of these two sides to the motivations, and to
what extent is this still, in the long run, the question of a norm?
This question faces us with precisely the same dialectic as we have
already encountered, namely that of Yahweh’s presence on the one
25 Plijger notes correctly that in Hesiod divine command and human instruc-
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which men have become convinced in the course of many generations.
Here, then, human behaviour is determined not by general ethical
norms but by the experience of inherent natural laws.
At this point, the observer will scarcely be able to suppress the
question as to whether correct human behaviour can be regulated
only by experience and whether, especially in the case of an ancient
people, one does not have to reckon with a broad religious basis to its
guiding ethical principles. And in the case of ancient Israel - one
would think - were the presuppositions for this not there in plenty
from the start? The question then arises : Is the ethos, as it is taught
in the sentences in the book of Proverbs, not then a theonomous one
and, if so, in what sense ?
Now, the motivations which we gathered together above are not,
in fact, the only ones. There are also those which refer to Yahweh, to
his judgments and his rule.
Do not rob the poor,

‘for Yahweh will plead their case
and deprive of life those who have deprived them’.

(Prov. 22.23)

Do not shift the widow’s boundary mark,
‘for her defendant is strong
and will bring her case against you’. (Prov. 23. I r )
Help him who has been condemned to death and make no excuses,
‘The one who examines the hearts is attentive,
and he who preserves your life knows
and rewards man in accordance with his action.’ (Prov. 24. I 2)

Show no malevolent joy when your enemy falls,
‘in case Yahweh should see it and it should displease him,
and he should turn his anger away from him (to you) ‘. (Prov. 24. I 8)
Fear Yahweh and the king,
‘for disaster can suddenly arise from the former,
and calamity unexpectedly from them both’. (Prov. 24.22)
Feed your enemy when he is hungry,
‘for you will kindle fiery coals on his head,
and Yahweh will reward you for it’. (Prov. 25.22)
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tions are much closer to each other than is the case in Old Testament wisdom
exhortations (Hertzberg Festschrz$, 1965, p. 166). Pliiger, incorrectly in my view,
finds the reason for this really remarkable fact in the historical development of
Old Testament wisdom, namely in the lack of any deep penetration of old wisdom
by Yahwism. Could the reason not be found in the precise opposite? Does it not
also give rise to thought that in the translation into Greek (LXX), the accents have
often shifted on to a morality and a religiosity that were foreign to Israel? The
background has obviously become more religious, but, in contrast to the original
text, also more rational. On the translation of Proverbs in the Septuagint, see
especially G. Gerleman, ‘The Septuagint Proverbs as a Hellenistic Document’,
0 TS 8, 1950, pp. I 5ff. ; ibid., Studies in the Septuagint : ZZZ. Proverbs, Lunds Universitets
Arsskrift, Avd. I, Bd. 52, Nr. 3, 1956, and, most recently, W. &Kane, Proverbs,
* 970, PP. 33-47.
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hand and, on the other, of the laws inherent in the reality of the
world.26 Here, too, that is, in the question concerning the norm of her
activity, Israel was confronted by a kind of ‘in between world’ whose
inherent laws did not allow her simply to ident@ it with the utterances of Yahweh; but she did not hesitate to allow her behaviour to
be regulated by the orders which could be read here. According to
the convictions of the wise men, Yahweh obviously delegated to creation so much truth, indeed he was present in it in such a way that man
reaches ethical tc_rrtz jm when he learns to read these orders and
adjusts his behaviour to the experiences gained. We, however, who
are tracing the concepts of the ancients, must be clear that we can use
the term ‘experience’ only in the sense which it had for Israel. If
experience taught the awareness of orders, then it was teaching ultimate truths, truths about God. Correspondingly, the expression ‘inherent laws’, which is sometimes used, can be employed only in a
restricted sense. In the long run it was always Yahweh himself with
whom man saw himselfconfronted, and in him the indirectness of the
apparently neutral event was again superseded. It is, indeed, typical
that this order which controls men’s actions was nowhere made the
object of a theoretical definition. As a rule, the teachers only point
casuistically to its functioning, that is to the place where it calls man
in quite practical terms to decision. Only occasionally do the sentences rise above the level of the casuistic to what is, theologically, of
general validity. We give a few examples of these for consideration by
the reader, not in order to attribute, in the end, a higher place to
those sentences which speak explicitly of Yahweh. (They are certainly
not basically more important than those which pointed to orders
which are inherently effective.) They simply raise beyond all doubt
the fact that the ethos of these didactic instructions was in the last
resort still a theonomous one, even if of a characteristically detached,
dialectic type.

order to determine the ethos of proverbial wisdom, one must widen
the circle and include also the material of the affirmative proverbs.
Here it is particularly clear that, according to the sentences of the
teachers, man, always and everywhere, stands in a hidden partnership with Yahweh, one which is sometimes, however, also directly and
in principle explicit. What, then, is the origin of the harsh judgments
on those who despise their parents.327 It is certainly to be attributed
to the experience that they are under the curse of their evil deeds, but
also surely to the knowledge of Yahweh’s desire for justice. The same
is true of the active interest in the poor which one encounters again
and again in proverbial wisdom. 2s Occasionally reference is made to
the ‘creator’ of the poor. 29 What is the origin of the knowledge that
Yahweh tests the hearts ?sO But wherever the wise men encourage men
to practise good behaviour, wherever they try to prevent bad, what
is characteristic is the fact that they address themselves to man’s
ability to think and to his better understanding, in order to reach him
by the way of reflection. Here, then, we are dealing with the intelligent appropriation of what is right. Even in the domain of ethics,
there is much to be learned and understood.
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Yahweh’s eyes are in every place,
watching over the good and the evil.

(Prov. I 5.3)

Sheol and underworld lie open before Yahweh;
how much more the hearts ofmen. (Prov. 15.1 I)
All the ways of a man are pure in his own eyes,
but it is Yahweh who tests the spirits. (Prov. 16.2)

These are not exhortations in the formal sense of the word; but in
28 See above pp. 5gff.

Whoever loves discipline, loves knowledge,
but he who hates reproof is stupid. (Prov.

I

2. I)

Wise men gather knowledge. (Prov. I o. I 4)
The thoughts of the righteous
are directed to what is right. (Prov. I 2.5)

This understanding does not. always appear immediately but is perhaps the fruit of a fairly long road of realization. Men must know
about the law of the act-consequence relationship. Men must sharpen
their wits to be able to hear the words that can be heard spoken by
misfortunes.
To our question as to what, according to the teachings of the wise
men, was to determine human behaviour, there was no clear answer
in the sentences. At any rate it would be impossible to name a sentence
or a didactic poem or a maxim in which one could find a programmatic summary of the basis and goal of all human behaviour. This
27Prov. x.8f.; 19.26; 20.20; 30.17.
28 Prov. 14.21; x9.17; 22.9; 28.3; 28.27a; 29.7; 3x.9; Job 24.4; 29.x2-16;
31.16; 3I.Igf.; Sir. 4.1-10; 7.32; 29.9.
2o Prov. 14.31; 17.5; 22.2.
30 Prov. 16.2; 17.3; 21.2.
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lack of guiding principles in which the quintessence of Israel’s ethics
might find itself succinctly formulated may surprise us. But it is in fact
a characteristic of this teaching. Should one not, with respect to all
this search for ethical principles, speak quite freely of a definite lack of
principles, or at any rate of a highly remarkable flexibility in points
of view, arguments, etc? Was the random way in which the motivations were adduced, now from the one side, now from the other, only
to illuminate, to some extent, the respective exhortations, not already
an indication of how little this instruction emanated from basic principles? But from what did it emanate? In the first instance we encounter once more the paramount significance accorded to experience. If a sentence originated from the experience of the fathers, then
it could already of itself claimfor itself normative significance.31 Behind the mistrust of strong emotions and of everything overhasty
which found expression in certain examples, such as that of the ‘coolheaded’ man, there lie, of course, experiences. But, similarly, there
was a broad and deep awareness of the blessings of goodness in which,
as we saw, goodness of behaviour was found alongside goodness of
honour and property; and, finally, all these experiences were connected with the basic elements of a specific, highly stable, social order.
Thus, these too are part of the didactic instructions. But in these instructions for correct behaviour there are included also experiences
which men have had directly of Yahweh, that he proves to be the
defendant of those who are without legal rights, that he quite personally ‘complements’ a good deed with his blessing.32 Again, we must
not forget the characteristic concept of reality as a force which continually has its effects on men. This concept would now need to be
amplified only in this respect, that in these effects, orders can be discerned, from which a man can deduce norms for his behaviour. In
these effects of reality Yahweh was at work, ordering and directing.33
One could describe this reality to some extent neutrally as a definite,
regulative factor which contained a challenge to men. One could,
however, also speak specifically of the one who stands behind all these
events and their challenge. In the realm of thought in which the rules
for behaviour appear in such rational and ‘secular’ terms, the directness of this mention of Yahweh is rather surprising to the modern
reader, especially the facility with which the Yahweh-proverbs are

integrated with the other sentences. Man is always wholly in the
world, and he must always deal only with Yahweh. Here, of course,
there is no question of an act of revelation which, with prophetic
vehemence, has completely omitted to ask for man’s consent. It is,
rather, the reverse. The awareness of its evidence and also of its utility
had become only slowly consolidated in men’s minds. The ethos of
proverbial wisdom originates from a knowledge which is wholly accessible to man. According to the teachings of the wise men, correct
behaviour is a matter of correct understanding, but it is also a question of faith.34 This faith - is it faith in the orders or faith in Yahweh ? is completely unshaken in the sentences. Behind the very serious exhortation not to requite evil done to one (Prov. 20.22), not to take
matters into one’s own hands when faced with evil men (Prov. 2+2g),
there does not lie - at least not in the way in which we would understand it - a lofty ethical principle, but something else, namely faith in
the order controlled by Yahweh, in goodness as a life-promoting force.
Men know this, and for this reason it could be said, though for us
perhaps rather surprisingly, ‘Understanding makes a man patient’
(Prov. rg.r1).35
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31 See below pp. 1 g 1 ff.

Prov. 22.23; 23.1 I ; 25.22. On ‘retribution’, see below p. 133.
33 For a further discussion of the act-consequence relationship, see below pp. I 28ff.
32
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By way of an appendix, a question must at least be asked, one which
does not, indeed, arise directly out of the didactic literature itself, but
one which is obvious enough to readers of the Bible. If the teachers
believed that the good was something so obviously self-illuminating,
then the narrator of the theophany at Sinai and of the proclamation
of the Ten Commandments (Ex. 1 gf.) appears to think differently in
this matter, for he depicts an event which terrified Israel. How can
something self-illuminating terrify to this extent? Matters are complicated here, because it is a fairly certain result of a traditio-historical
analysis of the Sinai pericope that the proclamation of the Decalogue
was connected only secondarily with the Sinaitic revelation of Yahweh.36 (Even the so-called Shechemite Dodecalogue, Deut. 27.15ff.,
which is possibly even older than our Decalogue, is not in the form of
a divine speech.) For all that, in the present form of the narrative, the
More details below pp. I 9 I f.
3s On the ‘covering up of offences’ (Prov. I o. I 2 ; I 7.9; I g. I I) as a specifically
wisdom expression, see R. Knierim, Die HaufitbegrzB ftir Siinde im Alten Testament,
I 965, pp. I I gff. To cover up an offence means to keep silent about it, to look away,
perhaps also to smoothe it over. We shall return to this range of ideas under the
heading of ‘cause and effect’. See below p. 133.
36 E. Gerstenberger, op. cit., p.93, and others.
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terror also extends to the communication of the commandments (Ex.
20.18-2 I). If, however, Yahweh himself had to come to proclaim
them (in direct address) to Israel’s terror, then they were thought of
as something entirely new. This makes it easy to suppose that behind
the insertion of the Decalogue into such a spectacular context, there
is already a new, early, prophetic interpretation with a radical, theological tendency. At that period, the commandments were believed
to be a direct, and therefore terri@ing address by Yahweh to Israel.

VI
LIMITS OF WISDOM

0

to see at least the essentials of what was constitutive for the thinking of the wise men can be amplified still
further in another direction. Already, in the course of the preceding discussion and in the texts quoted, there were numerous
occasions for thinking about specific limits which were encountered
by the wise men in their search for knowledge and in their instructions
for mastering life and for correct behaviour. It is worthwhile pausing
a little longer over this particular theme, for it appears as if the whole
undertaking of this instruction can scarcely be better understood from
any other standpoint than from the sentences in which the wise men
speak of the limits which were encountered by their wisdom. In fact,
wisdom becomes communicative, in a characteristic and interesting
way, precisely at the point where such limits are experienced.
It is, of course, extremely important to see clearly from which
additional intellectual point of view this discussion of limits is to be
understood. One can speak in many ways of the limits which are
imposed on man. Scepticism can use them as arguments and, on the
other hand, an uncritical religious mind can appeal to the awareness
of such limits as a means of consolation against specific attacks and
intellectual difficulties. What, then, is the specific place among the
early wisdom teachers for this discussion about the limits which are
imposed on man?
We have already mentioned that - certainly instigated by impulses
emanating from neighbouring cultures - in the early monarchy a kind
of enlightenment was arrived at, a new understanding of man and the
world, which manifested itself in a comprehensive literary activity
which stretched far beyond the realm of the didactic.1 At least in
certain circles one can observe the emergence of a new critical sense
which - even if only among an intellectual Clite - led to a thorough
1 See above pp. 58ff.
UR ATTEMPT
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to the broad sweep of all that can be known. Confidently, they evaluate what has been experienced and bring every didactic aid into
service in order to bring the pupil, too, to the point of trusting the
evidence of the teaching in question. But this freedom in the utilization of experiences, this ability to shape life, is not their only or even
their last word. Occasionally even the wise men seem to exercise a
degree of self-restraint in talking, as if they were anxious to go in the
opposite direction, of limits which are imposed on wisdom and on the
mastery of life, even, indeed, of situations where all human ingenuity
is rendered ineffective.

THE LIBERATION OF REASON

revision of accepted ideas. If we understand the word enlightenment,
along the lines of a well-known definition by Kant, as the coming-ofage of man, then one would have to think of the adulthood thus
achieved in Israel, too, as, in the first instance, a critical encounter
with the whole world of experience and its inherent laws. Thinking
entered into a new form of responsibility. It is clear that even Yahwism, which lived so intensively on experiences of a directly present
God, had to express itself differently in relation to this new critical
sense. Reality could no longer hide in the security of patriarchalsacral orders. It was, instead, forced out into its own ‘worldly’ domain.
It would appear, however, that this process of desacralization, that is,
of a secularization of the world, has been greeted perhaps a little too
vociferously by modern theology, because sometimes it was thought to
contain a kind of biblical support for modern slogans. But what took
place in Israel at that period is very little suited to the modern slogan
for the reason that there was linked with what was in fact a radical
secularization, an equally radical concept of God’s guidance and of
his presence in all parts of creation. People have not always been
clear that the fascinatingly realistic presentation of history in the
Succession Narrative (it is always cited in this context as the -most
illuminating document of this new intellectual spirit) is not to be
understood quite so easily as appears to the modern reader who, in
view of its rational lucidity and its consistent logical thought, would
like to consider it as a forerunner of modern history. In reality, however, with its few, but carefully placed references to Yahweh’s guidance of history, it is imbued with a unique and considerable theological tension. It represents a piece of genuine, secular history without
in the least curtailing God’s share in it. Therein lies its real theological
achievement.
In this, however, we have described precisely the polarity within
which also the teachings of old wisdom operate. Its proverbs are
marked by the same tension between a radical secularization on the
one hand and the knowledge of God’s unlimited powers on the other.
At one point, man’s life was seen to be bound up in orders which
themselves were not entirely free from a certain amount of control.
Then, again, it was seen to be entirely dependent on a wholly personal
attitude of benevolence on God’s part. It would be easy to suppose
that it must have been difficult for the wise men to maintain this
tension in their teachings without loss in one direction or the other.
But of this there is no trace, With effortless ease they devote themselves

I

All the ways of man are pure in his own eyes,
but it is Yahweh who tests the spirits. (Prov. 16.2)
A man’s steps come from Yahweh,
how then can a man understand his way ? (Prov. 20.24)

These two sentences do not speak of something experienced or even
evident, but of something unknown, that is of something which escapes human calculation. In this way the teachers take a man out of
the security of his perceptions and values. What he considers to be
genuine can appear quite different in God’s sight, and the way which
he chooses for himself is nevertheless determined by Yahweh. So do
not overestimate the chances of understanding it. These are not, of
course, general dogmas with which the wise men confront human
stubbornness. On the contrary, behind these warnings there lie, once
again, specific experiences which, although against the usual run,
may not for all that be suppressed. Nor did they simply stand as
exceptions on the perimeter; it was not a question of isolated crossshots with which one had to cope as best one could. These unknown
factors could be encountered at any time or in any place in life, and
thus this group of sentences has its own importance within the total
pattern of the instructions.
The plans of the mind belong to man,
but the answer of the tongue comes from Yahweh.

(Prov. 16. I)

Here, mind and tongue are placed in a remarkable antithesis, as
spheres in which the antithesis between man and God can perhaps
be seen particularly clearly. To man belong - as the Hebrew text
calls it - ‘the arrangements of the mind’, the framing of plans, the
constant planning in advance. That is his field, the one in which he is
master. But the projects of the mind still do not accomplish anything.

i
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A man’s mind thinks out his own way,
but Yahweh directs his step. (Prov. 16.9)
House and property are inherited from tithers,
but from Yahweh comes a sensible wife. (Prov. 19.14)
Many plans are in a man’s mind,
but Yahweh’s decree endures. (Prov. 19.2 x)
Here, too, it is a question of limits of which a man must remain aware
in his attempt to master life. There is no thought, however, of the
well-known and much lamented limitation of man’s range of vision.
That would be something still comparatively harmless. It is a question
not of something which a man does not know, but ought to know.and
perhaps even could know, but of something which he can never know.2
Once again this simply establishes the fact as such. What it means for
a man is left open. One can almost suppose that in the case of this
limitation, where it becomes clear that even in every human plan
God still has the last word, the wise men saw, rather, something
beneficial. God could protect man even from his own plans. The
ancients became aware of this limitation in that utterly incalculable
and therefore mysterious factor which seemed to intrude between the
preparation of a project and its realization. Here, so the teachers
thought, one can experience the hand of God. Of course, such sentences do not purport to be sound doctrines about the theological
distinction between human and divine activity (man in planning,
God in action). They are simply examples from life by means of which
one can demonstrate clearly the intervention of the divine mystery.
2 In unmistakable dependence on such sentences, Jeremiah, too, says, ‘I know,
Yahweh, that a man does not have his way in his own power; no one who walks
succeeds in directing his own steps’ (Jer. 10.23). Similarly, the old man Tobit
talks about the ‘ways’ of life, ‘No one is capable of anything on the strength of his
own will, but the Lord himself gives everything that is good’ (Tob. 4. I 9). One has,
however, the impression that what was experienced in the old sentences as antinomy
has become, in Tobit, the expression of simple piety.
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What is decisive is how man can give expression to them in words.
And the meaning of the sentence is now this: the road f?om the constant thinking out of plans to the word, to the correct appropriate
word, to the word ‘at the right time’, is a long one and much can happen in the meantime which is outside his control. But God is there
precisely in this incalculable element, and at a single stroke which you
have scarcely noticed, he has taken the whole affair out of your hands.
The three following sentences can be expounded in identical fashion.

In no sense is there a direct, predictable road leading from a human
plan to its execution. Inherited property has an element of constancy
of which one can take account in one’s plans. In the choice of the right
wife, so much that is incalculable is at stake; one has to accept that
she is a gift from Yahweh.
There is no wisdom, no understanding,
no counsel against Yahweh.
The horse is made ready for the day of battle,
but the victory belongs to Yahweh. (Prov.
*

2 I .3of.)

In this astonishing sentence, the awareness of the limit round which
earlier sentences were already circling is expressed in extremely radical
terms and is even surpassed. The astonishing element in it is clearly
seen when one realizes that its aim is certainly not to warn man
against acquiring and using wisdom or even to prevent him from
‘making ready’ the horse before the battle. If one were to remove it
from its context one could even perceive in it the expression of a
radical, theological agnosticism. But this would be to misunderstand
it completely. Its aim is, rather, to put a stop to the erroneous concept
that a guarantee of success was to be found simply in practising human
wisdom and in making preparations. Man must always keep himself
open to the activity of God, an activity which completely escapes all
calculation, for between the putting into practice of the most reliable
wisdom and that which then actually takes place, there always lies a
great unknown. Is that a dangerous doctrine? Must not - we might
ask - as a result of this great unknown factor, a veil of resignation lie
over all human knowledge and action? This question can be answered
only by the degree of trust which man is capable of placing in that
divine activity which surpassess all planning. The double sentence of
Prov. 2 I .3of. can have a comforting effect, but, with different religious presuppositions, it could have a depressing effect. Along these
latter lines, Ecclesiastes will elaborate this perception in his own way.s
In its present context, the awareness of the limitations of all human
planning is certainly not depressing, but rather liberating: ‘Victory
comes from the Lord.’ Thus, this double sentence is in no sense an
isolated outpost. It must be taken together with one of the deepest
insights to which those teachers penetrated. Only he is really wise who
does not consider himself wise. To consider oneself wise is a sure sign
of folly.
8 See below pp. 226ff.
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Do you see a man who thinks he is wise ?
There is more hope for a fool than for him. (Prov. 26.12)
Do not boast about the next day,
for you do not know what a day may produce. (Prov. 27. I)
A rich man thinks he is wise,
but a poor man who has intelligence can see through him.
(Prov. 28. I I)
He who trusts in himself is a fool,
but he who walks in wisdom escapes. (Prov. 28.26)
Trust in Yahweh with all your heart,
but do not rely on your own cleverness. (Prov. 3.5)
Do not think you are wise;
fear Yahweh and avoid evil. (Prov. 3.7)

prisingly sharply. Wisdom itself can never become the object of trust,
never become that upon which a man leans in life.

The acquisition of wisdom and competence was stressed by none as
highly as by the teachers; but they also knew that wherever it gives
a man a sense of security or where it tempts him into boasting, wisdom
has already cancelled itself out.
No reason is given for the idea that the considering of himself as
wise betrays in a man an almost hopeless inner state. As so often, a
rule is stated without any theological reason being given for it. Is the
reason to be sought in the superior power of the unknowable, a factor
by which the wise man precisely ought to be influenced ? But the
explanation is surely to be found in a different direction. Again and
again in Israel, one encounters a passionate attack on any form of
false security and on that kind of self-glorification in which a man can
badly misjudge himself. Thus, for example, before a battle, Yahweh
takes precautions that the Israelites should not ‘vaunt themselves’
(Judg. 7.2). In Deut. g. I-6, there is a whole war-sermon in which the
Israelites are warned not to attribute the guidance of Yahweh to their
own goodness and righteousness. Can, then, the axe vaunt itself over
him who wields it (Isa. 10.15) ? Thus, it is not the quantitative limitation of human capabilities which forbids self-confidence and selfglorification; it is, rather, something which can be explained only in
theological terms: self-glorification cannot be combined with trust in
Yahweh. Even the ability of wisdom to master life must inevitably
come up against this alternative. Thus, in this case too, the teaching
of the wise men is rooted in ultimate, basic convictions about faith in
Yahweh. A disparagement of wisdom would be the last thing with
which one could reproach these teachers; but the limit is drawn sur-

Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom,
let not the mighty man glory in his might,
let not the rich man glory in his riches.
But let him who glories glory in this,
that he has understanding and knows me,
that I am Yahweh who practise kindness,
justice and righteousness on earth;
for in these things do I delight. (Jer. g.23f.)
’ In this presumably authentic word of Jeremiah, the prophet criticizes

those things on which human self-glorification is usually based. If
there is to be any boasting, then the only basis for it would lie in man’s
knowledge of God. One cannot say that this warning is directed
against the search for knowledge on the part of the wisdom teachers
whose insights are available to us in the sentences of the book of
Proverbs. On the contrary, Jeremiah has correctly interpreted the
deepest insights of the teachers and has given to them their keenest
and finest expression.
The story of Absalom’s council of war, in which Yahweh had
‘broken’, in dramatic fashion, the counsel of the wise man Ahithophel
(II Sam. I 7.14), reads almost like a paradigm of the sentence that no
wisdom can prevail against Yahweh (Prov. 21.30).4 If one consulted
him, it was ‘as if one consulted God himself’. Ahithophel was David’s
counsellor, but he had joined the rebellion against David. David knew
that nothing could effect his advice. This made his position completely hopeless from the start. There was nothing moreth at men
could do against this advantage, and for this reason David appealed to
Yahweh to let Ahithophel’s advice ‘seem foolish’ (II Sam. 15.31).
Yahweh answered the prayer of his anointed. But on this occasion he
did not allow - and events could have taken this turn - the wise man
to make a mistake. As always, Ahithophel’s advice was the only correct way this time, too; but, in a kind of madness, the council of war
rejected it. If only we had more such narratives to clarify for us in
such concrete terms the meaning of a sentence.5 In this instance, the
4 W. M. W. Roth, VT 18, 1968, pp.7of.
5 Ahithophel had advised the immediate pursuit of the fleeing king in order to
give him no time to recover. This would prevent the need for a battle and would
mean that the affair would be decided as quickly as possible. His opponent in the
council, Hushai, gives completely opposite advice; the involved process of a general
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frustrating of human wisdom, which is in itselfsuperior, the making of
it to appear foolish, is in a thoroughly consolatory context, for Yahweh
made use of this means to rescue his anointed from the most abject
humiliation. But one could unquestionably think also of contexts
where the sentence could stand in a much more ominous light.

Therefore, behold, I will again
do marvellous things with this people,
wonderful and marvellous ;
and the wisdom of their wise men shall perish,
and the understanding of their men of understanding shall be hidden.
(Isa. 29.14)
Once again we are dealing with a frustration, caused by God, of the
wisdom of the wise men, Events will occur, in the face of which the
insight of men of insight will be obliged to ‘hide’. The context here is
much darker. Isaiah sees, in conjunction with political catastrophes, a
darkness falling with which human abilities at understanding will no
longer be able to cope.
We have particularly emphasized the sentences which deal with
Yahweh as the limit of all of man’s mastery of life, because, in, the
context of Israel’s old wisdom, they are the most impressive indications of the fact that the understanding of the world which these
teachers had was not simply a predominantly religious one but that it
was based quite specifically on faith in Yahweh the God of Israel.
While later wisdom is differentiated from old wisdom as being ‘theological’, this distinction is only a relative one, for it concerns, rather,
the intensity of the involvement in specific, individual, theological
questions. It is not, however, a difference in principle, for even old
conscription is not to be omitted. Hushai was a supporter of David; he wanted to
give him time to gather troops. The two speeches, especially that of Hushai, are
examples of a highly cultivated rhetoric, of a precious use of language, in which
the teachers trained their pupils.
Was the idea that Yahweh can make the clever man foolish also a theme of the
hymn?

. . . who frustrates the omen of prognosticators

and makes the soothsayers fools,
who makes the wise men turn back
and makes their knowledge foolish.

(Isa. 44.25)
He makes counsellors foolish
andjudges hemakesfools . . .
He takes speech away from those who are trusted
and takes the power ofdiscernment from the elders.

(Job

I 2. I

7,20)
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wisdom was aware that all life is determined by Yahweh and, as we
have seen, reflected on his activities, activities which either challenged
men or limited them.
Let us recall once again the remarkable dualism which struck us
about the codification of experiences in the sentences. The teachers
vacillated between two possibilities of expression: one adhered quite
objectively to the causality of events, while the other was credal and
spoke of Yahweh’s direct dealings with men. These two types of expressions ran parallel to one another, so to speak. This appeared
astonishing to us; for all that, the two types were never fused in one
and the same sentence. One formulated an event in ‘secular’ terms;
the other credally. There was never any confrontation of the two
causalities in one event. But it was quite another matter in the
Yahweh-proverbs which we have just discussed. Here, in one and the
same sentence - a dangerous undertaking - God and man were mentioned in the same breath. Here, too, there was an awareness of God’s
presence, of his participation in all human events. But now it was no
simple juxtaposition; now God and man - co-operating in one and
the same event - suddenly parted company. This separation led the
teachers didactically to the idea that they would have to break the
continuity between human intentions and actual realization. The unpredictable area which lay between these two they regarded as the
specific domain of Yahweh. Even this did not, of course, remove the
element of doubt. A complete and, above all, unambiguous penetration of the world by God could not be demonstrated except at the
price of giving up the world’s secularity. Given the world in which
they found themselves, the teachers considered it appropriate to speak
at great length of valid rules and orders, even feeling obliged to include
human activity as a factor. On the other hand, they regarded themselves equally justified in drawing attention from time to time to the
hand of God intervening directly in human life. Only in this way
were they able to do justice to the dialectic of all experience.
This, however, also provides an answer to our question as to the
specific theological position of what was said about the limits of wisdom. The purpose of what was said in this respect was not to conceal
an intellectual difficulty. Rather, it filled the gap which opened up
between two types of empirical statement which were diametrically
opposed to each other. Of course it approached man by way of a
warning, but certainly not with the intention of making him aware of
his lack of freedom. When did Israel ever complain of this mysterious
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presence of God in every human activity? This divine presence, on
the one hand limiting human planning, on the other carrying men
beyond the goal which they had envisaged - to experience human
limitations in this way was, in the last resort, a comforting doctrine.
By this dialectic of the two points of view, the wise men have influenced the religious thinking of the entire Western world.6
How could the wise men have solved this basic intellectual problem
if it had not presented itself to them? It was certainly not their task to
determine philosophically the relationship of a system of inherently
effective laws to Yahweh’s free will. Their task was a predominantly
practical one; they endeavoured to place their pupils within the sphere
of influence of varied and partly contradictory experiences of life.
They could not give to each one of them practicable directions for the
road, They were aiming at something much more important: by
means of their teachings, derived from experience, they set the pupil
in the midst of the constant oscillation between grasp of meaning and
loss of meaning, and in this way they induced him to make his own
contribution in this exciting arena of knowledge of life. In this way
they probably achieved more than if they had trained their pupils to
find a better solution for theological problems. Reduced to its bare
essentials, these regulations of theirs for a fruitful life seem determined
by a remarkable dialectic. Do not hesitate to summon up all your
powers in order to familiarize yourself with all the rules which might
somehow be effective in life. Ignorance in any form will be detrimental to you; only the ‘fool’ thinks he can shut his eyes to this.
Experience, on the other hand, teaches that you can never be certain.
You must always remain open for a completely new experience. You
will never become really wise, for, in the last resort, this life of yours
is determined not by rules but by God.

discussion. Can one really say that the teachers were searching for a
world order? Our findings, especially the discussion of the Yahwehproverbs, suggested, rather, that one can in no sense speak of a world
order as really existing between God and man.7 What could be
determined was, rather, that the statements of the teachers move in a
dialectic which is fundamentally incapable of resolution, speaking on
the one hand of valid rules and, on the other, of ad hoc divine actions.
Later wisdom, too, speaks of the limits imposed on human knowledge. Since this later wisdom scarcely ever made use of the sentence
form, it did not have at its disposal the possibility of alternating between proverbs which at one point indicate the knowable and at
another indicate the unknowable. The larger form of the lengthy
didactic speech afforded other possibilities, namely the insertion of
appropriate hymnic sections. Already in older sentence wisdom, one
can describe the mystery of God’s rule quite simply as a subject for
study. But the later teachers became more communicative in this
respect. The fascination of the phenomenon of this mystery has obviously continued to grow. The lack of transition has, of course, remained. The suddenness with which rational speeches pass into a
hymn in praise of this mystery, seems rather irritating to the modern
reader.
. . . who does great things which are unsearchable,
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In view of all this, one must therefore be cautious in one’s use of the
term ‘order’ which we, too, have felt unable to dispense with in our
6 ‘Indeed, the power which is eternal moves

us imperceptibly, one way or another,
in the direction of what is beneficial to us,
of counsel, of decision, of completion,
and, as if borne along, we reach our goal.
To experience this is highest bliss.
Not to demand it is plain duty,
to expect it is comfort in suffering.’
(J. W. v. Goethe, Die natiirliche Tochter, Act V, Scene 7)

wonders without number.

(Job 5.9)

Do you think you

can find out the depths of God’s being,
or know the limits of the Almighty?

It is ‘higher than heaven’,
what can you do ?
It is deeper than the underworld,
what can you know ? (Job I I .7f.)
Dominion and fear are with him
who creates peace in his heights.
Can his hosts be numbered,
and on whom does his light not arise?

(Job 25.2-3)

See, God is great so that we cannot grasp it;
the number of his years is unfathomable.

(Job 36.26)

7 In two places in the book of Jeremiah, there have been inserted hymnic texts
which are striking in so far as in them, quite unambiguously, reference is made to
‘orders’ in creation (Jer. 31.35f.), to orders of heaven and earth (Jer. 33.25). The
dialectic which engaged our attention above is resolved here; the ‘orders’ (huqqzt)
actually appear as something inherent in creation.
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know, have you not heard?

YahwehisaneverlzUti.ngGod,
he who has created the ends of the earth.
He does not grow weary or tit;
his understanding is unsear& ble. (Isa. 40.28)

If this was the same God who was at work in the laws and orders that
have been perceived, then it is easy to see the tensions within which
the thinking of the wise men operated. More than any other ancient
people, Israel was aware that all spheres of life were encompassed in
the most direct way by the power of God, by his ‘zeal’. To the extent
however, to which one was aware that God was at work behind thd
fixed orders, the world, too, which knowledge was endeavouring to
control, was drawn into the sphere of the great mystery surrounding
God. Thus the teachers, especially those of the later period, were able
to speak in such a lively way about the unsearchable nature of the
world. So, as is well known, the divine speech in the book of Job
covers every aspect of the world in order, in a didactic, interrogative
style, to teach men to view the world, and whatever happens in it, in
all its inexplicableness. Indeed, beginning with the intricate formation of his own body, man saw himself also as part of this mystery :
You have formed my inward parts,
have knit me together in my mother’s womb.
I praise you that I have been so wonderfully made;
yourworksarewonder&l . . .
My frame was not hidden from you,
when I was being made in secret
and wrought in the depths of the earth.
When I was still an embryo, your eyes saw me,
everydaywaswritteninabook . . .
when none of them as yet existed.
How precious do I find your thoughts,
0 God, how great is the sum of them.
If I tried to count them,
they would be more than the sand. (Ps. 18g.r8-r8a)
This whole psalm, indeed, is a paradigm of that intermingling of
faith and knowledge. The desire for knowledge is so pressing that at
the limits which are imposed upon it, it becomes itself a witness) to
God’s inscrutability. The fear of God not only enabled a man to
acquire knowledge, but also had a predominantly critical function in
that it kept awake in the person acquiring the knowledge the aware-
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ness that his intellect was directed towards a world in which mystery
predominated. This fear of God has trained him to openness, to readiness for an encounter even with the inscrutable and the imponderable,
that is, it has taught him that the sphere in which definite, verifiable
orders can be discerned is a very limited one. But one must not lose
sight of the fact that the wise men never speak, in a narrower sense,
of a mystery of the world. The mysteries of the world have no independent existence. In them, man directly confronts the mystery of God.
Israel’s intellectual powers have never escaped from the shadow of the
great mystery of God. This is, indeed, the fascinating thing about this
investigation of life, the fact that men dared to address themselves to
a world in which they had to reckon at every step with the possibility
of encountering the totally incommensurable God. Fascinating, too,
is the calm, unperturbed way in which this investigation is pursued on
such a terrain and faced with such a partner. Of course, hand in hand
with the growing boldness in interpreting the guidance of God, there
goes - remarkably enough, mostly from the same lips - solemn teaching about the mysteries of divine government. The mystery of God
has now become a subject of study. Occasionally, even, the teachers
could surpass themselves when they said that the mystery of God, of
which they were aware, was still not the whole mystery of God, but
only the outermost edge of it.
The underworld lies naked before him,
the abyss is without covering.
He stretches out the north over the void,
and hangs the earth upon nothing . . .
See, these are only the outskirts of his ways,
what a small whisper we hear of him!
But the thunder of his power, who can understand?
Who has seen him and can tell about it ?
Who can extol him as he is ?
Much that is still hidden is greater than this,
for we see but little of his rule. (Sir. 43.3If.)

(Job 26.6f., 14)

If it is permissible to measure the high-water mark of a people’s
knowledge by what they know of the unknowable, then Israel was
extremely knowledgeable. One can hardly say that ancient Near
Eastern wisdom outside Israel felt itself forced into such doubt.
Whether one can describe the basic characteristic of this old instructional
wisdom as optimistic in contrast to a more pessimistic, theological
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wisdom, is highly questionable.s If its optimism refers to the ‘still
unquestioned connection between goodness and well-being, then one
could, in all seriousness, ask whether one could not, rather, call the
teaching of Job’s friends, of Jesus Sirach and of the Wisdom of Solomon
optimistic in contrast to old wisdom which, as we have just seen, still
argues very cautiously and therefore is certainly not ‘naively untamed’.
Job and Ecclesiastes cannot be understood as representatives of a whole
phase of wisdom, but as advocates of questions which suddenly emerge
in the midst of this conceptual system. The sudden emergence of such
difficult questions is not, however, something fundamentally new. One
could write a whole history of such sudden appearances, of which
David’s question in II Sam. 24.17 would still not be the terminus a quo.
Belief in the validity of the connection between goodness and well-being
was not, in any case, a specific tenet of wisdom teaching. Not only was
it spread throughout the whole world in ancient times and was, thus,
not a postulate which was being propounded, but wide experience had
taught men to understand this connection as a divine ordinance governing all human life. It is not possible to determine a deeper break, a
fundamental revision in this concept. The difference between older
instructional wisdom and later theological wisdom cannot be understood by means of an optimism-pessimism contrast. Every period has
its own conflicts with reality or, better, with the concepts which it has
formed of reality. But there is always something which cannot be
acoommodated. The search for knowledge in every age has only the
confidence which it has been given and is forced to a halt at specific
limits. Thus, both its optimism and its pessimism are of a specific kind.
It is bad if the exegete seizes on one aspect of what is, in all periods, a
very lively process of grasp of meaning and loss of meaning and makes
it the criterion of two major phases in Israel’s educational system.
8 Amongst others, B. Gemser, S’riiclld Sulomos, 1937, pp. 55ff. ; I. C. Rylaarsdam,
Revtlatilon in Jewish Wisdom Literature, 19632, p.63 ; U. Skladny, op. cit., p. 82 ;
H. Ringgren, S’iiche, 1962, p.45; R. B. Y. Scott, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Anchor
Bible, I:g65, p. XIX; 0. Plijgcr, Gottes Wort und Gottes Lund (Hertzberg Festschrift,
19651, Ip. 172.

PART THREE

INDIVIDUAL SUBJECTS OF
INSTRUCTION

VII
THE ESSENTIALS FOR COPING
WITH REALITY

A

FTER THE PRECEDING DISCUSSION, primarily Of p&ICipleS,
we are now faced with the task of considering still more closely
specific individual experiences which Israel had within the
wider sphere of her reality. If we use the word ‘reality’, we have of
course, strictly speaking, already gone well beyond the range of expressions occurring in the sentences and didactic poemS, for there this
particular sphere is not mentioned, not, at any rate, as a homogeneous and self-contained whole, not even, as we would like to think, as
‘creation’. The book of Proverbs presents us, rather, with a multiplicity of individual realities which are at first difficult to survey. The
step from the many to the one, that is, to reality as a homogeneous
whole, is not taken. One cannot say that this is simply due to an inability on Israel’s part to think in abstract terms, for this hesitancy to
classify the experience of reality in conceptual terms could be due
precisely to a specific factor in her experience of the world. One could
present a stronger case for the idea that the didactic form, orientated
towards the practical, afforded little opport~mity for indulging in
broad abstractions. But we must, in every case, remain conscious of
this fact, whether we judge it to be a limitation or a specific opportunity for men’s experience of the world.
We find particularly aggravating the lack of any order determined
by subject-matter, of any arrangements in the collection of sentences
and teachings. Only rarely does the reader come upon a group of
proverbs in which related material has come together. For the understanding of the sentences as a whole,. these small ordered arrangements are of no significance, for they appear too sporadically. A
further aggravating factor is that the didactic material which we have
to discuss is, as far as we can see, the result of the intellectual activity
of about eight centuries; only with difficulty, however, could it be
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arranged chronologically. On the one hand, we have to reckon with
considerable intellectual development within this process of tradition
which has spanned many centuries; on the other hand, however - and
especially in the case of such specifically didactic material - also with
a tenacious persistence and stability, with regard both to the way of
asking questions and to the fundamental perceptions. It is fairly common, nowadays, to date the collection comprising Prov. IO-29 in the
period of the monarchy. If one compares with it the didactic poems
in Prov. 1-9, one might, in view of their more intensive, theological
thought, consider that they were later; but this is by no means certain.
The proof that only in the post-exilic period could such teaching be
given has still to be produced. Perhaps, with regard to the teachings
of Prov. 1-9, we must simply think of different transmitters who, at
the same time, stood in different teaching traditions.
What first presented itself as an extremely important subject of
research in the field of the wisdom literature was the question about
the external circumstances presupposed by the didactic poems, that
is, about the political, social and economic circumstances, but also,
of course, at the same time, the question about the internal attitude
of man to man and of man to God.1 This, of course, raised the question about the opinions expressed in the sentences. Indubitably, by
means of these questions, interesting groupings could be made among
the proverbs. One can ask, however, whether there is much more to
be done in this respect. It now appears more important and more
interesting to examine the proverbs and teachings from the point of
view of the intellectual work achieved in them. With what end in
view were events examined ? What was looked for in them, and what
was it hoped to find? If, in fact, something of the nature of an order
was recognized, how was it expressed? In this way we could succeed
in understanding the sentences at a deeper level, a level at which
there emerges something which they all have in common, We could,
in this way, discover certain basic phenomena which were observed
in more or less all spheres of life and in which the teachers were particularly interested, in that they continually come back to them. We
recall that the vast majority of the sentences are in the style of simple
statements, not of exhortations. They simply state what has been
experienced. This is where we could begin, for it is here that the
question of what the individual sentences state must be answered.
Judgments? Statements of fact? Causal connections? Or how do they
1 Discussed particularly in the works of J. Fichtner and U. Skladny.

regard the relationship of Yahweh or that of men to events in their
environment ?
I. THE EXPRESSION OF THE ACTUAL AND THE
SEARCH FOR ANALOGIES

The book of Proverbs is full of sentences in which definite judgments
are expressed. Beginning with the value of wisdom, the worthlessness
of folly, the wise men emphasize as comprehensibly as possible what
ought to be retained from one type of behaviour or another or from
human characteristics. At this point, for example, there belongs the
sizeable group of ‘better than’ proverbs (‘Better a dish of vegetables
with love than a fattened ox with hatred’, Prov. I 5.17). At this point,
too, belong the t3Zbb-proverbs (‘. . . is an abomination to Yahweh’)
and the ‘happiness’-proverbs (‘happy, blessed is the man who . . .‘).2
These sentences also, of course, state judgments which are self-evident
within the sphere of a specific world order. There will be no further
discussion of them here. With these, there are clearly contrasted other
sentences in which no value judgments are passed; rather, the teacher
confines himself to stating simply, as they were actually felt, specific
experiences of types of behaviour. Such actualities occur so frequently
that in them something of the nature of a rule may be recognized. But
what is expressed is not the rule itself; rather, a typical case is presented
in which the rule is immediately perceptible to those who think about
it. That the rich man has many friends while the poor man is hated
by his friend (singular; Prov. 14.20) ; that the rich man, if he needs
help, always finds it, while the poor man is rejected even by his friend;
that the rich man always finds listeners, while, when the poor man
speaks, people say, ‘Who is this ?’ (Sir. 13.23) - this and much more
is simply so. One takes note of it, one does not alter it, one must,
rather, take such facts into account and not argue about them. That
the buyer first of all complains about the goods, but that, after the
purchase, he boasts (Prov. 20.14), is perhaps funny, but whoever
wishes to get to know men must also know about such peculiar types
of behaviour; some time or another, this knowledge will be of use to
him. Again and again, these sentences come back to the contradictions in social life and to the puzzles which arise within this sphere of
tension.
a ‘tC’Z6&proverbs’ : Prov. 3.32; 6.16; 8.7;
20.10,

I 1.1, 20; 15.8f., 26; x6.5; 17.15;
23; ‘beatitudes’: Prov. 3.13; 8.32, 34; 14.21; 16.20; 20.7; 28.14; 29.18.
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The rich man’s wealth is a strong city for him,
but the ruin of the poor is in their Poverty. (Prov.
The poor man speaks beseechingly,
but the rich man replies harshly.

I O.

15)

(Prov. I 8.23)

A rich man and a poor man meet ;
it is Yahweh who has made them all.

(Prov. 22.2)

The rich man does wrong and boasts about it;
the poor man suffers wrong and must apologize.
The rich man toils to gather his fortune,
and when he rests he eats his fill.
The poor man toils and exhausts himself,
and when he rests he finds himselfin need.

(Sir. I 3.3)

(Sir. 31.3f.)

There is no appeal made here to abolish such conditions. In its place,
this frequently happened in Israel, too. In these sentences, we find
ourselves to some extent in a sphere where social appeals are not
envisaged at all. If one were to examine these sentences with regard
to the movement of thought that takes place within them, then one
would encounter first of all a quite simple astonishment at actualities
and at contradictions which can be observed. This does not make the
poor man rich or the evil man good, but in this astonishment there is
knowledge. Even if this kind of thing can still not be incorporated in a
scale of values, a man does well to include such a realization in his
knowledge of rules. It is understandable that it is in this type of
sentence that peculiar phenomena, which are in themselves puzzling,
are expressed. That it is sometimes difficult to recognize such phenomena and that they refer to difficult problems, actually lies well
beyond the declaratory scope of the sentence, for with the assertion of
the existence of such actualities, it has already fulfilled its self-imposed
task. Its aim was neither to explain nor even to evaluate such actualities.
Sheol and underworld are never satisfied,
and men’s eyes are never satisfied.

(Prov. 27.20)

Here is yet another fact, though only one, which completely passes
understanding. The insatiability of the eye, like that of the underworld which is always able to receive new shades, can only be stated
as a highly puzzling phenomenon. This type of assertion acquires an

almost uncanny quality when God is brought within its scope.
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A poor man and a slave-driver meet ;
the one who gave sight to them both is Yahweh.

“7

(Prov. 29. I 3)s

We must not omit a particular field in which the wise men have
made their observations - again only in neutral and declaratory
terms - that of man’s inner life. In the psychological sphere, or faced
with the question of how a man’s inner life is reflected in his outer one
and how he can, at the same time, conceal himself, how solitary he can
be both in joy and in sorrow, here the wise men have succeeded in
formulating particularly fine sentences. They have succeeded in capturing just such more or less hidden truths. The author of Job dwells
forcefully on the fears and delusions which torment brutal men,4 and
Sirach begins, on several occasions, to tackle the highly ambivalent
phenomenon of shame.5 But similar material is already found in the
older sentence literature.
A heart knows its own bitterness,
and no stranger shares its joy. (Prov. 14. I o)
Even in laughter the heart can suffer,
and the end ofjoy is grief. (Prov. I 4. I 3)
A man’s spirit endures his sickness,
but a broken spirit who can bear?

(Prov. 18.14)

We can see the same process in the sphere of ‘natural science’. If
we read, for example, concerning the bee, a particularly insignificant
winged creature, that we h&e to thank her for one of the most
wonderful things (Sir. I I .3), then this is simply the stating of an
astonishing fact and contains no moral appeal. Alongside such unpretentious sentences, one can at once place the magnificent animal
descriptions in the divine speech in the book of Job, for the difference
here is only in the more ambitious, artistic presentation.6 We select
from the available material (ostrich, Job 39.13-18; horse, Job 3g.1g22; crocodile, Job 40.25-q .26) the description of the hippopotamus.
See the hippopotamus beside you.
He eats grass like an ox.
3 Cf. Prov. 2g.22a. The two sentences remind us of Amenmope, ch. 25: ‘(The god)
makes I ,000 poor men at will ; he also makes I ,000 men overseers.’
4 Job 8.2off. ; 20.22ff.
5 Sir. 4.20-26; 41.14-42.8. See below pp. 247ff.
6 H. Richter, ‘Die Naturweisheit des Alten Testaments im Buche Hiob’, ZAW
70,1958, PP. *fl:
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his strength in his loins
and his power in the muscles of his body.
He lets his tail hang down like a cedar;
the sinews of his thighs are firmly knit together.
His bones are tubes of bronze,
his loins are bars of iron.
He is the first of the works of God,
‘made to have dominion over his fellows’.
For the mountains provide wood for him,
and all the wild beasts play there.
He hides under lotus bushes,
in the covert of reed and marsh.
The lotus bushes cover him with their shade,
and the poplars by the stream surround him.
Even when the stream rushes, he is not afraid,
he remains calm even when Jordan flows into his mouth.
‘Who’ could grasp at his eyes
or pierce his nose in the snare ? (Job 40. I 5-24)
See

As a result of its insertion into the divine speech, this passage has been

placed in a definite theological light. If one removes it from this
particular theological shadow, it at once becomes clear that in its
original form it never gave expression to anything religious or to any
moral interest. References to the animal as a model for specific human
virtues - that universally acknowledged requirement of moral instruction - had a part to play in education in Israel, too, but above all in
that of ancient Egypt (‘Go to the ant, you sluggard . . .‘, Prov.
6.6ff.). In ancient Babylon, too, there were detailed descriptions of
animals and their parts. There, however, they belonged to sacral
literature and served the science of prognostication.7 How different
the biblical animal descriptions are! In them the concern is only with
the description of the phenomenon itself and with its peculiarity. In
this attitude towards a part of man’s puzzling environment, in this
concentration on the phenomenon itself without immediately referring it to man and his world, one can see a specific characteristic of
ancient Israel’s knowledge of the world, for Egyptian wisdom did not
know animal descriptions of this type with no moral aim.8 Does this
particular openness to truth not also have a correspondence in the
realism of so many Old Testament narratives? If one enquires about
7 W. v. Soden in B. Landsberger-W. v. Soden, Die Eigenbegrijlichkeit ah
babyZonisGhen Welt, I 965, pp. 7of.
s So E. Otto, orally.
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the actual purpose of such animal descriptions, that is, about their
5%~ im L&n, then one will need to think here too of the school.9 Their
highly-charged, poetic rhetoric does not prevent one from thinking of
them as explicitly didactic poems. In this context one would need also
to mention the didactic poem in Isa. 28.23ff., which deals with the
various activities of the farmer. 12 If the author of the Wisdom of
Solomon acknowledges that the knowledge of all earthly phenomena
comes from God, the knowledge of the cycles of the year, of the stars,
of the differences between plants and the virtues of roots (Wisd.
7.15ff.), he is referring to branches of knowledge which were presumably already taught in the old schools.
A further bold step towards the mastery of reality is indicated in
the following sentences:
Heaven in height and the earth in depth
and the mind of kings - all are unsearchable.
The north wind brings rain,
and the furtive tongue glum looks.

(Prov. 25.23)

Clouds and wind, but no rain;
a man who boasts of a non-existent gift.
Iron ‘is’ sharpened on iron ;
one man sharpens the other.

(Prov. 25.3)

(Prov. 25.14)

(Prov. 27.17)

Here, too, facts are stated. The structure of the sentences in Hebrew
can scarcely be imitated, but in each sentence two facts are placed
side by side. The facts appear to be widely separated. What has the
distance between heaven and earth to do with the mind of a king?
Nevertheless, something links these two widely separated statements,
what we would call their unpredictability. And it is this, the making
obvious of what it is that links two totally different phenomena, that
is seized upon by the sentences as a gain in knpwledge. To be precise,
we are dealing here, then, with three affirmations, for, as the third
and most important, there is the additional perception that there is
something common to the two affirmations made by the sentence.
There is a similar striving after knowledge in the ‘like’-proverbs, in
which equations of various types are made. These sentences are to be
found in great numbers both in the book of Proverbs (particularly
frequently in the collection comprising chs. 25-27) and in Sirach.
Q Is the fact that the poem places the hippopotamus in the Jordan to be explained on this basis.3 Many exegetes simply delete the word ‘Jordan’.
10 On Isa. 28.23ff., see below pp. 14of.
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Like vinegar to the teeth and smoke to the eyes,
so is the lazy man to those who send him. (Prov. 10.26)
Like a dog that returns to its vomit,
so is a fool who repeats his folly. (Prov. 26. I I)
If the wood is finished, the fire goes out;
.
and if there is no slanderer, quarrelling stops. (Prov. 26.20)
Pressing milk produces butter,
pressing the nose produces blood,
pressing anger produces strife. (Prov. 30.33)
Whoever touches pitch gets dirty,
and whoever associates with the cynic becomes like him. (Sir. I 3. I)
As smoke and reek come before the flame,
so insults come before bloodshed. (Sir. 22.24)
The meaning of these sentences would be grossly underrated, if one
were to regard these comparisons merely as didactic and rhetorical
stylistic devices used to illustrate a statement. If that were merely the

case, are the comparisons then not too far-fetched ? These comparisons
do not have a pedagogic function, but a noetic one. They serve to
bring out analogies, they are almost to be judged as discoveries of
communal elements discernible even between quite different phenomena.11 But it was precisely not a question of phenomena which
could be compared quite by chance, for in that case the ranging of
them together would lack the decisive factor of stringency. Here,
rather, there become visible connections which point to an allembracing order in which both phenomena are linked with each
other. This, however, at once deprived them of something of the
character of uncontrolled contingency. They were drawn into a
sphere of order. One could almost say that the further apart the subjects being compared lay, the more interesting must the discovery of
analogies have been, in so far as this revealed something of the
breadth of the order that was discovered. But who can say whether
our ideas of far and near correspond to those of the ancients?12 Such
11 This co-ordination of analogies also had a function within the realm of Greek

thought. ‘On the presupposition that the same logic and system operates in human
life as in the world of nature, Solon argues with analogies from the connection
between cause and effect in the sphere ofthe weather in order to determine correctly
the responsibility for political events’ (H. Frankel, op. cit., p. 599). ‘The power of
snow and hail comes from the cloud, and the clap of thunder comes from the
lightning flash. So the city is destroyed by great men’ (op. cit., p.262).
12 There is yet another form in which concepts can be arranged together,
paronomasia. Although the teachers made extensive use of it, we can no longer
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references to analogous features were particularly favoured in disputes, where they had the task of safeguarding the stringency of the
disputed thesis. No wild ass brays if he has fresh grass to eat; no ox
lows over his fodder. From this, the friends could deduce that there
was something special about Job’s complaint (Job 6.5; 8. I I ff. ; etc.).
In this respect, the most exhaustive treatment is afforded by the
wonderful poem about the revolutions of the elements. Sun, wind
and water are bound up in one and the same law of succession. But
this is not formulated; it is illustrated.
A generation comes and a generation goes,

but the earth remains for ever.
The sun rises and the sun sets
and hurries back to its place
where it rises (again).
The wind blows to the south and veers to the north,
round and round goes the wind.
All rivers run into the sea,
but the sea is never full.
To the place where the rivers go,
there they go again and again. (Eccles. I .4-7)

It is not impossible that this text was originally only a poem giving
instruction in natural science and had no connection with man and
his questions about life. 1s In its present context, however, it is much
more far-reaching. It lays open the whole area within which human
life operates and, in this way, it acts as an introduction to the preacher’s melancholy thoughts about human existence. Here, the analogy
between events in the outer world and those in human life is not
limited to one item but is all-inclusive.
Finally, in this connection, we must also mention the argument a
mince ad maius (or a maiore ad minus ‘if here, then how much more
there’). It also links two phenomena which are unconnected with each
other. Here, however, it is not a question of the establishing of
determine the noetic process, the gain in knowledge, which took place in the
ranging together of words which sounded alike. Presumably, in this instance, the
word functions both as a sound and as a bearer of meaning. We can only suppose
that the similarity in sound of words grouped together was intended to have specific
effects on the listener. The linguistic material can be found in G. Bostriim, Purom-

masi i ah tire hebrekka maschalliteraturen, 1928.
1* At any rate according to the attractive supposition of 0. Loretz, Qolurct und
dcr Alte Orient, 1964, p. 254.
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analogies, but of a deduction which follows from an acknowledged
order of importance. If something is already valid in an unimportant
or even insignificant matter, then it is surely still more valid in a more
important matter - or vice versa.
Sheol and underworld (lie open) before Yahweh;
how much more the hearts of men. (Prov. I 5. I I)
There are poor men who are honoured for their cleverness,
and there are those who are honoured for their wealth.
Whoever is (already) honoured in poverty,
how much more in wealth.
Whoever is despised in wealth,
how much more in poverty. (Sir. 1 o.3of.)
While comparison-sentences were satisfied with defining what two
phenomena had in common, the so-called numerical sayings go much
further. The number of phenomena classified together in some kind
of analogy varies from two to ten.
There are four things on earth;
these four are the smallest on earth
and yet are exceedingly clever.
Ants are a people without power,
yet they prepare their food in summer;
badgers are a people without strength,
yet they set up their dwellings in the rock.
Locusts have no king,
yet they all march in order.
The lizard you can grasp in your hands,
and yet it is in kings’ palaces. (Prov. 30.24-28)

We have already discussed how the form of the numerical sayings is
closely connected with that of the riddle. But this would make no
difference to the assertion that we are here concerned with the recognition of common factors. The figurative element which characterizes
every type of poetic discovery of truth comes to the fore here even
more strongly than elsewhere. In the example quoted, there is no
graduation in the enumeration, but the last-named phenomenon always seems to surpass the others in its oddity.
These three are never satisfied,
and four say, ‘Not enough’ :
Sheol, a barren womb,
earth never has enough water, and fire never says, ‘Enough’.
(Prov. 30.15f.)
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Three things are too wonderful for me,
and four I do not understand:
the way of the eagle in the sky,
the way of the serpent on the rock,
the way of the ship in the middle of the sea,
and the way of a man with a young woman.

I23

(Prov. 30. I 8f.)

These two numerical sayings are remarkable in so far as the examples
are not arranged with an eye to what is known. The common factor
here is simply the fact that they surpass comprehension. In the first
example, phenomena of insatiability are grouped together, in the
.second, puzzling ‘ways’, with regard to which (in order to understand
the last examples) one must know that the Hebrew word corresponding to our word ‘way’ also means ‘behaviour’, ‘conduct’. Here, too,
the last example surpasses the others.
In this connection, where we have been concerned with the expressing of the actual, with the cataloguing of the real, one could also ask
about Israel’s share in the phenomenon of ‘science by lists’ which was
widespread in the ancient Near East. Here, as in the Egyptian
onomastica, the attempt was made, in the form of long series of substantives, to catalogue the world as completely as possible. There is
no dispute that onomastica were known in Israel and were poetically
constructed.14 It is another question whether Israel continued to work
independently in this domain. It is more likely that she simply made
use of Egyptian models. At any rate, no onomasticon has been preserved in Israelite literature. The situation is different in the case of
the so-called tables of nations which exist in a double recension in
Gen. IO and in the book of Jubilees chs.8f.15 One may ask whether
these texts can be reckoned as still belonging to the Gattung of ‘science
by lists’, since the dispersal of the nations in their territories is here
presented as a historical process, in Gen. IO as. a genealogical one, in
Jubilees as that of a universal allotment of land. Probably these tables
of nations are dependent on actual maps. Here Israel must have

14 G. von Rad, ‘Job xxxviii and Ancient Egyptian Wisdom’ in The Problem of the
Hexateuch and Other Essays, ET 1966, pp. 281ff. More recent researches have shown
how the tersely expressed description of the events of creation in Gen. I is based on
a widely ramified knowledge of nature which was to be found expounded in texts
of the ‘science by lists’ type : S. Herrmann, ‘Die Naturlehre des Schiipfungsberichtes’,
ThL< 86, 1961, ~01s. 41 gff. ; W. H. Schmidt, Die Schiipfungsgeschichte der Priesterschrift, 19672, pp. 32ff.
15 G. Hiilscher, Drei Erdkarten. Ein Beitrag zur Eskenntnis des hebriiischen Altertums
iSit;mgsber. d. Heidelberger Akad. d. Wiss., Phil.-hist. Kl. Ig44/48, Abh. 3 .
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followed Babylonian examples, for even the famous world map of
Anaximander is dependent on Babylonian models.16 In one way or
another, the tables of nations in Gen. IO are literary products of an
interpretation, unique in the ancient world, of the broad range of
historical realities with which Israel was surrounded.

2. CAUSE AND EFFECT.
THE

ACT-CONSEQUENCE

RELATIONSHIP

Behind the assertion of the analogous, there lay already the question
of an all-embracing order. In the preceding section, we were concerned with things which were arranged side by side. In what follows,
we will be concerned with the question of cause and effect, that is,
the question about an order which can be discerned in the succession
of phenomena.17 In both cases we are dealing with one of the main
tasks which the wise men, in their search for knowledge, took upon
themselves, namely with the mastering of the ‘contingent’. By the
term ‘contingent’ we mean here simply all those events which cannot
be understood by man purely on the basis of a necessity with which
he is familiar. Daily, incessantly, man encounters contingent events
(chance events) whose meaning and inner necessity are at first hidden
from him. Only occasionally does he succeed in recognizing behind
the contingent event a clear, inner necessity. Then the experience
loses its contingent character, and its place is taken by the awareness
of an order which is at work behind the experiences. To a greater
extent than modem man, ancient man was disturbed by the awareness of the superior force of contingent events. To the extent that he
regarded himself as in the power of these contingent events, so there
grew the feeling of general insecurity. To him it was a threat to be
ceaselessly determined and driven by events which defied all interpretation. Thus it is one of man’s basic urges to limit as far as possible,
with all the powers of the keenest observation, the sphere of contingency and, wherever possible, to wrest from the inscrutable, contingent event some kind of meaning, albeit a deeply hidden one.
Israel, too, took the trouble to discern in events and occurrences
a recognizable set of ‘inherent laws’. The next most obvious thing to
do was to inquire as to what may have preceded any given event
16 k L&y, tichi& dct g&chtkh fitcratur, I 963s,

17

pp. 1 aaf.

On the distinction between a ‘side by side’ arrangement and an arrangement
by ‘succession’, see H.-J. Hex-m&son, op. cit., p. 152.
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which had to be explained. Was it perhaps possible to understand the

event as something which had been caused? It is on the basis of this
question that one must understand those sentences which determine
what usually preceded an experience.
Before destruction, pride;
and before a fall, a haughty spirit.

(Prov. I 6. I 8)

The attempt to understand specific experiences from the point of
view of what has caused them dominates the majority of all thetical
sentences. Naturally, the outward life of society, with its often harsh
contrasts between rich and poor, gave a particular stimulus to thought
and encouraged the search for causes. The lazy man grows poor (Prov.
10.4; 24.3off.). One must make provision in good time (Prov. I 0.5).
One must persevere with work in the fields and not chase after
‘nothing’ (Prov. 12.1 I). If ‘hastily acquired’ property does not last,
then one must not be surprised (Prov. I 3. I I ; 20.2 I ; 2 I .5). Property is,
therefore, not purely accidental; it is largely dependent on man’s
conduct. One must not regard wealth or poverty as accidental, but
as something causated; one must ask about the prerequisites which
men themselves have laid down. It is possible to establish rules, the
ignoring of which leads to impoverishment.
Now, however, comes the surprise factor. While there was no possession in life which enjoyed such unanimous esteem in Israel as
property and outward prosperity, nevertheless, experience was forced
to admit, even in the case of this highly prized commodity, that it was
of decidedly ambiguous value. Far from the possibility of being considered an absolute asset, it reveals itself to be conditioned.
Wealth does not profit on the day of wrath,
but righteousness delivers from death. (Prov. I I .4)
Whoever trusts in his possessions will fall,
but the righteous will flourish like foliage. (Prov. I 1.28)
Many a man is prevented from sinning by poverty,
and when he rests he is not tempted( ?). (Sir. 20.2 I)
The rich man’s sleeplessness wastes away his flesh,
and his anxiety drives away sleep. (Sir. 3 I. I)

No one would suggest that wealth is here being suspected on the basis
of certain principles, such as ascetic ones; the latter were completely
unknown in Israel. It is not philosophical principles that find expression here but quite simple experiences of limits which have be-
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come discernible. Such assertions were of decisive significance for
Israel’s total knowledge of the world, in particular the awareness of
the ambiguity of phenomena. Nothing, no human behaviour, no
experience, no value could be recorded as being completely unambiguous.18 Again and again it proved to be conditioned and, therefore, ambiguous. Thus, even poverty, which from earliest times had
been experienced in Israel as a severe impairment of life, and with
which man had never been able to come to terms, occasionally appeared in a positive light.
Better a piece of dry bread and freedom from worry
than a house full of sacrificial meat and quarrelling. (Prov. I 7. I)
Better a poor man whose conduct is blameless
than a man with twisted lips who is ‘rich’. (Prov. I g. I)
Better a little with the fear of Yahweh
than great treasure and unrest. (Prov. I 5. I 6)

In the way in which the attempt was made to cope with the phenomenon of poverty, one can see precisely a model example of wisdom
thinking. In the sentences quoted earlier, it appeared as something
causated and at the same time as something negative, for which man
himself was responsible. But this indisputable truth had to assert itself
alongside quite different truths, for, on the one hand, even wealth is
not of unambiguous value,.and, on the other, even poverty can, from
certain points of view, appear as something of value. These ‘truths’,
then, stand happily side by side, without affecting each other adversely, and testify to the ambivalence of the phenomena perceived.
In this discussion about effects and their causes, one could also
include, from the daily intercourse between man and man, a wide
range of experiences which were capable of being expressed in didactic
terms. It is quite impossible, however, to enumerate all that the teachers noted in the way of reactions to or results or consequences of any
given agreeable or disagreeable human behaviour. A large number
of experiences are gathered there about the effects of punishment
(Prov. 20.30), diligence (Prov. I 3.4), association with men (Prov.
13.20), with women (Prov. 12.4; 18.22; 23.27), with unreliable men
(Prov. 10.26; 12.17; 14.25; 16.27; 17.8; 24.23), with kings (Prov.
25.6) and especially about the effect of judicious and injudicious
speech.
Here, too, the psychological domain occupies considerable space.
18 See below pp. 247ff., 31 .
I
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The law of cause and effect is traced right into the hidden regions of
the soul.
Deferred hope makes the heart sick,
but a wish fulfilled is a tree of life.
A glad heart makes a cheerful face,

(Prov. I 3. I 2)

but with a troubled heart the spirit is broken.

A glad heart is good for the body,
but a broken spirit dries up the bones.

(Prov. I 5. I 3)

(Prov. I 7.22)

A man’s heart alters his appearance
either for good or for evil. (Sir. 13.25)
Jealousy and anger shorten life,
and worry ages a man prematurely.
For from worry comes ruin,
and sadness saps one’s strength.

(Sir. 30.24)

(Sir. 38.18)

Many of these assertions of causal connections may not impress the
modern reader unduly. He will, however, have to remember that his
attitude to the world around him is an essentially different one. If one
were to express the difference quite simply, then one could say that
modern man puzzles to a greater extent over the irregularities which
he is unable to fit into the general pattern. The ancients, on the other
hand, were amazed if, in the confusion of daily events, inherent laws
could nevertheless be discerned. It would certainly be wrong to
imagine that such laws could easily be discerned everywhere in events
and occurrences. There may be cases where that was actually so; in
others, it required lengthier consideration, and at this very point we
see the wise men’s thirst for knowledge particularly at work. This can
be seen particularly well in the piling up of paradoxical assertions.
That someone is generous and yet acquires still more, while another
is mean and yet grows poorer (Prov. I 1.24), that stolen bread tastes
sweet, but that later one’s mouth is filled with gravel (Prov. 20. I 7),
that a town full of warriors is scaled by a wise man (Prov. 2 I .22), that
a gentle tongue breaks bones (Prov. 25. I 5), that the man who is sated
despises honey, while anything bitter tastes sweet to the hungry (Prov.
27.7), that pride humiliates a man (Prov. 2g.23), that blows are good
for a child (Prov. 23. r 3f.) - these are all, at first sight, bewildering
perceptions. Is good not always good, sweet not always sweet, strong
not always strong.p Obviously not. We are, then, dealing here once
again with the awareness, mentioned above, that things can never be
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evaluated absolutely but are ambiguous. Even the most established
experiences can be confronted at any time with something which
contradicts them. But the most surprising thing is that this contradictory element still does not signify what at first sight it might appear
to do, namely the irruption of chaos into knowledge. On the contrary,
if one faces up to it and allows it a place in one’s system of knowledge,
then behind the paradox, that is, behind the apparent abnormality, a
new pattern can be discerned.
In this connection, it is essential to consider once again how the wise
men expressed effects of a quite specific type, namely those which, on
the basis of a good or evil act, affect the author of that act himself.
Only recently have we had a clearer idea of the so-called actconsequence relationship, for Israel, too, shared the widely-spread
concept of an effective power inherent both in good and in evil and
subject to specific laws. She was convinced that by every evil deed or
every good deed a momentum was released which sooner or later also
had an effect on the author of the deed.19 To a great extent, therefore,
it lay within his own power whether he exposed himself to the effects
of disaster or of blessing. This idea, however, was in no way a specifically ‘wisdom one; it had, as such, long been in existence before it
was formulated didactically by the wise men. It was so deeply rooted
in Israelite thought that none, not even the prophets, were able to free
themselves from it. On one occasion, Jeremiah describes the disaster
which Yahweh will bring upon the people as ‘fruit of their endeavours’
(Jer. 6.19). It is her own wickedness that Yahweh pours out on
Jerusalem (Jer. 14.16). It is useful to remember that this ontological
definition of good and evil was widely accepted not only in the ancient
Near East but also up to the beginning of the modern period.
If, in this case, as we have said, this was a perception which stood
on a much broader foundation than was generally the case among the
teachers in the schools, then it would be amazing if such laws, which
were radically determinative for life, did not find expression again and
19 Basic here is K. Koch, ‘Gibt es ein Vergeltungsdogma im A.T. ?‘, Q7X 52,
1955, pp. rff. On this, cf. the critical remarks of F. Horst, Gotten Z&c& rg6r
pp. 286ff. The question of the relationship of this ‘order’ to Yahweh’s free will hd
been carefully examined by R. Knierim, Die Hauptbegr@ ftir Siinde im A. T., 1965
pp.85f. In its purest form - in fact as a kind of ‘order’ - the phenomenon of thd
‘sphere of activity which affects man’s fate’ (K. Koch) is presented by the sentences
of old wisdom. In the Joseph story, on the other hand, this way of thinking is
deprived of its inherent pattern and subordinated to the divine will which freely
controls men (R. Knierim, op. cit., p.85). On this contrast, see below pp. rggf.
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in the school sentences. In fact, the teachers never tire of exhorting to watchfulness in this respect and of setting before their pupils the
respective consequences. This happens in a particularly decisive way
in sentences such as the following:
again

It is quite certain that an evil man will not remain unpunished,
but the descendants of a righteous man will go free. (Prov.

I I .2 I)

Wicked men are overthrown and are no more,
but the house of the righteous will last. (Prov. 12.7)
Do not those who plan evil go astray?
but loyalty and fidelity is the lot of those who plan good.
(Prov. 14.22)
In the house of the righteous there are provisions in abundance,
but the ‘income’ of the godless is ruined. (Prov. I 5.6)
Whoever digs a pit falls into it,
and whoever rolls a stone, it rolls back on him.

(Prov. 26.27)

It is remarkable how objectively these assertions are made, really as
if they were stating an already proved law. In fact, it would be misleading if one thought one had to understand these and other sentences theologically, as if they were stating a ‘doctrine of retribution’.
These sentences are not concerned with a divine, juridical act which
subsequently deals out to men blessing or punishment, but with an
order of life which can be experienced. If, in this context, a sentence
from time to time speaks of Yahweh, of his blessing or punishment or

of the fact that he rewards a merciful man for his good deed (Prov.
rg. I 7), this does not imply a basically different conception, for of
course it was Yahweh who established this order and watched over it.
We shall have to discuss later those questions of a fundamental nature
which have been levelled in recent times precisely at this firmly established order.
The modern observer will find it difficult to come to terms with this
whole world of ideas. He is inclined to derive it from some theory that
is ignorant of life, and he is astonished at its limited sense of reality.
But however critically he examines it, its weaknesses are still not
obvious. Certainly, many expressions of this conviction are somewhat
provocative in their sharply antithetical nature; but they are supposed to be. Nor should we be allowed to take them to mean that the
righteous man is, at one stroke, exempt from all hardship. Much of
the apparently too naive contrast between the blessing of the righteous
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and the curse of the wicked is due to necessary, didactic simplification. They are not all to be understood in such a theoretical way,
and there are even sentences which speak entirely of troubles which
befall the righteous.

next generation; similarly, the children of an evil man are overtaken
by destruction.20
We are thus faced once again with that peculiarly pragmatic concept of the essence of good and evil which we have already elucidated
for ourselves in an earlier context.21 The good, we saw, never stood
alone as a moral phenomenon; being good and good things belonged
together. Naturally, as part of a man’s goodness, there belonged also
personal excellence and righteousness, but on the other hand also
success and fulfilment in life. This reality of both good and evil, which
not only determined the way
life of the individual but was also of
general social significance, was described by the teachers in many
different ways. Specifically wisdom in origin are the arrangements of
old, popular ideas in expansive, imposing didactic poems such as are
to be found in the speeches of Job’s friends.22 Two things are new here,
the ambitious literary form which is able to make use of strong effects,
but also the extension of the old ideas to cover the whole of life. If,
previously, interest was concentrated more on the consequences of a
single, specific act, it is shown here what a total life looked like when
it was subject to the law of disaster.

Indeed, a righteous man falls seven times and rises again,
but the godless are overthrown by disaster. (Prov. 24. I 6)
Over all flesh, both man and beast
- but upon the godless sevenfold hover plague, bloodshed, fever, sword,
devastation, destruction, hunger and death.

(Sir. 4o.8f.)

Above all, however, these sentences were certainly not for that reason
unrealistic, for they spoke on the basis of experiences which had
actually been confirmed again and again in a firmly established social
community. There, righteousness will always have the effect of promoting the community and will always then raise the prestige of the
person concerned; similarly, all evil will very quickly be experienced
by the community as detrimental, and this will have a corresponding
effect upon the author of it. One must also, of course, be capable of
waiting; to begin with, events are not always unambiguous.
I have seen a fool taking root,
but suddenly his dwelling ‘was ruined’.
His sons remained far from good fortune,
they were crushed in the gate without a helper being there,
What they reaped the hungry ate,
’ ’ and thirsty men snatched at their wealth.
Yes, evil does not come from the dust,
and disaster does not grow out of the ground,
but a man ‘generates’ evil ‘for himself’,
and the sons of the flame fly upwards. (Job 5.3-7)
Can papyrus grow where there is no marsh ?
Can reeds flourish without water?
While it is still in flower, it is not cut down,
it withers before any other grass does.
Such is the end of all who have forgotten God,
and the hope of those who are estranged from God vanishes.
(Job 8.11-13)
Whether good or evil, it was still a question of powers of astonishing
scope, for even a man’s goodness benefits not only himself but also the

of

Yes, the light of the wicked is put out,
and the flame of his fire does not shine.
The light in his tent grows dark,
and his lamp above him goes out.
His powerful steps are impeded
and his own plan ‘brings him to ruin’,
for with his own feet he stumbles into the net,
and he strides along over a pit.
The strap seizes him by the heels,
the snare lays firm hold of him.
A rope is hidden for him in the ground,
and a noose for him on the path.
20 Prov. I r.2rb; 14.26; 20.7; Job x5.34; 18.16, xg; 27.14; Sir. 44.xof.
‘Truly the company of the godless is unfruitful,
and fire consumes the tents of corruption.’

(Job 15.34)

With this, cf. Hesiod, ‘But whoever deliberately lies in his witness and forswears
himself, and so hurts Justice and sins beyond repair, that man’s generation is left
obscure thereafter. But the generation of the man who swears truly is better
thenceforward’ (Works and Days, 11. 282-285. Tr. H. G. Evelyn-White in The Loeb
Classical Library).
2r See above pp. 77ff.
2s See above pp. 38f.
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Terrors frighten him on every side
and dog him at every step.
His destruction hungers for him,
and misfortune is ready for his downfall.
His skin is eaten away by disease,
and the firstborn ofdeath eats away his limbs.
He is snatched away from his tent in which he trusted,
and heis driven to thekingofterrors. . . .
His memory disappears from the land,
andnofameislefttohiminthestreet.
He is thrust Corn light into darkness,
he is driven forth from the f&e of the earth.
He has no ofSpring, no descendant left in his clan,
no survivor where he used to live.
Those in the west shudder at his day,
and horror seizes those in the east.
Yes, such is the fate of the wicked man’s abode,
and the abode of him who paid no attention to God.
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branches, or the rhythm of violently rushing water, or the harsh crash
of rocks hurled down, or the unseen running of leaping animals, or
the sound of the most savage roaring beasts, or an echo thrown back
from a hollow of the mountains - it paralysed them with terror. For
the whole world was illumined with brilliant light and was engaged in
unhindered work, while over those men alone heavy night was spread,
an image of the darkness that was destined to receive them. But they
were a still heavier burden to themselves than the darkness.
(Wisd. 17.1711)

(Job 18.5-2 I)

The poem begins with the picture of the burnt-out hearth and the
extinguished lights. The house is uninhabited. Then, unfolding destiny in reverse, it describes the snares in which such a wicked man is
caught. He is at the mercy of every imaginable afhiction. In a word,
he has made himself the bearer of a curse. Without descendants, he
becomes an object of horror for miles around. Could not all this have
been spoken, in quite similar terms, by the chorus of an Attic tragedy?
It is all presented as ifan inherent necessity were being worked out in
this complex chain of fate. There is no mention of direct divine intervention. What is also remarkable here is the interest in the psychological. The effects of disaster on a man’s inner life occupied the wise
men to an increasing extent. In the Wisdom of Solomon (first century
B C), there is found a detailed description of all the terrors and hallucinations which assailed the enemies of the people of God ‘shut up
in a prison not made of iron’, a prison of their own anxieties. The text
is a document of uncanny psychological, even psychiatric, realism.83
We can but let an extract from it speak for itself:
. . . for whether he was a farmer or a shepherd or a worker who toiled
in a lonely spot, he was seized and forced to endure the inescapable fate;
for with one chain of darkness they all were bound. Whether there came
a whistling wind or a melodious sound of birds in wide-spreading
23 H. Tellenbach, ‘Sinngestalten des Leidens und des Hoffens’ in Conditio

Humuna (Festschrift for E. W. Straus, 1g66), p.310.
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But the good was also a force, and the teachers took great pains to
encourage their pupils to put their trust in this life-promoting force.
There are fine and really wise teachings given here, such as that of the
healing power of the good word. 24 Here, too, are linked knowledge of
the healing quality of good conduct and deep insights into the human
heart. One must never, however, lose sight of the fact that, in the
following sentences, no lofty imperatives are promulgated, but that
experiences are recorded in the indicative. The considerate turning of
a blind eye preserves and promotes one’s relationship with others.
By loyalty and faithfulness guilt is atoned for,
and by fear of Yahweh one avoids evil. (Prov. I 6.6)
Whoever covers up an offence is seeking after love,
but whoever stirs up a thing again alienates his friends. (Prov. I 7.9)
Good sense on the part of a man makes him patient,
and his glory is to overlook an offence. (Prov. xg. 1 I)
If your enemy is hungry, feed him with bread;
ifhe is thirsty, give him water to drink;
for you will heap fiery coals upon his head,
and Yahweh will complete it for you.25 (Prov. 25.2 IE)
If the anger of the ruler rises against you,
do not leave your post,
for composure makes amends for great offences. (Eccles. 10.4)
14 Prov. 12.18 (‘the tongue of the wise brings healing’); 12.20, 25; x5.1.
ss The saying about the ‘fiery coals’ is to be explained on the basis of an
Egyptian expiation ritual, according to which a guilty person, as a sign of his
amendment of life, carried a basin of glowing coals on his head; cf. S. Morenz,
XU< 78, 1953, cols. 187ff. The translation given here (‘Yahweh will complete it
for you’) sounds unusual. But the Hebrew verb should not be translated by ‘requite’,
as if Yahweh - from his pocket, as it were - added something to the human action.
The verb Jillcm is to be understood here on the basis of the correspondence between
an act and its consequence and means ‘make complete’, ‘finish’, in the sense that
it is Yahweh, in the case of a good deed, for example, who completes the actconsequence relationship. Elsewhere this is described as if it were the functioning

t

INDIVIDUAL SUBJECTS OF INSTRUCTION
I34
By way of conclusion to our discussion of the causal thinking of the
wise men, mention must still be made of a remarkable hesitation, of a
religious reservation with which Israel had to grapple right up to a
late period; this was in the sphere of medical science. Could specific
effects in this sphere not be deduced just as easily, or sometimes with
just as great difficulty, from specific causes? Evidently there was a
serious difficulty here. Unfortunately we have only one text which
gives us informative insights into the discussions of the wise men.

Be friendly to the physician, for one needs him,
and God has given to him, too, his lot.26
The physician is taught by God
and he receives gifts from the king.
The physicians’s knowledge lifts up his head
and he can appear before nobles.
God brings medicines out of the earth,
and a sensible man ought not to despise them.
Was not water made sweet by a tree,
so that his power might be known to all men ?
Thus he gave men insight,
so that he might be glorified in his wonderful deeds.
By these, the physician eases pain,
and with them the apothecary prepares a mixture,
so that his work may not disappear,
but help might come from his soil.
My son, do not delay in your illness;
pray to the Lord, for he will heal you.
of a neutral order. But in the case of a circle of ideas of such general distribution,
we simply cannot reckon with a self-consistent range of expressions. After what we
have already determined (see above pp. 62f.), there is nothing surprising in the fact
that the act-consequence relationship is conceived sometimes as the operating of a
rule, at other times as an occurrence directly caused by Yahweh. K. Reinhard has
drawn our attention to a fine example in Herodotus of a completely unemphasized
and, at the same time, very thoughtful presentation of ‘retribution’ overtaking the
agent. The death of Cambyses corresponds exactly to the cultic outrage which he
committed against the Egyptian Apis bull (Herodotus, III, 2g,64), cf. K. Reinhard,
Verm&htnis der Antike, 1960, pp. 156f. ‘According to Solon, punishment happens of
itself as the outcome of an inherent mechanism’ (H. FrPnkel, op. cit., p. 270).
26 Many translators prefer the Greek text here, a text which reads ‘create’. But
nowhere does Hebrew &lag mean ‘create’; it means ‘allot’ or the like. It is better
to adhere to the Hebrew text, especially since the idea that man has his ‘part’
allotted to him by God is attested in the didactic literature (Eccles. 2. IO, 2 I ; 3.22;
etc.).
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Avoid evil and keep your hands clean ;
bring your offering and a memorial offering ;
make your gift as fat as you are able.
But give the physician his place;
he should not leave you,
for you need him too ;
there are times when he is successful,
for he, too, prays to God,
asking him to make his diagnosis successful
and to preserve life through his healing.
Whoever sins in the eyes of his Maker,
falls into the hands of the physician. (Sir. 38. I-I 5)
What strikes the reader at once is the great variety of opinions
which are presented here with little or no connection between them.
In this text, then, we are dealing less with a self-contained didactic
poem than with a catena of very varied, debatable opinions which
could be held with regard to a specific problem. The problem here
is : How should one comport oneself in an illness? What is the
legitimacy of the physician 3 If one disregards the harsh final sentence,
then the physician is accorded his rights and his indispensability. It is
interesting to note, though, how hesitantly and tortuously this positive
attitude is expressed. Here, obviously, the purely empirical evidence
was not sufficient for a complete legitimation, evidence such as was
readily available for the effect of smoke on the eyes or vinegar on the
teeth (Prov. 10.26). Rather, we encounter a remarkably circumstantial array of all kinds of theological arguments: Even the physician
has his sphere of life granted to him by God; he also prays to God for
the success of his diagnosis, and even the medicines are made to grow
by God himself. A scriptural proof for the use of medicines is even
cited (the reference is to the narrative of Ex. I 5.23-25).
As in the whole of the ancient Near East, medical science in Israel
only succeeded very slowly in freeing itself from the strait-jacket of
sacral ideas. But in Israel this process was also hampered by particular
difficulties. It was expected to free itself not only from a deep-seated
belief in demons or from taking renowned gods of healing into consideration (cf. II Kings 1.6), but also from what was a function and
right of Yahweh’s; for the idea that Yahweh alone could heal was
represented in Israel in a particularly exclusive way (Ex. 15.26).27
And was not Yahweh also the one who caused illness? Was the latter
27 Ex. 15.26; Deut. 32.39; II Kings 5.7; Hos. 6.1; Job 5.18; etc.
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perhaps a punishment? From this there arose the question whether
one could prejudice Yahweh’s privilege of healing. Here, in fact, the
search for knowledge, otherwise active in a very impartial way, suddenly found itself confronted with a problem which touched the very
roots of faith in Yahweh. Of course, even in Israel, not all healing or
use of medicines was despised from the start. As elsewhere in the
world, here, too, the knowledge available to the age was utilized. But
healing nevertheless took place under quite specific presuppositions
and was, fundamentally, not to be compared to all those techniques
in which men utilized their awareness of causal connections in order
to arrive at specific goals. Here, Yahweh had jurisdiction in a much
more direct sense; men - priests or prophets - were entirely at his
service in this matter. Thus, what was debatable was not the use of
healing in itself; the question, rather, was whether the practice of the
art of medicine could be accorded a secular position which dispensed
with sacral authorization. Thus, one can describe the verdict of Sirach
as a last, decisive step ofthe enlightenment. The victory, however, does
not appear to have been complete, for Sirach is obliged to take great
pains to show in constantly new ways that even the physician is in
Yahweh’s service. But the opinion which is expressed at the end
threatens to nullify the carefully worked out process of legitimation.
The narrator of the book of Tobit no longer seems to be aware of
this problem in this way. On the first occasion when he describes an
act of healing, he shows how closely, even in such a late period, medical science was still related to magic. The liver and heart of a fish,
burnt on incense, drove away the demon which threatened the bridegroom on the wedding night (Tob. 6.17; 8.2). On the other hand, the
healing of the father’s blindness by means of the fish gall is completely
medical in character and is not described as miraculous. With great
interest in the details, the healing process is described: Tobias spreads
the gall on his father’s eyes, ‘but when they began to burn, he rubbed
his eyes and the white patches scaled off from the corners of his eyes’
(Tob. I 1.12f.). Here we are presented with a chapter of Hebrew
medicine. Besides, we know that this particular treatment was widespread in the ancient world. 28 Here it is the heavenly messenger sent
from God himself who teaches it to men. Cures are then undertaken
by men who have been thus instructed. It is, indeed, not impossible
that the narrative has the specific intention of removing doubts and
88 The use of fish gall to cure eye diseases is attested more than once in ancient

sources. There is an Assyrian reference in F. Stummcr, Echter Bib& ad lot.
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reservations about such treatments. The readers of the book who were
trained along wisdom lines and for whom the book was written,
would read the medical parts with understanding and would, at the
same time, be confirmed in their conviction as to the legality of such a
treatment. An angel has taught it, and men are indebted to him for
this beneficial knowledge.
THE ESSENTIALS FOR COPING WITH REALITY

THE DOCTRINE

VIII
THE DOCTRINE OF THE PROPER TIME
For everything there is an hour,
and a time for every purpose under heaven :
a time to be born, and a time to die;
a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted;
a time to kill, and a time to heal;
a time to break down, and a time to build up;
a time to weep, and a time to laugh;
a time to mourn, and a time to dance;
a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together;
a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;
a time to seek, and a time to lose;
a time to keep, and a time to cast away;
a time to rend, and a time to sew;
a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;
a time to love, and a time to hate;
a time for war, and a time for peace. (Eccles. 3.1-8)1
ERE IS Y ET ANOTHER didactic poem. At its head the thesis is
formulated, the proposition itself. To the actual body of the
poem there falls the task of illustrating in concrete terms, in a
form not unlike that of the numerical sayings, the thesis which has
been expressed in abstract and theoretical terms. This happens by
means of a series of fourteen antitheses which explain clearly how the
proposition, which had been stated boldly at the beginning, is to be
understood. One can always do only one of two things;2 and in order
to know what is to be done in any given case, one must know that
‘for everything there is a time’. This didactic poem stands within a
comparatively late wisdom poem which, in an appended meditation,

H

1 On Eccles. 3.1-x I, see K. Galling, ‘Das Ratsel der Zeit im Urteil Kohelets’
<77X 58, I 961, pp. off. This also includes discussions on points of detail; on this:
most recently, cf. J. R. Wilch, Time und Event, x969, pp. I 18ff.
2 K. Galling, op. cit., p.6.
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draws very idiosyncratic conclusions from this very teaching. But
there can be absolutely no question of this being a perception that
was gained only very late. We have, rather, a statement which has
stood, from the very beginning, in the centre of ancient Near Eastern
wisdom.3 Furthermore, a preoccupation with the phenomena envisaged here could, from the point of view of the history of ideas, be
traced still further back. What is it about?
Once again, we are dealing with a quite elementary experience
which was available to men in every period and at every cultural
level, namely the experience that human activity is not equally successful and meaningful on every occasion, that its success and meaningfulness, that, in a word, all ability to act successfully, is tied to
specific times. Once again it is a question, in the first instance, of the
experience of a limitation which is imposed on men’s energies. Man
can do nothing but yield to this fact, for it is certainly not susceptible
of any alteration. If he has no alternative but to recognize this limitation as a given fact, he is not, however, prevented from reflecting on
it; he can go further and even attempt to derive some profit from it
and to perceive in it some kind of mysterious order. In any event, this
experience confirmed the awareness which has already found expression in another context, namely that in the experiences of the
world in which men find themselves nothing of absolute validity can
be affirmed. What is experienced on any given occasion has always
shown itself to be in some way conditioned and relative.
Here, now, it is a question of the puzzling dependence of every
happening on the ‘appropriate time’.* The tree produces fruit ‘in its
time’, the sheaves are brought in ‘in their time’ (Job 5.26), and migrating birds know ‘their time’ (Jer. 8.7; cf. Gen. 31 .IO). If a girl has
matured, then ‘her time’ had come (Ezek. 16.8). Basically, it is
decisive for every human undertaking that it should happen at the
proper time. This is especially true of the human word which, as is
3 H, H. Schmid, op. cit., pp. 88f. ; ‘The aim of wisdom instruction was, in large
measure, the recognition of the right time, the right place and the right extent for
human activity’ (ibid., p. Igo). On this, cf. the sentence of Pittako, ‘Know the
right moment’; B. Snell, Leben und Meinungen der sieben We&n, 1952, p. IOI.
4 W. Zimmerli, Das Buh des Predigers Salomo, 1962, passim. The Hebrew word
that is used, ‘it, can be rendered only approximately by our word ‘time’. On the
one hand, the meaning is narrower, in that it tends towards the meaning ‘set
time’, ‘right time’, ‘moment of time ’ , ‘time for’. On the other, it is wider, in that
the temporal aspect can recede to such an extent that it can sometimes be translated
as ‘opportunity for’; cf. J. R. Wilch, op. cit., p. 129 and passim.
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There is joy for a man through the answer of his mouth,

andawordattherighttime-howgood! (Prov. 15.23)
Golden apples in silver ornaments (?),
a word spoken at the right time. (Rw. 25.1 I)
Music in mourning, talking at the wrong time,
but punishment and discipline are wisdom at all times. (Sir. 22.6)
Do not withhold the word at the right time. (Sir. 4.23)

The reverse is that if ‘it is an evil time’, and speech does not have
a chance, then ‘the prudent man keeps silent ‘(Amos 5. I 3). Even for
the physician there is a time when his hand is granted success (Sir.
38. I 3 ; Jer. 8.15). The finest illustration of the statement that everything has its proper time is unfolded by the supremely artistic didactic
poem about the activity of the countryman. At first glance, his
activities appear remarkably obscure and lacking in cohesion. But
they immediately appear meaningful when one realizes that in his
operations he knows about the right time. He does not keep on
ploughing; rather, he breaks off this activity in order to turn to
another for which the time has meanwhile come.
Listen, hear what I have to say,
pay attention and listeu to my words.
Does the ploughman plough all the time for sowing,
ishealwaysopeuiugandharrowlnghisground?
Not so. When he has levelled its sur&e,
he scatters dill and sows cumxuln,
he puts in wheat and barley
and spelt along the edge.
He was instructed in the right pmeedures
and taught by his God.
Dillis not threshedwith thesledge,
and one does not ruu a cart-wheel over cummiu.
No.Dilllsbeatenwithastiek
audcummiuwitharod.
Is corn for bread threshed?
But one does not keep on threshing it;
one runs a cart-wheel and one’s horses over it
without crushing it.
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This, too, comes from Yahweh Sebaoth;

wonderful is his advice and great his ability.
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(Isa. 28.23~29)s

Both strophes - the second in stronger terms - end with the remark
that the farmer has received instruction in his complicated activity
from God himself. Here, of course, there lies a burning question, for
man can never take comfort from the afErmation of his total dependence on the appropriate time. This would throw his life back into an
insecurity which would be difficult to bear, and this would happen
because this particular limitation is constantly in motion and is always being experienced at different points. The information given in
the didactic poem about the farmer to the effect that God transmitted
to him ad hoc the instructions necessary for him, was true in such a
pointed fashion only for this particular vocation. Unfortunately one
could not apply the same in toto to every human occupation. Men,
therefore, could do nothing but tackle for themselves, that is, with
their own perceptive abilities, this element of contingency which
threatened them. Do they not have before them the opportunity of
ascertaining for themselves, with the help of a close examination of
the circumstances, the given time for a plan and of adjusting themselves accordingly, in their actions, to the ‘appropriate time’ ? The
teachers answered this question with an unqualified affirmative. They
were of the opinion that men could easily be trained to ascertain the
correct time for a project, even in difficult cases, by means of a careful
assessment of the circumstances and a close examination of the situation. ‘My son, observe the right time’ (Sir. 4.20). With this admonition, the teacher of the early period, too, certainly helped the young
s With this text one can compare

PrOV. 27.23-27:

Pay great attention to the state of your flock,
be attentive to the herds,
for wealth does not last for ever,
‘and riches do not endure’ from generation to generation.
When the grass has gone and the new shoots appear,
and the mountain plants are gathered,
then there are lambs to provide clothes for you
and goats to provide the price of a field,
and enough goats’ milk for your food ’ ’
and provision for your maids.
This didactic poem is not nearly so artistically fashioned as that in Isa. 28.23ff.
It is not so ambitious from the point of view of content either. It approximates
more to a rule for honest farmers: Do not be slack in your farm work. In Isa. 28.23ff.,
on the other hand! it is not the farmer who is being instructed, but the pupil about
the farmer’s activities, so that his basic knowledge may thereby be extended.
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to adapt, as far as possible, to the phenomenon of the appropriate
time, to examine the opportunities which offered themselves and then
to avail themselves of the rightly discerned time. If, in this sphere,
one had collected experiences and had learned to allow for the risk of
the time,6 then one could also wait without anxiety for the right time.

Until the (right) time the patient man will endure,
but then joy will burst forth from him.
Until the (right) time he hides his words,
but the lips of many will tell of his cleverness. (Sir. r.23f.)
In this way what was a limitation could become an element of chance,
for man acquired the opportunity of taking up what operated in his
life as, in the first instance, a severe limitation and of putting it to the
service of his mastery of life in order, subsequently, as far as possible,
to sail a little further with the favourable wind. If the right moment is
there, then one should extract from it what it offers, one should ‘make
the most of it’ (Eph. 5.16). This, then, was to be wise, to know about
the right time and then to avail oneself of it. Even of a child in its
mother’s womb it could be said that it is not ‘clever’, not ‘wise’, if it
was unaware of the time to present itself at the mouth of the womb
(Hos. ‘3.13).
Here, of course, Ecclesiastes intimates his disagreement. In so far
as every thing and every activity has its proper time, he was still in
agreement with traditional ideas. But of what use is that to the ‘agent’,
if he ‘cannot find out’ for himself God’s temporal order, which is
undoubtedly wise and well-intentioned (Eccles. 3. I I) ?
In the difficult question, one must not overlook the fact that
Ecclesiastes approaches the old teaching from a new and quite different direction, namely the theological. Can man become aware of
the times in the way in which God allots them to him? But what the
old wise men taught was not meant in this way. They understood
knowledge about the time in a much more secular way, as an aspect
of the art of living which endeavours to learn from experience.
In the book of Proverbs there are comparatively few references to
this subject of instruction. But they can be supplemented by references
from other literary contexts to such an extent that there can be no
doubt as to how deeply rooted this idea was, even in the practical
wisdom of Israel. If, however, one were of the opinion that the teach6 K. Galling: ‘He acquires
time’ (op. cit., p. 2).

no produce if he cannot allow for the “risk” in the
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ing about the appropriate time could have had its place only within
a strict, theological determinism, then this would be difficult to reconcile with the ideas of older Yahwism. Even the Yahweh of the
prophets, who, ‘in a storm of activity’, formed anew every historical
hour and who also felt his decisions ‘deeply’, was not the same as the
God who had prescribed in advance the right time for every event.
But the knowledge that things have their proper time and that one
can acquire even some knowledge of this, can be understood differently from and certainly not solely against the background and as
a part of a doctrine of predestination. If there was a time when kings
went out to battle (II Sam. I I .I), when the sheaves were brought in
or when a good word could accomplish something, this was for a long
time still not connected with the idea of a fatalistic, primeval predetermination. The knowledge about the right time rested, as indeed
did all the knowledge of the old teachers, on the quite simple experience of specific orders and limits of which one could be aware.
And this knowledge, like all other knowledge, was encompassed, for
the old teachers, by faith in Yahweh in such a way that it limited
neither the freedom of Yahweh nor that of man. In Ecclesiastes, however, the doctrine of the right time already appears to be bound up
with a theological determinism; this changed it imperceptibly into a
serious challenge.7
1 See below pp. 264
.
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about facts and described an occurrence. This, too, must be kept in
mind.
I. WISDOM IMMANENT IN THE WORLD

IX
THE SELF-REVELATION OF CREATION
E A R E A P P R O A C H I N G now one of the most thoroughly
debated problems in the whole of the wisdom literature. How
are we to understand the great didactic poems in Prov. 8,
Job 28, Sir. 24 and elsewhere, which speak of ‘wisdom’ as a personified
entity immanent in creation? It is scarcely still possible to survey the
scholarly literature. If one scans it, then it might appear as if the
greatest puzzle lay in the question about the religio-historical origin
of what is, in fact, an unusual range of ideas about a wisdom which
actually calls to man. This undoubtedly important question has been
answered in very different ways. It is, however, a question of secondary importance compared with the other question of what this idea,
as it is now displayed in the texts, really means in the context of
Yahwism. (Even one feels obliged to speak of a hypostasis, this does
not absolve one from answering the question of how Israel actually
conceived of such a hyposmis.) At first sight these texts appear to be
completely isolated : they seem to stand like erratic blocks on their
own, unconnected with their surroundings. But one should also ask
whether this range of ideas is not, nevertheless, to be understood
against a wider contextual background.
No doubt the relevant texts present problems of exegesis. This is
due, above all, to the fact that they do not bother to provide the
reader with conceptual definitions which appear indispensable to us;
but also to the intense poetic feeling which is characteristic of these
particular texts. It is precisely the solemn piling up of statements
which often has as a consequence the fact that the meaning of what is
being said remains ill-defined and undecided. But this confusion into
which we see ourselves being led in interpreting these texts could, at
least partly, be attributed to the fact that the questions with which
we approach these texts are not entirely pertinent. We are asking
about ideas and looking for definitions of terms where Israel spoke

Surely there is a place where silver is found,
and for gold a place where they wash it.
Iron is taken out of the earth,
2
and copper is smelted Corn ore.
Men
put an end to darkness
3
andsearch it out thoroughly . . .
4 Forgotten, without a foothold,
theyhangandswingtoandEro&rfi-ommen.
The
earth, Corn which comes food,
5
its depths are turned up ‘by’ fire.
6 Its stones are the place of lapis lazuli,
and in them gold dust is found.
There
is a path which no bird of prey knows,
7
which no falcon’s eye has ever seen;
8 the proud beasts have not trodden it,
the lion has not passed over it.
Man
puts his hand to the flinty rock,
9
and overturns mountains by the roots.
IO
He cuts out channels in the rocks,
andhiseyeseeseverypreciousthing.
II
He stops up the streams so that they do not trickle,
and the thing that is hid he brings forth to light.
But where shall wisdom be found?
I2
And where is the place of understanding?
No
man knows its value,
13
and it is not found in the land of the living.
14 The deep says, ‘It is not in me,
and the sea says, ‘It is not with me.’
I5 It cannot be bought for pure gold,
nor can one pay for it with silver.
16 It cannot be paid for with gold of ophir,
nor with precious onyx or lapis lazuli.
17 Gold and glass cannot equal it,
nor can it be exchanged for golden vessels.
18 No mention shall be made of coral or of crystal;
the price of wisdom is above pearls.
I9 The topaz of Ethiopia cannot compare with it,
nor can it be valued in pure gold.
Whence then comes wisdom ?
20
And where is the place of understanding ?
I
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It is hid from the eyes of all living,
and concealed from the birds of the air.
Abaddon and Death say,
‘We have heard a rumour of it with our ears.’
God understands the way to it,
and he knows its place.
.For he looks to the ends of the earth
and sees everything under the heavens.
When he gave to the wind its weight
and meted out the waters by measure;
when he made a decree for the rain
and a way for the thunder-cloud;
then he saw it and measured it out (counted it)r;
he established it and searched it out.
(And he said to man,
‘See, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom,
and to depart from evil is understanding.‘) (Job 28)

It is really a simple thought that is unfolded in this powerful expansive poem which almost luxuriates in words.2 In contrast to the
almost unlimited possibilities available to homofaber, he cannot determine the place where wisdom is to be found. And that would be the
most valuable thing of all. Only God has seen it and brought it into
action. In order to bring out this contrast as sharply as possible, the
poem goes to the most extreme task ever tackled by the human
mind, mining in the heart of a mountain. Man advances into unknown darkness; where even the sharp eyes of the animals give up,
he still finds a way. The hardness of the stone does not frighten him,
he copes with the irruption of water by hanging in shafts on ropes.
Thus man is in a position to bring to light precious stones and metals.
But where is wisdom to be found, where does it come from? The term
‘wisdom’ stands in synonymous parallelism with ‘understanding’
(bina’), which again shows that there is no interest in an exact definition of terms. Obviously what is meant is already known to the reader
or listener. The refrain does not sound as if it were meant to be saying
anything new. The terms ‘wisdom’ and ‘understanding’ in this con1 More precisely, ‘he counted them’. Different is J. Reider, ‘he tested them’
(VT 2, 1952, P. ‘27).
s The poem has scarcely been preserved intact. Even with the help of the
refrain (w. I 2,20), it is impossible to achieve a regular division into strophes. Have
refrains fallen out of the text (so G. Fohrer, ad lot.) ? Do the refrains belongs at the
beginning or at the end of strophes? Vv. x4-19 are missing from LXX.

,
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text strike us as being remarkable, for here they are describing not a
human virtue or something to be acquired by men, but, on the contrary, something far removed from men. One can really say nothing
at all about the proper place of this idea. It is not in the deep or in
the sea; no living creature has seen this wisdom. All that can be said
is that God had to do with it, too, at the creation of the world. The
imprecise expressions - he ‘counted it out’, he ‘established it’, he
‘searched it out’ - include, however, the idea that he created it. At
any rate, it is contrasted with God and was subject to his ordering
activity. That it assisted God at creation cannot be read out of vv. 2526, for God’s actions in relation to rain and wind on the one hand and
to wisdom on the other are simultaneous; it, too, was the object of a
divine action. Something must, after all, be said in solemn words
about its age, about its terminus a quo: it goes back to the time when
God gave to the most mysterious works of creation their due order.
If, in the exegesis, one is not led astray in advance by the vague
assumption of a relationship with apparently mythological ideas in
the religions of neighbouring peoples, then there can certainly be no
question in this context of considering wisdom as a hypostasis.3 That
is one of the terms, readily available from the sphere of history of
religions in general, which misrepresent rather than clarify what was
3 The term ‘hypostasis’ has become common in the study of religions to describe
a phenomenon encountered in many religions. Wide recognition has been accorded
to S. Mowinckel’s definition, according to which ‘hypostasis’ is the name to be
given to ‘a divine being which is half independent and half regarded as a revelatory
form of a higher deity, a being which represents the personification of an attribute,
of an efficacy, of a part, etc. of a higher deity’ (RCGs II, 1928, ~01.2065). The
concept has changed somewhat in recent years : ‘hypostasis’ can be used to describe
an entity ‘which participates in the being of a deity who, in turn, operates in the
world through that entity, without, however, its whole nature being exhausted in
the activity of this hypostasis’ (G. Pfeifer, Ursprung und Wesen der Hypostusenvorstellungen im Judentum, x967, p. I 5).
Formulated thus, the term is of no help in the understanding of the texts with
which we are concerned here, since it does not accord with the details of them,
indeed it is, in fact, largely misleading. Neither in Job 28 nor in Prov. 8.22ff. nor
in Sir. 24 are we dealing with the personification of a divine attribute. Is the term
‘hypostasis’, indeed, at all applicable to an entity which - as is the case in the texts
mentioned - is the object of divine activity? But one must ask, further, whether it is
sensible first of all to establish a precise definition of ‘hypostasis’ and then apply it
to the texts. The reverse process would be a methodologically more correct one,
namely to examine the texts and, if a particular discovery emerges, then to formulate a definition of it. The situation would be different if one were to decide to take
the word ‘hypostasis’ very widely, as an objectification or personification of a
concept. In that case it would be applicable to the above-mentioned texts. But
since it has already become such a loaded term, we shall avoid it completely.

I48

INDIVIDUAL SUBJECTS OF INSTRUCTION

meant in Israel. There is nothing directly divine and nothing mytho-

logical about this wisdom. It is certainly not a divine attribute which
has become independent. Nor has one any grounds for speaking of a
personification. This wisdom is to be found somewhere in the world;
it is there, but incapable of being grasped. If it were not inside the
world, then the references to men digging through the earth would
be meaningless. On the other hand - and this is admittedly remarkable - it is also again something separate from the works of creation.
This ‘wisdom’, this ‘understanding’ must, therefore, signify something
like the ‘meaning’ implanted by God in creation, the divine mystery
of creation. In this connection, one must bear in mind the fact that
the poem did not envisage something ideal so much as something
real. God knows ‘its place’, he has ‘measured it out’, ‘established it’.
Something will be said below about the fact that in later Israel these
ideas were scarcely formed independently of stimuli from outside
Israel.
As for the teaching of this didactic poem, one must be cautious in
comparing it with the other wisdom texts (Prov. 8; Sir. 24; etc.). The
poem does not say everything that could have been said about this
‘understanding’ created in the world. It is not said that man is totally
excluded from any perception of this wisdom. How, otherwise, could
he speak about it? The line of thought in the poem is, rather, this.
Wisdom, the order given to the world by God, is the most precious
thing of all. But while man has eventually found a way to all precious
things, he does not find the way to the mystery of creation. Only God
knows its place, for he has already been concerned with it at creation.
If man cannot determine this mystery of creation, it means, of course this consequence is already envisaged in the poem - that it is out of
his arbitrary reach. He never gets it into his power as he does the
other precious things. The world never reveals the mystery of its
order. One can scarcely go further than this in the interpretation.
A vast amount of experience and of solid thought must have preceded such a poem before it could have come into being at all. But
nothing of that has been preserved for us.
There is unanimity about the fact that the poem has been inserted
secondarily into the dialogue section of the book of Job. This makes it
much more difficult to determine its point of origin; it could be late,
but it could also be early. If one considers it to be a late, post-exilic
text, then the question would still remain open whether such perceptions could be expressed really only in such a late period. It is highly
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probable that the last line of the poem is to be regarded as an addition.
It stems from someone who did not wish to leave the reader only with
the magnificent, negative result. Its interest in wisdom remains undiminished. The way to wisdom is via the fear of Yahweh. In this way,
the person who made this addition not only departed from the theme
of the poem, but he is suddenly using the word ‘wisdom’ in a quite
different sense, namely the sense of human wisdom.
I

2

3
4
5
6

7
8
g
IO

II
I2
I3

I4

I5
I6

I7

Does not wisdom call,
does not understanding raise her voice ?
On the heights beside the way,
‘in’ the paths she takes her stand;
beside the gates at the entrance to the town,
at the entrance of the portals she cries aloud;
‘To you, 0 men, I call,
and my cry is to the sons of men.
0 simple ones, learn prudence ;
0 foolish men, become sensible at heart.
Hear, for I will speak noble things,
the opening of my lips is righteousness ;
for my mouth will utter truth;
wickedness is an abomination to my lips.
All the words of my mouth are righteous;
there is nothing twisted or crooked in them.
They are all straight to him who understands
and right to those who have found knowledge.
Take my instruction instead of silver,
and knowledge rather than choice gold;
for wisdom is better than pearls,
and no jewel can compare with her.
I, wisdom, am neighbour to prudence,
and I have knowledge and discretion at my disposal.
The fear of Yahweh is hatred of evil.
Pride and arrogance, the way of evil
and perverted speech I hate.
I have counsel and sound wisdom;
I am insight; strength is mine.
By me kings reign,
and rulers decree what is just.
By me princes and nobles rule,
and all righteous judges.
I love those who love me,
and those who seek me will find me.
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I have riches and honour,
magnificent wealth and justice.
My fruit is better than gold and fine gold,
and my yield than choice silver.
I walk in the way of righteousness,
in the paths ofjustice,
endowing with wealth those who love me,
and filling their treasuries.
Yahweh created me at the beginning of his work,
the first of his acts of old.
Ages ago I was set up,
at the first, before the beginning of the earth.
When there were no depths I was brought forth,
when there were no springs abounding with water.
Before the mountains had been shaped,
before the hills, I was brought forth;
before he had made land or fields,
or all the dust of the earth.
When he established the heavens, I was there,
when he stretched the vault over the deep,
when he fixed the clouds above,
when he established the fountains of the deep,
when he assigned to the sea its limit,
so that the waters might not flow over its edge,
when he laid the foundations of the earth then I was beside him as his favourite,
and I was daily his delight,
playing in front of him all the time,
playing in his inhabited world
and delighting in the sons of men.

And now, my sons, listen to me,
hear instruction and be wise,
and do not neglect it.
34 Happy is the man who listens to me,
happy are those who keep my ways,
3*b
watching daily at my gates,
34b
guarding my doorposts.
35
For he who finds me, finds life
and obtains favour from Yahweh.
36 But he who misses me injures himself;
all who hate me love death. (Prov.
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This great poem can clearly be divided into three parts. Part I,
vv. 4-2 I (vv. 4-9 are a remarkable baroque ‘teacher’s opening summons’) contains wisdom’s summons to men, in which she expounds
for them her value and her indispensable nature. Part II, vv. 22-31,
is comparatively self-contained: wisdom speaks of her mysterious
origins which reach back to the time when the world was created, and
Part III, vv. 32-36, finally returns, with the characteristic ‘and now’,
to the paraenetic theme of Part I, to what is, in effect, a summons,
in the form of an ultimatum, to listen to this wisdom, for on this
depend life or death.4 We shall deal first with the central section. Before we ask ourselves the questions raised by this part of the didactic
poem, we shall notice briefly its highly artistic structure. Four subsections can be noticed. In the first and the last, wisdom speaks about
herself (vv. 22f. ; 3of.). In the first of the two middle strophes (vv. 2426), the situation before creation is described (‘when there were
. . . ‘), in the second (vv. 27-2g), Yahweh’s creative action (‘when
:: . . .‘).
Prov. 8.22-31 has often been worked through, and both its vocabulary and the ideas to which it gives expression have been examined
from all angles. 5 Seen against the background of the whole, the section
comprising w. 22-3 I only serves a subsidiary function. It has independent significance only in so far as in it the voice which addresses men
makes itself known. If one wishes to understand the speaker properly,
then one must go right back to God’s creation of the world, for here lies
her origin. As ‘the beginning of God’s ways’, that is, as the best element
of creation, she was herself already a witness of creation. There is no
compelling reason to depart from n&z&i in v.23, ‘I was set up’,
‘dedicated’. &J&i, ‘I was born’, is to be understood in a broader sense
(as in Deut. 32.18), but even qtindni in v.22 does not present any insuperable difficulty. The Septuagint translates ektisen (created), Aquila,
Symmachus and Theodotion ekt&zto (acquired). The Peshitta has the
Syriac word corresponding to Hebrew b&i (create). Behind this difference, however, there is no serious problem. One knows that qhi
means ‘acquire’ (by creating), occasionally applied even to God (Ex.

32

33

8)

4 Prov. 3.13-26 is laid out in the same way as the didactic poem in Prov. 8,
but in much smaller dimensions. Here, too, between the praise of wisdom (vv. I 3-18)
and a renewed appeal to follow her (vv. 21-26), there occurs a central section
(vv. 19-20) which looks back to the function of wisdom at the beginning of time:
‘By wisdom Yahweh founded the earth, and established the heavens by understanding. By his knowledge the oceans burst forth, and the clouds drip with dew.’
5 With great care by R. Stecher, ‘Die personliche Weisheit in den Proverbien
Rap. 8’, ZKlh 75, 1958, P P. 41 I ff.
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15.16; Ps.

74.2). A number of times it means (said of God) ‘create’, and
here the verb seems to be a cultic-mythical relic (Gen. 14.19, 22; Ps.
139.13; etc.).6 That the verb in v. 22b means ‘create’ is scarcely questioned. But what difference would it make if one abandoned this meaning? Wisdom belongs, in any case, to the sphere of that which is created.
The word ‘Cm&z in v. 30 has been discussed over and over again.7 As it
has been pointed by the Massoretes, it is by no means clear. The
Septuagint has harmo~ousa, and from this comes the Vulgate’s componens.
This rendering supported those who thought that the Hebrew word
‘amm&z= ‘work-master’ should be read, a word which is perhaps borrowed from Akkadian (ummanu = craftsman) and which is found in
Jer. 52.15, an equally uncertain passage. Support for the meaning
‘workman’ seemed to come especially from Wisd. 7.2 I ; 8.6 where wisdom is actually described as technitis = ‘artist, worker’. On the other
hand, one cannot maintain that this meaning fits the other statements
of w. 3of (playing, joking). This leads to the other contending sense,
namely that v. 30 is talking about a child. The disputed word must be
read as ‘timzin ‘pet, darling’. This suggestion is supported by the translation in Aquila tithkzoumend = ‘foster-child, darling’. The differences
between these readings should not be minimized. Behind them lie
different theological conceptions which converge on the question: Did
wisdom participate in the creation of the world as a ‘demiurge’ or not?
This question cannot - as has long been clear from scholarly debate - be
decided on text-critical principles alone. But there is another possibility
by means of which the meaning of the disputed word can be determined.
The textual difficulty just mentioned is overshadowed by another,
still greater one. The idea of the age-old existence of wisdom, thought
of as a person and speaking self-confidently, is so strange and fits so ill
with all that we otherwise seem to know of early Yahwism, that the
question has long been debated whether Israel here is not being influenced by specific non-Israelite mythological ideas. One no longer
hears the suggestion, which used to be confidently accepted, that an
oriental ‘wisdom myth’ is being drawn upon here. No non-Israelite
source capable of bearing such a hypothesis could be found; all that
remained were extremely hypothetical, postulative reconstructions on
the basis of the biblical material. One must proceed somewhat less
ambitiously and enquire, in the first place, about the origin of the
striking expressions in vv. 22-31. The style of a solemn address in the
6 P. Humbert, Berth&t-Festschrzj& 1950, pp.25gff.; P. Katz, ‘The Meaning of
the Root qnh’, 335 6, x955, pp. 126ff.
7 R. B. Y. Scott, ‘Wisdom in Creation: The ‘AMON of Proverbs VIII 30’,
VT I O, x960, pp.213ff.
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first person, with its characteristic repetition of ‘before’-‘before’, is
familiar to us from the way in which certain Egyptian gods present
themselves. Here, then, a stylistic dependence of our text on such
Egyptian texts cannot be denied. But one can go further. Recently,
our attention has been drawn to Egyptian texts which speak of how
a deity, as father, is embraced by a daughter, Maat, presented as a
child, how he kisses her after he has ‘set her at his nose’.8 The parallel
with wisdom, playing as a darling child before Yahweh and delighting him, is striking; for the divine Maat, a central concept in Egyptian
wisdom teaching, embodies law, world order, justice.9 Here, too,
then, there can be no doubt that Israelite teachers have been dependent on the idea of the Egyptian goddess of order and have even
borrowed characteristic, individual expressions.10
On the question of non-Israelite influence on our text, we can
therefore say that in vv. 22-29 the style of a specific Egyptian divine
proclamation has clearly been borrowed and that in vv.3of. the
Egyptian idea of a deity caressing personified truth (Maat) has somehow, though not without internal modifications, found its way into
our didactic poem. It is interesting that in this text, vv. 22-3 I, there
can be observed two different influences from two Egyptian cultic
spheres which were completely independent of each other.
But what does all this prove ? Only that ideas which had their
roots elsewhere came to Israel’s help when she needed them, in order
to be able to progress in her thinking within her own domain. For in
the process of this transference of foreign ideas to the Hebrew thoughtworld, many of them have become completely different. What is
described in Prov. 8 as ‘wisdom’, as world order, can be compared
only with difficulty with the Egyptian concept Maat. It has no divine
status, nor is it a hypostasized attribute of Yahweh; it is, rather,
something created by Yahweh and assigned to its proper function.
Although it is clearly differentiated from the whole of creation, it is
8 Chr. Kayatz, Studien zu Proverbien z-g, 1966, pp. 76ff., g3ff. (against R. N.
Whybray, ‘Proverbs VIII 22-31 and its Supposed Prototypes’, I’T 15, x965,
PP. 504ff.J *
9 See above, p. 72. ‘The Central idea ofwisdom teaching is Maat, “law”, “justice”,
“urimeval order”. As a goddess, Maat belongs to the religious system of Heliopolis
where she appears as the daughter of the sun-god. She came down to men at “the
beginning of time” as the right order of all things’; H. Brunner, ‘Agyptologie’,
Handbuch-der Orientalistik, Vol. I /2, 1952, p. 93.
10 This proves conclusively that the Massoretic punctuation of the word ‘mn
x ‘Zrncin = ‘foreman’ is a later theological interpretation. See below, pp. I 7of. The
word surely read ‘timrin and means ‘pet, darling’, as has long been thought.
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an entity which belongs in the world, even if it is the first of the works
of creation, the creature above all creatures. This special position
accorded to wisdom vis-d-v& all created things, a position emphasized
also in Job 28, is of great significance in our didactic poem.
In this connection, exegetes almost invariably speak of ‘wisdom
speculation’. What they mean is that in these texts Israel’s faith has
reached the realm of speculation, that is, of statements which have
left the sphere of religious experience and which are, rather, the
products of an intellectual, creative genius which is capable of making
abstract deductions. This concept, however, is in urgent need of
modification. In Egypt, the idea of a primitive order, which included
both nature and human life, goes back to the earliest period. Can the
same not be presupposed in Israel, too? Is there really very much to
be said for the suggestion that the idea of an all-embracing order
could only follow, as a late speculation, the search for an awareness
of individual orders? In that case, on what basis did the persistent
attempts to determine individual orders operate - especially the tracing of analogies in different spheres of life - if not on the presupposition of a great all-embracing order including everything that exists,
an order which can, however, never be grasped any more than only
partially? Without this basic presupposition, would every endeavour
towards the perception of individual orders not be illusory? Even
older, practical wisdom speaks quite often of Yahweh as creator.11 He
created the poor and the human ear and eye; even the weights which
are used in the market are ‘his work’. Thus, there can be no doubt
that even the early search for order in Israel thought on the basis of
a total order and moved, in its thinking, towards a total order. This
should not make us assert that the didactic poem in Prov. 8 is to be
dated to an early period. There is, however, a compelling reason for
asking whether the didactic poem in Prov. 8, as well as that in Job 28,
really give expression to a completely new idea. Is, then, the suggestion no more than probable that within a group of early didactic
texts a doctrine is suddenly represented which cannot be linked with
any contemporary doctrine or with any earlier one?
There should, in any case, have been no talk of wisdom speculation, because what is being spoken of in Prov. 8 is an event, something
which happens to man in the world and is actually brought upon him
by the world. We have already, on several occasions, encountered the
idea of the active influence of the environment on man, that is, of an
11 Prov. 14.31; 16.4, II; 17.5; 20.12; 22.2; 29.13.
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ordering power which affects him and corrects him. Thus, these comparatively late texts are dealing with an ordering power whose existence has been felt in Israel from the earliest times. But there speaks
from them a generation of teachers who obviously felt the necessity of
thinking through in very basic terms and of reformulating a subject
which had for long been implicitly presupposed in their teachings.12
They speak about this order in very subtle terms, terms which already
lie ‘at the outermost edge of what it is even possible to say within the
sphere of the Hebrew language. Also, Israel would never have found
her way to these statements without the help of Egyptian ideas, for
there were no traditional possibilities of expression available for this
particular subject. Nevertheless, it would be more appropriate to
consider the central portion of our didactic poem as the reinterpretation of a very old insight which had never been expressed before.
When the didactic hymn says, ‘You have made all your works in
wisdom’ (Ps. 104.24), this gives expression to what is basically the
same awareness on which Job 28 and Prov. 8.22f. simply expand in
much more varied terms.
Yahweh has founded the earth in wisdom
and established heaven in understanding.
By his knowledge the deeps burst forth,
and the clouds drip with dew. (Prov. 3. rgf.)
The reader will refer the expression ‘in wisdom’ to God’s wisdom as
creator; this would be to understand it as a divine attribute. But it
could also be understood as an attribute of the earth, something like,
‘Creation was raised by God to a state of wisdom or understanding’.
Meanwhile, such a question is virtually superfluous, for it is actually
impossible to separate from the former statement the idea that creation
has to be credited with the attribute of wise orderliness. There is an
interesting expression in Sirach to the effect that God has ‘poured
wisdom out upon all his works’ (Sir. 1.9). The idea of ‘pouring out’
.

18 How can the application of the word @ma’ to this object of knowledge have
come about? It is difficult to imagine that we are dealing here with a word in
common use. It is easier to suppose that the word hokti, in this sense that is so far
from normal linguistic usage, is a technical term of scholarly language. It is likely
that the teachers were looking for a term corresponding to the Egyptian mud (in
Job 28.12, 20 bina’ ‘understanding’ is also found in parallelism). Even if, on the
whole, the Hebrew ,s*diqi (‘righteousness’) was closer to Egyptian muat (H. H.
Schmid, Gmchtigkcit als Welturdnung, 1968, p.61), there was, of course, no need
always to translate it in this way. In addition, in this case, the word bkti was
nearer to what was meant.
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can scarcely be understood as a free, poetic, figurative representation,
but rather as the description of a real, cosmological process, namely
as the bestowal of something special on creation, something which,
as we learned from Job 28, now mysteriously inhabits it. Finally, one
may also cite the song of the seraphim in Isa. 6.3, although this refers
not to wisdom but to glory. But the statement that ‘the glory of
Yahweh’ ‘fills’ the whole earth nevertheless again speaks of a quality
immanent in creation, except that here, in the language of the hymn,
it is described by the more strongly aesthetically accentuated expression ‘the glory of God’.
In this same line of thought, there also lies the central section of the
didactic poem in Prov. 8, a section which one must always consider,
of course, within the context of the whole poem.13 If we understood
the teaching about ‘wisdom’ turning towards men from the world,
as the reinterpretation of an implicitly very old idea, then we are
particularly interested in what has changed in the course of this process of transmission. In the traditio-historical sense, a reinterpretation
is never confined to saying the same thing, not even to saying it in
‘more modern’ terms. One can always discern an addition to the
substance. The didactic poem in Prov. 8, in expounding the basic
idea, does not simply surpass the old doctrine in that it is able to
give expression to particular details about Yahweh’s relationship to
this world order. The most interesting feature of what is new is that
this world order turns, as a person, towards men, wooing them and
encouraging them in direct address. What is objectified here, then,
is not an attribute of God but an attribute of the world, namely that
mysterious attribute, by virtue of which she turns towards men to give
order to their lives.14 Thus, Israel was faced with the same phenomenon which more or less fascinated all ancient religions, especially, of
course, the nature religions, namely that of the religious provocation
of man by the world. But Israel did not agree to the mythicization and
deification of the first principle of the world. Her interpretation was
quite a different one, because she held fast to this phenomenon within
the sphere of her faith in Yahweh as creator.
We can do no more than express in other words this thing which is
13 The ideas of wisdom in the Wisdom of Solomon 6-g or in Enoch 42 ; 91. IO
are, of course, to be carefully differentiated from this. As far as these teachings are

concerned, we must take into account a lively process of tradition in which new
interpretations were always occurring.
14 Against R. N. Whybray, Wisdom in Proverbs, 19672, p. 103 ; wisdom in Prov. 8
is not ‘an attribute of Yahweh’.
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immanent in the world and which the texts call ‘wisdom’. Whether
we render it as ‘primeval order’ or ‘mysterious order’ or ‘world reason’
or as the ‘meaning’ created in the world by God or as the ‘glory’
reflected back from the world, in every case it is spoken of in the form
of a graphic personification. But this personification is anything but a
freely chosen, decorative, stylistic device which the reader who is
skilled in rhetoric could easily have replaced by a completely different
one, with the sole aim of simplifying understanding. Rather, this form
of speech was determined by the subject in question and could be
fixed in words only in this way without incurring loss, for this primeval
order addressed man, a factor which we shall have to discuss in a
moment. There was, then, no choice, for the personal element was
completely indispensable. This world reason was there before all
works of creation, playing in the world like a child; like a ‘favourite’,
she was the delight of God and, even from the very beginning, she
was turned towards men in cheerful and playful disposition - a point
which is particularly important for the point of the whole poem. In
contrast to Job 28, this wisdom which is immanent in the world is
considered less from the point of view of the economic order than
from an aesthetic point of view. As ‘favourite’, she is God’s ‘delight’,
and she ‘sports’ with and ‘takes delight’ in men. Both texts speak of a
reality which is surrounded by the most profound mystery. In the cult,
it was an object of praise; in the school, an object of contemplation.
What is this thing, which, on the one hand, is so deeply bound up
with all created things and which seems, on the other hand, to be
part of Yahweh’s rule and to have a profound effect on men?

2. THE CALL

The mysterious central section of our didactic poem must be taken not
only as closely as possible with the complex of statements in Parts I
and III, but also with other, closely related, didactic texts. Only then
does there emerge from this group of texts a comprehensive subject of
instruction which is sometimes treated at great length and which, at
other times, is expressed only briefly.
Does not wisdom call,
does not understanding raise her voice . . .

‘To you, 0 men, do I call,

and my voice goes out to mankind.’

(Prov. 8. I, 4)
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(Wisdom)
has sent out her maids,l”
_
she invites, up on the heights of the town. (Prov. 9.3)
Wisdom calls aloud in the streets,
in the squares she raises her voice.
In the noisiest places she calls,
at the entrance gates of the town she makes speeches. (Prov. I .2of.)

The facts are clear. Wisdom - we now know approximately what is
meant by this - calls to men. And this brings us at last to the event
which is the real subject of the didactic poem. And what an event it
is! In this call we are dealing with the very opposite of something
private and personal or even esoteric, which would be accessible only
to initiates. She stands, not in a hidden place but ‘on the heights’, ‘by
the roadside’, where ‘the paths cross’ (Prov. 8.2). She speaks not from
the sacral sphere of the sanctuary, but in the most profane public
place. And what she says is clear and precise, that men should learn
from her and listen to her (Prov. 8.5C, IO, 32) ; she will lead men out of
stupidity and idle gossip (Prov. 1.22) ; she teaches intelligence and
truth (Prov. 8.5, 7) ; finally, she promises wealth and honour as well
as righteousness (Prov. 8. I 8, 2 I). She even promises life, divine favour
and security

:

life
and obtains Yahweh’s favour. (Prov. 8.35)
He who listens to me dwells secure
and is safe from the terror of disaster. (Prov. 1.33)
For he who finds me has found

All

this is very fine talk. One must be all the more careful, then, to ask

how this was really conceived in Israel. It was obviously the opinion
of the teachers that man is addressed from creation by a desire for
order from which he cannot escape. This desire for order addresses, in
the first instance, man’s completely personal life. It is the basis and
source of ethical behaviour. Listen to this voice,
then you will understand righteousness and justice
and equity, every good path;
’
for wisdom will come into your heart,
and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;
discretion will watch over you,
understanding will guard you,
15 Or should this be translated ‘she has dismissed them’? M. Dahood, Proverbs
and Northwest Semitic Philology, 1963, pp. 16f.
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to save you from

the way of evil,
from the man of perverted speech . . .
to save you from the strange woman,
from the adventuress with her smooth words . . .
so that you might walk in the way of good men,
and keep to the paths of the righteous. (Prov. 2 .g-20)

But this desire for order - it is a force (Prov. 8.14) - reaches far
beyond the sphere of private life. This wisdom makes an enormous
claim.
By me kings reign,
and rulers decree what is just.
By me princes and nobles rule,
and all righteous judges. (Prov. 8.15-16)
This statement, since otherwise we have almost no corresponding
passages, is of very great significance. One is to deduce .from it that
both the art of government as well as the knowledge df law - not
only in Israel, but in the whole world - are to be attributed to this
ordering power. 16 One may say that it is the source of all the wisdom
possessed by every nation. Its sphere of influence stretches out over all
peoples and nations (Sir. 24.6). But the domain over which this ordering power rules also includes the non-human sphere of nature. The
dualism, familiar to us, of rules for human society on the one hand
and rules for nature on the other, was unknown to the ancients. The
world order rules in nature as it does through the moral law (as we
would say) over men.
Even the famous self-presentation of wisdom in Sirach functions
within solemn, poetic statements. It deals with our question about
the relationship of wisdom to nature somewhat more clearly.
I came forth from the mouth of the Most High
and covered the earth like a mist.
I pitched my tent on the heights,
and my throne was on a pillar of cloud.
Alone, I wandered round the circle of heaven
and entered into the depths of the abyss.
16 In this context one can think of Cicero’s ‘prayer hymn’, in which he celebrates
philosophy as inventrix &urn and as magistra morum et disciplinae (Tusculans, V, 5).
A connection with oriental ideas (Posidonius) cannot be excluded; on this cf.
H. Hommel, Ciceros Cebctshymnus an die Philosophic (Sitzungsberichte d. Heidelberger
Akademie d. Wiss., Phil.-hist. Kl., 1968, Abh. 3), esp. p. I 3.
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In the waves of the sea, in the whole earth,
among every people and nation I have acquired a possession.
(Sir. 24.3-6) l7
From the point of view of the basic idea of the existence and function
of wisdom at the beginning of time, these sentences scarcely add anything to the ideas of Prov. 8.22f. (the difference comes only when
Sirach identifies this wisdom with Torah).18 Here, too, she is, as the
poem clearly explains, created (v. 8 ‘who created me’, v. g ‘he created
me’, cf. Sir. 1.4,g). So, too, the statement that she has come out from
the mouth of the Most High (v.~a) is along the same lines as the first
account of creation, where creation by the word is so strongly emphasized. That she covered the earth like a mist must be understood
as a bold exegesis of Gen. 2.6.12 At any rate, it says something about
how closely wisdom belongs to earth. If she speaks of a throne, then
this cannot refer to anything outside of what has been created. All
that can be deduced from such a statement is that she is represented
here not as a child, but as a ruler. In this connection, the statement
that she walked round creation, from heaven down to the primeval
deeps, is important. The expression ‘to walk round a place’ formerly
belonged to legal symbolism. It signified the completion - either real
or only spoken - of a legal action .20 In this way, then, wisdom formally
17 H. Conzelmann has suggested the possibility that in Sir. 24.1-6 an Egyptian

hymn to Isis has been used; cf. 2%~ Fufure of Our Religious Past. Essuys in Honbur
of Rudolf Buttmann, 1971, pp.234ff. This assertion fits in well with what has been
said above (pp. x52f.) about the traditio-historical backgrounds of Prov. 8.22ff.
From a hermeneutical point of view this is highly interesting, in sofarasa text, probably taken over verbatim, could in Israel be inserted into a quite different context of
meaning, so that now every detail of the text gives voice to greatly altered senses.
Whether there ever was a myth of a searching and disappointed Wisdom, the
existence of which has been taken as certain since Bultmann’s famous essay in
Euchzristerionfu’r Gunkel, T. 2, 1923, pp. off. (see U. Wilckens, Weisheit und T&hit
1959, pp. 16off.), has become highly questionable. It leads to disastrous distortion;
if one interprets texts such as Prov. 1.2off.; Job 28; Sir. 24 on the basis of and with
an eye to this ‘wisdom myth’. Job 28 must be left completely out of account for it
talks ofa wisdom hidden in creation (and not in heaven). Prov. I .2off. yields nothing
in this respect either (Chr. Kayatz, op. cit., p. 128). The idea is clear only in I
Enoch 42.x-3. Hesiod, however, also speaks of the return to heaven of two disappointed goddesses, Works and Days, 11. I 97-20 I.
18 Cf. P. van Imschoot, ‘La sagesse dans I’Ancien Testament - est-elle une
hypostase ?‘, Coltationes Gandavenses 2 I, I 934, p. I o.
19 Gen. 2.6: ‘An ‘Zd went up from the earth to water the whole surface of the
ground’. The LXX translates the difficult word ‘Ed by ‘spring’, in Job 36.27, on
the other hand, by ‘cloud’. The Targum translates ‘fd in Gen. 2.6 by ‘cloud’.
QQ Gen. I 3. I 7 : ‘Rise, go through the length and breadth of the land, for to you
shall I give it’; on this cf. D. Daube, Studies in Biblical Low, 1947, pp. 37f.
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assumed her proprietary rights, which cover the whole world. But
she does not only rule, she also speaks.
Yet another aspect of this puzzling subject is opened up by means
of another important text. The voice of primeval order does not
address man in such a way that he has at his disposal, whenever he
might require it, an ever-flowing well of truth. She can also withdraw
herself from a man who does not heed her.
Because I have called and you refused to listen,
have stretched out my hand and no one has heeded,
but have thrown all my counsel to the winds
and despised my reproof,
then I will laugh at your destruction,
mock when terror comes upon you.
Then men will call upon me, but I will not answer,
they will seek me but will not find me.
Because they hated knowledge
and did not choose the fear of Yahweh,
would have none of my counsel,
and despised all my reproof,
then they shall eat the fruit of their way
and be sated with their own devices. (Prov. 1.24-31)s’

The loss of this organizing voice will have catastrophic consequences.
Horror, terror, distress will come upon men.. They will be thrown
back upon themselves and will have to live by their own initiative,
that is, they will destroy themselves. Even if they then come to realize
that they need to be thus addressed to be able to live at all, then this
voice will remain silent for them. Here, too, we have the presentation
of something that actually takes place.
We shall pause here for a moment before drawing out of the texts
the final component of the relationship between wisdom and man.
This wisdom, which we have understood as the primeval world order,
as the mystery behind the creation of the world, rules in a similar
fashion in the non-human creation as well as in the sphere of human
society. If one wishes to understand it as the Logos of the world, an
idea which indeed suggests itself to the modern reader, then one must
simply remember that the texts do not exactly speak of an ideal, such
as a principle or a rationality in the world, but of something created
21 The didactic poem in Prov. 1.20-33 is, as far as its form is concerned, a

remarkable hybrid, for in parts it strongly resembles the prophetic invective and
threat. As far as its subject matter is concerned, on the other hand, it is clearly
‘wisdom’. Details in Chr. Kayatz, op. cit., pp. I Igff.
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which is as real as other works of creation. But this primeval order
does not exist only in creation; it is orientated towards man, offering
him help; it is concerned about him, indeed addresses him directly.
This address is not a mystery which can be deciphered only by man;
it is uttered with full publicity ‘in the noisiest places’ (Prov. 1.2of.).
All these statements leave us in no doubt that this address can be
understood by man without the slightest difficulty.
All this raises the question which a biblical theology must first ask.
We encounter the idea that the world is not dumb, that it has a
message, in the hymn. The world proclaims itself before God as a
created thing; the heavens ‘tell’, the firmament ‘proclaims’ (Ps. 19.2).
‘All his works praise God’ (Ps. 145. IO). Within the context of the
description of a theophany, it could be said, ‘The heavens proclaim
his (God’s) righteousness’ (Ps. 97.6). This speaking by part of creation
appears here as an accompaniment to the divine self-revelation. But
it is improbable that the heavens were empowered as witnesses only
in the context of this occurrence and that they were previously dumb.
In Ps. 148, Israel, as leader of the choir, summons all creation,
right to its furthest limits, to join in the hymn of praise. What finds
expression here is not simply poetic exuberance, but the idea of a real
witness emanating from the world. This brings us for the first time to
a very close connection between hymns and wisdom. The sole difference is that this witness on the part of creation, according to the
teaching of the wise men, is directed not at God, but at men, though
this element is also included in the idea in the hymn context.22
But ask the wild beast, and he will teach you,
and the birds of the air, and they will show you.
Or the plants of the earth will teach you,
the fish of the sea will tell you.
Who among all these does not know
that Yahweh’s hand has done this ? (Job I 2.7-g).
How many verbs there are, meaning ‘speak’! With this idea of something being said to men by creation, we find ourselves very close to
the doctrine of the call of the world order to men. Of course, in the
one case it was a witness which was to lead men to acknowledge and
worship the Creator; in the other, however, it was the invitation to
let oneself be guided in all the decisions of life by the instructions of
the primeval order. But perhaps these two are not so very far apart. If,
22 The relationship of wisdom to the hymn and its subject matter has long been
noted. Sirach was not the first wise man to compose hymns,
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according to Job 12.7ff., the world presents itself to man as creation,
then, at the same time, it must also speak of its wonder$.d order. But
even what we understand by ‘moral order’ was, in the opinion of the
didactic poem, rooted in the basic order from the beginning of the
world. This call from the mysterious order to men is, as we have seen,
perfectly clear; although it is actually a voice speaking out of what has
been created (and speaking of Yahweh in the third person, Prov.
8.13), it nevertheless bears all the marks of a divine address. It resounds everywhere ; it is impossible to escape it; and the way in
which it presents man with the decision between life and death is
something like an outright ultimatum. Even the gifts which it promises
can only be described as gifts of salvation, and here lies the problem :
an ‘I’, who is certainly not Yahweh, but who nevertheless summons
men to itself. What prophet would have taken it upon himself to call
men to himself? And who, apart from Yahweh, can say to man,
‘Whoever finds me, finds life’ (Prov. 3.18; 8.35; 9.6; Sir. 4.12) ? Whoever is not open to this call is lost. And finally, this saving voice is not
at man’s disposal whenever he wishes; he can forfeit it through disobedience, and then it will deny itself to him (Prov. I .24-27).
In the text with which we have been dealing here, however - and
to begin with this can only be asserted categorically - it is not Yahweh
who is speaking. This is puzzling, for in these texts we find the form
of divine self-revelation. Obviously the situation here is considerably
different from what it is in the prophets, who never addressed their
readers in the first person. Only occasionally does the prophetic ‘I’
appear, more or less on the fringe of those messages which have the
style of a divine address. A new phenomenon in our texts is that a
bearer of revelation intervenes in the dialogue between Yahweh and
Israel, someone who has not hitherto been heard in this role. His
speech proceeds in a highly elevated first-person style; but he is much
more than the greatest of the prophets, he is, indeed, the mystery
inherent in the creation of the world. In the opinion of the teachers,
Yahweh had at his service a quite different means, besides priests and
prophets, whereby he could reach men, namely the voice of primeval
order, a voice which came from creation, and this means of revelation
was of particular interest to the wise men. In addition, the whole of
God’s speech in the book of Job proceeds from the same presupposition, for here, too, God allows his creation to speak and gives to it the
task of opening Job’s eyes.
We are at once faced with the question of the relationship between
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this self-revelation of creation and the voice of other bearers of revelation which spoke through the medium of cult or history (narrators)
or the voice of those who spoke out of free charisma. We can only state
that this question, for whatever reason, was never asked by the wise
men. They were completely engrossed by the call of this voice and
by the task of letting it be heard. There is no basis for the suggestion
that, polemically and exclusively, they set this bearer of revelation
up against all others that were thus far known in Israel. One may,
rather, suppose that the voice of this revelation filled a gap and satisfied
a theological need which had begun to be felt.
If one considers the ultimatum-like nature of this claim and the
importance of the benefits promised, then it is difficult to imagine
that this teaching about the self-revelation of creation could have
accommodated itself, entirely free of tensions, to the old traditions
about Yahweh. Nor can one accept, on the other hand, that it had a
completely antagonistic relationship with them, for in other contexts
the teachers speak quite freely of Yahweh, and that was a name which
was always heavy with tradition. It would be difficult to imagine
that this name, in the mouths of the teachers, would have shed all
of the content with which, as far as we can see, it was indissolubly
associated. On the other hand, the outlines of these didactic texts
must not be blurred, for they speak not of Yahweh, but of a voice
which has all the characteristics of a revelation. There must have
been circles in Israel, and especially in the schools, which must have
regarded it as their main task to refer the individual to that voice
which sounded through the medium of creation and to bring him to
the point of entrusting to this form of revelation his life with all its
possibilities of conflict. The teachers do not entertain the slightest
doubt that this self-revelation of creation can be heard. It can, in
Paul’s words, be ‘clearly perceived’ (Rom. 1.20).
The monarchy ushered in a period of specific individualization
in which the individual’s interest in Yahweh was questioned much
more urgently than in the era of older Yahwism. Older Yahwism
was, on the whole, scarcely prepared for this question raised by the
individual, for even the Decalogue and related codes of law were of no
help in the thick of individual life, nor were they ever intended to be.
This movement towards independence on the part of the individual,
with all the questions that arose as a consequence, can be followed to a
certain extent in many Old Testament texts.23 As the individual
23 G. v. Rad, Old Tesfment 77uology, Vol. II, ET 1965, pp. 263ff.
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gradually became aware of his isolation, his release from old ties took
place in quite different ways. The process placed men in the range
both ofnew religious possibilities and of unforeseen problems. Accordingly, the spokesmen of Yahwism faced the changing situation in very
different ways. The wise men made a contribution, certainly not the
least important, to coping with the questions which were to be expected, namely the teaching about the self-revelation of creation. In
their attempt to illuminate the reality which surrounded men, they
had, in the depths of creation, stumbled upon a phenomenon which
was possessed of a highly developed declaratory power. Creation not
e only exists, it also discharges truth.
But this truth is turned, if we once again visualize its offer according
to the great revelation-discourse in Prov. 8, primarily to individuals,
to ‘men’, specifically the men of the upper classes. It promises cleverness, understanding, righteousness, reliability, wisdom, counsel, success, strength, wealth, honour. It was for this voice that the wise men
sought to provide a place in their didactic poems. In this way they
have unquestionably exposed an aspect of creative reality with
which Yahwism had not yet concerned itself in this particular way.
Its task was so great and so new that the other task, the establishment of a compromise with the Yahwistic traditions about
salvation history, faded, for the time being, completely into the background. This task was tackled only in what one might call a second
operation.
Only much later, as far as we can see, first by Sirach, was this
harmonization brought to completion. He has expressed the union
of the two in a well thought-out way. The great discourse in which
wisdom presents herself, the beginning of which we have already
considered above, continues as follows :
Amongst all these (people) I looked for repose,

in the possession of which I could tarry.
Then the creator of all things commanded me,
and he who had created me
made my tent come to rest.
He said, ‘Pitch your tent in Jacob
and find a possession in Israel.’
From of old, from the beginning he had created me,
and to all eternity I shall not cease.
In the holy tent I served in his presence,
and thus I gained a firm abode on Zion.
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In the city which he loves as he loves me
I was brought to rest,
and in Jerusalem is now my dominion.

INSTRUCTION

(Sir.

24.7-I I)

One can see how here the line is drawn from the primeval order
right through to the revelation of Yahweh in the tabernacle and in
the Jerusalem temple, a great, ambitious sketch of salvation history.
The primeval order (wisdom) sought a dwelling among men and
was directed by God to the people of Israel. Only here could she
develop, for only here were men open to her, only here did they serve
her aright, for in Israel the primeval order had revealed herself in the
form of Torah. But is it correct, when it is said over and over again
that in this way Torah-theology invaded the domain of wisdom and
assimilated it? The opposite has occurred. Wisdom has attempted to
explain, on her own terms, the phenomenon of Torah and has done
so in very untraditional terms.24
3.

INTELLECTUAL

LOVE

After these considerations we return once again to the question of the
relationship between man and wisdom immanent in the world. A
whole range of statements has still to be heard, in which Israel has
expressed what is surely the final and most astonishing word about
this relationship. This mysterious order in the world not only addresses
man; it also loves him. The motif of love-language spreads out so
widely in the texts from Prov. r-g via Sirach and on to the late
Wisdom of Solomon that we are obviously here dealing with a range
of ideas which the teachers have developed along a broad front.25
One must first of all consider the texts in which wisdom is presented
as a woman who calls to men quite openly in the streets and squares
and invites th em to come to her in her house.
84 See below pp. 245ff. One cannot therefore say that wisdom is here being
controlled by covenant ideas; cf. N. Lohfink, Das Sieges&d am Schiffmeer, I 965, pp.
205ff.
Sir. 24 is not a unit. The section which begins in v. 23 (‘All this is the book of the
covenant, the law which Moses gave us . . .‘) has obviously been added to the
self-presentation of wisdom. The first-person style of the speech breaks off, and now
it is the teacher who speaks, interpreting wisdom’s speech. Clearly Sirach is here
addressing an already existing tradition. V. 23 reads as if a figurative speech were
about to be interpreted.
25 On this range of ideas cf. G. Bostriim, Proverbiastudien, 1935, pp. r56ff.:
‘Wisdom as the Bride’; U. Wilckens, Weisheit und To&it, 1959, pp. 174ff.
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Wisdom has built her house,
has ‘set up’ her seven pillars.26
She has slaughtered her beasts,
mixed her wine and set her table.
She has sent out her maids, she invites,
up on the heights of the town.
Whoever is inexperienced, let him turn in here ;
whoever has little understanding, to him she says,
‘Come, eat my food
and drink the wine which I have mixed.’
(Prov. 9.1-s; cf. 1.2off.; 8.1ff.)
‘It is surely correct to say that this remarkable allegorization was
developed by the teachers as a contrast to and a defence against
customs which had appeared in Israel, too, from the cult of the goddess
of love, the goddess Astarte. The didactic narrative in Prov. 7.1ff.
shows clearly enough how women enticed men to themselves in fulfilment of a fertility vow. 27 But - such is the instruction of the teachers those who accept this invitation walk a road which leads to death
(Prov. g. 13-18). The true partner who calls men to herself is wisdom.
One cannot, of course, say that everything which was said in Israel
about the love relationship of wisdom to men was derived from this
polemic against a foreign cultic practice. We know from Egyptian
texts so much about the love of Maat, the goddess of order, for men,28
that it is impossible to deny the influence of Egyptian ideas, not to
mention, in addition, the influence of the subject matter of secular
love poetry. But without denying these interconnections from the
direction of the history of religions, we are interested here in Israel’s
ideas, which have their own character vi.+h-vis those of Egypt. If one
tries to understand the idea of a wisdom who invites against a purely
Israelite background, the result is something like this. Something
remarkable happens to reason as it starts out in search of knowledge
of the world. It encounters an opposite, indeed it is at once overtaken
by the voice of the divine, primeval order, for this voice is already
directed towards men; it is already on the way to them and addresses
them from the place for which reason is, in fact, searching, but which
it can never reach by its own efforts (Job 28). And because the mystery
of the world moves towards man and seeks his ear, for this reason
26 What the significance of the ‘seven pillars’ is has yet to be satisfactorily
explained.
27 G. Bostrom, op. cit., pp. 108ff.
28 Chr. Kayatz, op. cit., pp.g8ff.
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wisdom must, indeed, may now be loved by man. For this reason
the teachers urge, ‘Love her, and she will guard you’ (Prov. 4.6), ‘Say
to wisdom, “You are my sister”, and call insight your confidant’
(Prov. 7.4). QQ ‘Approach her with your whole heart’ (Sir. 6.26). ‘She
will honour you if you embrace her’ (Prov. 4.8). Whoever turns to
her she welcomes ‘like the wife of his youth’ (Sir. 15.2). And wisdom
will answer, ‘I love those who love me, and those who seek me will
find me’ (Prov. 8. I 7). ‘Whoever pays heed to me will lie down in
my innermost rooms’ (Sir. 4.15). She congratulates him who, like a
lover, watches day after day at her doors (Prov. 8.34). The teachers
even speak, in the style of biographical confessions, of her wooing
and of the wonderful success of her efforts.

enough to penetrate all her secrets;
who observes all her entrances,
who peers in at her windows
and listens at her doors,
who encamps near her house
and knocks his tent-pegs into her wall,
who pitches his tent by her side
and lives well-protected,
who builds his nest in her foliage
and spends the night in her branches,
who seeks refuge from the heat in her shade
and lives in her abode. (Sir. 1&m-27)

If there was, somewhere in Israel, a surrender, verging on the mystical,
of man to the glory of existence, then it is to be found in these texts
which can speak of such a sublime bond of love between man and the
divine mystery of creation. Here man throws himself with delight on
a meaning which rushes towards him; he uncovers a mystery which
was already on its way to him in order to give itself to him.

When I was young, I delighted in her

andsought her . . .
My soul clung to her,
and I did not turn my face away from her.
My hand opened her doors
and went into her presence and gazed upon her . . .
Put your neck under her yoke,
let your soul bear her weight.
See how little I have toiled,
and how I have found much rest. (Sir. 5 I. I 3, rg, 26f.)
I fell in love with her and sought her from my youth
and sought to take her as my bride
and became a lover of her beauty.
When I enter my house, I shall rest beside her,
for there is no bitterness in keeping company with her,
nothing sad about companionship with her,
only gladness and joy. (Wisd. 8.2, I 6)

In Israel, too, then, there was formed a highly remarkable, ideal
picture of man in his search for knowledge. Almost voluptuously there
is depicted what awaits the man who associates with the world, if he
offers her the trust which she solicits and pays heed to the words with
which she turns towards him. Nowhere has this picture of a man
motivated by a love of knowledge been drawn more beautifully and
more modestly than by Sirach.
Blessed is the man who meditates on wisdom
and cares about understanding . . .
se The loved one is also called ‘sister’, S. of S. +gf., 12; 5.
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She comes towards him like a mother
and receives him like a young wife. (Sir. 15.2)
Radiant and unfading is wisdom,
she is easily noticed by those who love her,
and found by those who seek her.
She presents herself to those who desire her
and makes herself known.
He who rises early to meet her will have no trouble;
he will find her sitting at his door.
To think about her is perfect cleverness,
and whoever lies awake on her account
will soon be carefree,
for she goes about, herself seeking those
who are worthy of her.
She appears as a friend to them on their paths
and comes towards them in every thought. (Wisd. 6. I 2-16)
The ‘Doctrine of the Self-Revelation of Creation’ is, as we have
seen, developed in many, very different texts. It is no wonder that
we are struck by the many theological refinements which give to
almost every text its own character. This impression of the independence of the individual texts would have been strengthened if we had
not confined ourselves to all too brief paraphrases, but had really
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been able to reproduce the sayings in all their ramifications, so that
we could have marvelled at the fine gradations of ideas from one
sentence to the next. There can be no doubt that this subject of
instruction was constantly in a state of fluidity and was presented
from time to time in different forms. And yet one must not overlook
the stable element alongside the variable. There were, indeed, far
fewer new ideas presented from text to text. It was, rather, an extension of what had already been presented in embryo but which had not
yet been expressed in that particular way in ancient Israel; it was
more a drawing out of lines, occasionally even a combination of
separate ideas, but not a breakthrough to a completely new perception.30 In this respect, the doctrine of the self-manifesting primeval

order could be regarded as a model case of the way in which wisdom
material was handed on. One certainly cannot imagine that this
doctrine was uttered one day for the first time by an original mind,
or even that it was taken over from Egypt. Its roots are old, even
within Israel. They lie, as we have seen, in the basic conviction from
which even the oldest practical wisdom began, namely that there is
an order in things and in events and that this order is not a mystery,
but makes itself known. In this, the doctrine is close to the ideas of the
hymn, according to which the majesty of creation makes itself known.
What is new here is that this order, which, in the older practical
wisdom, by and large, was still uncritically presupposed, has now
itself become the object of a thorough, theological development.
In what it says about the original state of wisdom at the beginning
of time, even Sir. 24, however, apart from a few learned extensions,
scarcely adds anything decisive in theological terms to Prov. 8.22ff.
Here, too, wisdom is a creature of God. The author of the Wisdom of
Solomon - otherwise, in many respects, a reliable custodian of Palestinian tradition -was the first to abandon, in this regard, the line which
had been adhered to hitherto and take a decisive step along the road to
a mythical, speculative deification of wisdom. She is ‘creator’ (Wisd.
7.12) and God’s ‘consort’ (9.4). This is a definitive abandonment of the
tradition, and in contrast to it a new element has made its appearance.31

30 This is also true of the ‘playing’ of wisdom in Prov. 8.3 I. Already in old wisdom one could constantly discern a desire for fun in the vicinity of truth, a delight,
a fascination for a truth that entices men. See above p. 50; cf. H.-J. Hermisson,
op. cit., p. 136.
31 ‘Sapientia leaves wisdom, which is regarded as the constant expression of the
nature of God and as a principle of the world, completely in God’s presence and in
a world wholly divorced from the world of appearances. This duality meets us

THE SELF-REVELATION OF CREATION

‘7’

With a series of interesting Greek terms, the author tries to describe
more accurately this ‘cosmic’ wisdom: she is ‘spirit’ ( I .S), she is a
‘breath’ ofthe power of God, an ‘emanation’ of the power of the Almighty,
atmis uponhoia (7.25), a ‘reflection’, upuugusmu, of the invisible light,
a ‘spotless mirror’ of the divine mystery (7.26). But a conceptually clear
definition did not just happen. The transformations in the ideas about
this wisdom after the time of Sirach can be shown to have been a very
lively process, one which will not, however, be purstied further here.
The fine didactic poem in Bar. 3.9-4.4 is, from a literary point of view,
heavily dependent on Job 28 and Sir. 24. In Enoch 42. r-3; 91. IO the
tradition question seems more complex.
Let us endeavour, nevertheless, to reconstruct something of the
process of tradition from old practical wisdom to the doctrine of the
self-revelation of creation which eventually took shape in Job 28;
Prov. 8 and Sir. 24. The sentences of practical wisdom were able to
mention all kinds of benefits which could entice the pupil to obedience:
wisdom protects against all kinds of harm, bestows honour, safeguards
the future, etc. In whatever situation one follows her, she promises
improvement of life and fulfilment of life. In this respect, the great
theological poems in the collection comprising Prov. 1-g are, in the
first instance, in the tradition of the old teachers. But one immediately
notices interesting changes. It strikes one at once that ‘wisdom’ is
talked of here in a predominantly different sense than was the case in
the older collections. Obviously didactic thought has been hard at
work here, and decisive steps have indeed been taken in three directions.
I. The order which was formerly perceived in a vague and unthinking way and as existing in many different forms must itself have
more and more become the object of thought. It was objectified as
something which was uniform and which could be perceived in every
separate experience, and it was conceptually determined (as ‘wisdom’).
2. This wisdom, immanent in creation, was differentiated in the
three great didactic poems (Job 28; Prov. 8; Sir. 24) from the ‘real’

work of creation (wind, springs, sea, mountains, etc.). This ontological
separation of the phenomena within creation is the most interesting
element. Obviously what the teachers perceived as a ‘summons from
already in the first chapter, and it soon becomes clear that what is meant is a
dualism of God’s world as the real, everlasting creation, and the world of the devil
as an unreal, perishable world’ (D. Georgi, in zeit und Geschichte, Festschrift f.
R. Bultmann, 1964, p. 270). On this, see also below pp. 3o5f.
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creation’, as the ‘self-evident nature of its order’, was not simply
identical with the ‘real’ works of creation.
3. Even the relationship of man to this phenomenon had shifted.
What we have occasionally called the provocation of man by the
world was, of course, experienced at all times. But while this phenomenon was approached, in a predominantly active manner, by the old
teachers in their search for knowledge (for the purpose of ‘discovering
order’), the later teachers regarded themselves much more as the
object of its assault. She, this wisdom, was the one who dealt with men
in her address to them, in her offer of the good things of life, in her
invitation to lodge with her.

terms as the donor. It is the mysterious ‘I’ who had earlier said, ‘I
love those who love me’ (Prov. 8. I 7).
With this last sentence we are back again at the range of ideas
where there are to be found the strongest and, at the same time, the
gentlest statements about all that man has to face in the created world
around him. The existence in the world of the man who seeks knowledge is in a relationship of love to the mysterious order. It is in a
state of tension through being wooed, through seeking and being
sought, through having to wait for and, at the same time, anticipating
precious intellectual fulfilment. The offer made by wisdom as she
woos men includes everything that a man, in his isolation, might
need: wealth and honour (Prov. 8.18, 2 I), guidance and security in
life (Prov. 1.33ff.; 2.gff.; 4.6; 6.22 ; 7.4f.), knowledge of God and rest
for the soul (Prov. 2.5; Sir. 6.28; 51.27).
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Whoever finds me, has found life
and has obtained favour from Yahweh;
but whoever misses me, injures himself;
all who hate me love death. (Prov. 8.35f.)
Certainly, even in the practical sentences, much is said about the
preservation or winning of life, life often in a general and absolute
sense. Righteousness leads to life (Prov. I I. I g), life and death are in
the power of the tongue (Prov. x8.21), he who hates bribes will live
(Prov. I 5.27), etc. To speak of the gain or loss of life in this way
corresponds to the teachers’ habit of thinking in impressive and typifying antitheses. But in Prov. 8.35f., things are different, to the extent
that here what ensures life is not an activity on man’s part appropriate
to the situation, but the primeval order itself, on whose offer the
gaining of life depends, who in fact turns to the individual with this
offer in a direct appeal of the most personal kind. Life, then, does not
depend simply on wise behaviour, but on man’s ‘finding’ of ‘wisdom’.32
It is also by means of wisdom that man wins ‘favour from Yahweh’
(Prov. 8.35); it is she, therefore, who brings order to the whole of
life in God’s eyes. This sentence expresses the result of far-reaching,
theological thinking and is far removed, both in form and in content,
from the didactic sentences in Prov. Hoff. That wisdom is the highest
good, that the acquisition of her is more valuable than gold and silver
could also be said there (Prov. 16. I 6) and can be easily understood
against the background of these didactic sayings. Almost word for
word, the passage ‘more precious than gold’, than ‘choice silver’,
returns in Prov. 8.19, but in a vastly different context. Now it is the
primeval order itself which commends itself to man in highly personal
32 Prov. 1.28; 2.5; 3.13; 4.22; 8.12; 8.17.
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Come to her with all your soul,
and with all your might keep to her ways.
Ask, enquire, seek and find,
seize her and do not let her go.
For in the end you will find she is rest,
and she will become bliss for you. (Sir. 6.26-28)
And, in this sublime, unending dialogue of love, she replies :
Whoever pays heed to me
will lie down in my innermost rooms.

(Sir. 4.15)

In order to assist men in every possible way, this wisdom has to set
out to meet him like a lover (Sir. 15.2 ; Wisd. 6. I 3-1 S), she even waits
at his door; What she has to offer to man, indeed what she brings to
man, can only be described, with the full theological weight of the
word, as ‘salvation benefits’. Here, all striving for success, for mastery
of life, fades into silence. This invitation on wisdom’s part to give
oneself intellectually to her and this gift of hers to men are no longer
means towards a purpose for life, they have become ends in themselves.
In order to be able to express all this, the teachers allowed themselves to be stimulated by all kinds of ideas which had their home in
the intellectual life of neighbouring peoples; they could even at times
take over whole passages. And yet all this was radically alienated from
its original conceptual context. The fact that not only individual
Egyptian concepts, but occasionally also a whole series of sentences
was taken over and could be preserved in their original, unaltered

INDIVIDUAL SUBJECTS OF INSTRUCTION
‘74
wording and that these same words and sentences could be completely
emptied in Israel and then filled with an essentially different content,
is a hermeneutical phenomenon which has certainly not yet been
studied in sufficient detail.ss Who - apart from modern biblical
scholars - m
* the course of meditating on Prov. 8.22ff. or Sir. 24.2ff.
would ever reach the stage of thinking of the self-presentation of an
Egyptian deity? Nor was the Egyptian Maat doctrine simply being
complemented in Israelite terms. Here, especially, new formulations
had to be found on the basis of Yahwism. One has only to remember
that the idea of Maat addressing men was totally foreign to the
Egyptians.34 But this was what was the main constitutive element of
the doctrine of primeval order. Without the address to men, the
whole Israelite range of ideas would collapse. One can see here how
deep a gulf existed between the Egyptian Maat and the range of ideas
which developed in Israel (though probably not without some stimulus
from Egypt). Also, the relationship between the primeval order and
Yahweh had to be determined quite differently from that between
Maat and the god Amun, for the primeval order belongs to the realm
of creation. And finally, the personification of the primeval order on
Israel’s lips was neither a mythological residue which unconsciously
accompanied the idea, nor, as we have already said, was it a free,
poetic and didactic use of imagery. The personified image was the
most precise expression available for the subject matter to be explained.
Only in this form could the teachers give adequate expression to this
highly remarkable thing that happened to man in his encounter with
the primeval order. It was much more than simply the objective
realization of such a primeval order; it was, rather, a question of
crystallizing specific experiences which man had had in his encounter
with it. He had experienced it not only as a static organism of order,
he felt himself assailed by it, he saw it concerned about man, he
experienced it as a bestower of gifts. He saw himself led by her into a
confessional state in which he, within the context ofhis whole existence,
had to come to a decision.
If we are on the right track with what we suggest, namely that the
idea of the primeval order testifying to itself is connected with, perhaps even has its origin in, the old hymn-motif of creation bearing
witness to itself, then this would also shed light on the independence
of this subject of wisdom instruction in Israel. However many con-

33 See above pp. r52f., 160.

34

E. Otto

orally.
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tacts can be established between hymns in Israel and hymns in
neighbouring religions, the idea of a testimony emanating from creation is attested only in Israel. The doctrine of the primeval revelation
stands,
with its distinctive element - namely the address to men therefore, on a genuinely Israelite basis. It is precisely at this most
significant point that the analogy with the Egyptian Maat breaks
down.
On the other hand, the idea, in the form in which it was developed
in the teaching of the wise men, was again fundamentally different
from what was elsewhere understood by ‘revelation’ ir Tm ~-- -’ TL main difference consists in the fact that there is developed tne aoctrme
of a revelatory experience which happens to men not through a
specific, irreversible sign of salvation in history, but which, rather,
emanates from the power of order which is held to be self-sufficient.
It is this power and not, therefore, priests, prophets or actualized
traditions of the saving history, that is the great mediator. Through
her address, which is delivered with great topicality, and her gifts,
man has an interest in Yahweh. The addressee of this revelation is not
therefore an Israel summoned to Yahweh by means of a covenant
relationship - Israel is never discernible here as a theological entity but man himself (cf. Prov. 8. I 5f.). The transmitters of these theological
concepts must surely have been men who were heavily committed
as far as knowledge was concerned, cosmopolitan wisdom teachers
who had been greatly stimulated by their contact with the wisdom
of foreign nations. But more interesting than their dependence on
this stimulus is surely their independent theological achievement.
Thus, a great arc is clearly stretched from the sentences of old
practical wisdom to the doctrine of the primeval order. The reality
to which every individual life is inescapably bound has in all periods
stimulated men. Israel, too, experienced this stimulus and certainly
not only first in the late period. Israel, too, accepted it; she did not
surrender in the face of the often apparently impenetrable outward
appearance of the world; rather, she did not neglect the quest for
meaning, for an order effective in the world. And what did she find?
The final answer which Israel was able to give was the doctrine of the
primeval order. She found a mystery in the world which was turned
helpfully towards her, which was to be found already on the way to
her which was already seated waiting for her at her door.
How much man feels at home in the world! Whatever happens
to him from that direction simply awakens trust, bestows order and
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healing. Of course, the teachers can also, in these contexts, speak of
getting lost and ofdeath. But this does not approach man from outside it is the quite particular potentiality of his own inner nature. Wha;
kind of world is this, we ask, from which nothing evil happens to
man ? We shall take up this question again later (see below pp. 304ff.).

X
THE POLEMIC AGAINST IDOLS
UR CONSIDERATIONS have now reached a point at which a
discussion of the polemic against idols may fairly appropriately
be inserted. This topic was unknown to the cultures neighbouring on Israel’s teachers, but it nevertheless occupies considerable
space in didactic texts, at least those of the later period. It is of
interest for the reason that it belongs explicitly to the specifically
Israelite wisdom material. On the basis of what internal and external
presuppositions is this polemic to be explained, and how was it conducted? We are conscious of the fact that, with our didactic texts,
we touch only a part of that debate, which flared up again and again
in many places and over a wide period. Furthermore, the idol was not
undisputed in the Graeco-Roman ancient world either, and, especially
in the eastern church, the dispute over the use of images in the cult
was waged, sometimes with subtle, theological arguments and sometimes with brutal force. We find ourselves, then, in the midst of an
intellectual debate which was carried on over many centuries.1

Cursed be the man who makes a graven or molten image - an abomination to Yahweh - a thing made by craftsmen’s hands - and sets it up in
secret. (Deut. 27.15)
This is the first prohibition of what is surely the oldest series of prohibitions in Israel, the Shechemite Dodecalogue. But this prohibition,
as one can at once see, has been expanded by means of additional,
interpretative elements. On the basis of the much shorter form of some
of the following prohibitions, one can conclude that in its original
form it probably read, ‘Cursed be the man who sets up an idol in
secret.’ These interpretative elements are a sure sign of how inten1 J. Geffcken, ‘Der Bilderstreit des heidnischen Altertums’, Archiv f. ReligionsI g I 6 I g, pp. 286ff. ; H. Freiherr von Campenhausen, ‘Die Bilderfrage

wissemchuft,

als theologisches Problem der alten Kirche’ in Tradition und L.eben, I 960, pp. 2 I 6ff.
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sively later ages, too, were concerned with. this prohibition of images.
The first of the two parentheses is still within the realm of sacral concepts. The formula ‘an abomination to Yahweh’ originally indicates
the violation of a statute of the sacral law. The situation is different
in the case of the second parenthesis. In so far as the idol is described
as a work of human hands, this naturally also implies a negative judgment, but this judgment is from a quite different point of view. The
fact that idols were manufactured by men was not, for ancient Israel,
the really important thing (who else could have manufactured them ?),
but that behind this, there lay a specific declaration of will on the
part of Yahweh. If one rejected the cultic image as absurd because a
man cannot make a god, then a decisive change in the argument had
already taken place, for now it was no longer the direct will of God
but the logic of a secularized understanding of the world which prohibited such an activity. But it is this very argument that we shall
encounter again and again from now on. When Hosea says, ‘They
make for themselves a molten image from their silver . . . all of it
the work of craftsmen’ (Hos. I 3.2), and when Isaiah says, ‘They
worship the work of their hands’ (Isa. 2.8), it is clear that already the
eighth-century prophets were wholly of this way of thinking.

but which is dumb and has no ‘spirit’ (Hab. 2.18f.). Similarly, Jer.
I o. 1-g : one need not be afraid of a piece of wood, cut in the forest
and artistically worked by men. These images even have to be fastened
with nails so that they do not wobble; they have to be carried because
they cannot walk. How, then, could they bring about disaster and
therefore have to be feared ? This polemic occupies considerably more
space in Deutero-Isaiah. Once again we encounter the remark that
the idol is manufactured by men and has to be secured (Isa. 40. Igf;
41.7). Not without grandeur is the flash which the prophet conjures
up of the coming capture of Babylon; the idols will be loaded by the
victors on to the beasts of burden which almost collapse under them.
The gods abandon dishonourably the city which was made sacred by
their presence, but which they are unable to protect, and go off into
captivity (Isa. 46. If.). The most important text is, of course, Isa.
44.9-20. Even if the arguments used here are not essentially different
from those used in the passages mentioned so far, nevertheless, in
this case, the literary form of the text invites attention. One could
call it a satirical tract on the folly of manufacturing and worshipping
idols. The theme is treated in great detail, an indication of the author’s
intention to present the effects in a skilful manner. The comic side of
the situation is worked out here more strongly than in the other
texts. We are not intended to be indignant, but to laugh at the way
in which the artist is so engrossed in his work that he forgets to eat and
drink and so becomes exhausted, and at how he uses half of the wood
for baking and roasting, but makes the rest into a god.2
In spite of appearances, this theme is scarcely specifically a
prophetic one. There are good reasons for regarding the texts in
Habakkuk and Jeremiah as ‘wisdom interpolations. The case of
Deutero-Isaiah is different, for here the polemic can be regarded to
some extent as part of the total message of that prophet. But even if
we attribute Isa. 44 to the prophet, though that is by no means uncontested, he is obviously following here a pattern of instruction which
emanated from teachers and not originally from prophets.3 It can be
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The idols of the heathen are silver and gold,
the work of human hands.
They have mouths but cannot speak,
eyes but cannot see.
They have ears but cannot hear,
nor is there any breath in their mouths.
Let those who have made them be like them,
everyone who puts his trust in them. (Ps. 135.15-18)
This text is undoubtedly much later. We quote it here because, in
form, it is a curse (v.18), because it has preserved still a small fraction
of the old sacral idea and of its curse ceremony. Of course, the treatment of the subject matter itself is rational, to the point of tedium.
But we should hold on to the fact that the idol is regarded as the
object of human trust. This theme, too, that of disappointed trust,
we shall encounter again.
We encounter additional references to a polemic against the manufacture and worship of idols in certain prophetic books. On one
occasion in the book of Habakkuk, the use of a graven image is
questioned, one that has indeed been made with precious materials

1
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s In this connection, the commentaries are fond of citing the parallel in Horace
(Satires I, 8. xff.) ‘ Tmncus erum . . . ’ The craftsman, uncertain whether to make it
into a bench or a god, decides for the latter. More severe is the story of Amasis’
basin. Used first as a spittoon and a chamber pot, it was then melted down and
made into an image (Herodotus II, 172).
s Deut. 4.28 is to be located in roughly this same period and it, in its turn, is
again related to Ps. 135. I 5-18. Here, too, the arguments are on exactly the same
lines as in the passages so far discussed.
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assumed that this polemic became current in the schools only from
the period of the exile, for it was only then that Israel found herself
in the midst of a religion where idols were worshipped. One should
not be misled by the preponderance of mockery; those to whom these
instructions were addressed were not the worshippers of the images,
but Israel herself who in no circumstances was to allow herself to be
influenced by the aura surrounding these great cult images.
Perhaps, however, the modern reader of this polemic should not
concur in it too readily, as ifthe question of the rightness or wrongness
of idols could be decided at that time quite as simply as might appear
today. That something of the divine is revealed in the image is a point
of view that has been represented with great seriousness both before
and after Israel. In the religions of Israel’s wider environment, images
were considered to be possessed of a soul and filled with a divine aura.
Men were convinced that the image was fully capable of punishing
the sacrilege of those who despised and offended it.4 Israel’s voice,
as that of a whole religious community, was a lone one in the ancient
world. Thus, the polemic against idols was completely topical for an
Israel which lived in ever closer contact with the international world.
This must be kept in mind with regard to all of these texts.
It can be accepted as a matter of course that the late didactic texts,
with one exception, scarcely add anything to what has already been
said against the worship of cult images, namely that idols are dead
and are made by men. As an example, one might cite the apocryphal
story of Be1.s In conversation with the king of the Babylonians, Daniel
denies that the god Be1 actually consumes all the food which is
deposited every day at the foot of his image, since he is made only of
brass and clay. A wager is agreed upon. The next day both of them
go to the temple which, meanwhile, has been sealed. The king believes
that he has won his wager, for the food has disappeared. Daniel bursts
out laughing; he had earlier had ashes scattered on the ground and is
able to show to the king the footprints of the priests and their wives and
children who removed the food during the night through a secret door.
What is new in this almost burlesque narrative is only the fact that in
this image-worship, not only is ignorance operative, but also obvious
deception on the part of the priests. The so-called Letter of Jeremiah,

which comes, at the earliest, from the third century BC, but perhaps
only from the second, also deals with the folly of image-worship.6
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4 K.-H. Bemhardt, G&r& Biid, 1956, pp.46ff.; on the divine aura, see
PP. aqff.
s The narrative is one of the additions to the book of Daniel found in the
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The images are dressed ‘in clothes, like men; but they cannot even
protect themselves from verdigris or from being eaten by worms; they
are wrapped in purple garments, but they have to have wiped from
their faces the dust which (is raised) in the temple and which settles
particularly thickly on them.’ They have to be protected against theft
by means of bolts and locks; lights are lit in front of them, but they
cannot see them. ‘Their faces are blackened by the smoke in the temple;
bats, swallows and other birds light on their bodies and even on their
’ faces; so do cats. ’ ‘Since they have no feet, they are carried on men’s
shoulders . . . and in this way they reveal to men their own ignominy.
Even those who serve them must be ashamed; for if one (of the idols)
falls to the ground, he has to be lifted up by them.’
(Letter of Jer. w. I off.)
All this is witty enough and affords us, at the same time, a view of such
cult places, for the description of images blackened by the smoke of
the sacrifices and being sat upon by cats is certainly not invented.
However, one cannot shut one’s eyes to the fact that the intellectual
foundation of this whole mode of argumentation is slight. It stands
or falls on the assumption of the complete identity of deity and image.
Since, however, the images are made from earthly material, the
teachers found no difficulty at all in building their mockery around
this fact. That this mockery avoids the serious nature of the worship
of idols is obvious. What participant in a solemn procession would
have taken offence at the fact that the image was carried ? The obvious
question as to what in fact impelled men to worship images is practically never asked. The reason is their clouded, benighted intelligence;
they are led astray by evil spirits, says the Book of Jubilees.7 The
polemic is directed in remarkably schematic and unrefined fashion
against the individual image. The exegete will never succeed in discovering, behind otherwise communicative texts, specific cults which
6 The ‘Letter of Jeremiah’ appears in the Vulgate and in the Authorized (King
James) Version as ch.6 of the book of Baruch.
7 lubilees I 1.4; 22.18. The book of Jubilees (second century BC) backdates the
criti&m of the idols to Israel’s earliest beginnings. Already Abraham saw through
the madness of idol worship in the family in which he grew UD ( Tubilees I I. 16).
Even his departure from H&an and fromhis family is p&hologic~ly prepared by
Abraham’s aversion to the idol worship in his family (Jubilees I 2). Similarly, in
the still later Apocalypse of Abraham: Abraham sees his father Terah planing an
image; the food is cooked with the shavings. Abraham makes fun of it all (APOC.
Abr. 1-6).
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might have served as models for such a polemics These texts are
important to us, of course, because they make clear in negative terms,
by describing what the idols cannot do, the advantage which these
teachers believed Israel to have in Yahweh. He delivers (Isa. 44. I 7),
he sets up kings and deposes them, he bestows wealth, he fulfils vows,
he saves from death, rescues the weak from the strong, makes blind
men see, takes pity on widows and does good to orphans (Letter of
Jer. vv. 34-38).
There is a remarkable difference between all these polemics, with
their fairly modest battery of arguments, and the thoughts of the
Wisdom of Solomon which emerges from the Hellenistic Jewish
diaspora of Alexandria (chs. x3-15).9 Certainly here, too, the folly of
worshipping images is the main theme. How foolish is the action of
the sailor who worships a piece of wood which is more fragile than his
ship (14. I). Similarly, the traditional theme of the manufacture of
images is again taken up in considerable detail (13.10-19; 15.7-10)
and yet how much more thoughtfully, in how much more refined a
manner the theme is treated here. There are, first of all, those who
consider the elements, that is, fire, wind, water or the stars, to be
gods, whether they are influenced by their beauty or by their terror
of them. Even if they cannot be excused, for they ought to have
recognized the Creator in what he created, yet it can be said in their
favour that they are searching for God and wish to find him (I 3. r-g).
This mild reproach could even be levelled at the Old Testament
itself, namely at Deuteronomy (4. IS), where it is said, with a tolerance
that is never attested anywhere else, that God himself gave the stars
to the nations as objects of cultic worship. Of course, the influence of
popular Stoic philosophy might have been stronger here.10 Quite
* 0. Eissfeldt is of the opinion that the description in the Letter of Jeremiah
refers to Babylonian cults; cf. The Old Testament. An Introduction, ET 1965, p.595.
s H. Eising, ‘Der Weisheitslehrer und die Gotterbilder’, Bib&a 40, 1959, pp.
393ff.
10 F. Ricken, ‘Gab es eine hellenistische Vorlage fur Weisheit I 3 bis I 5 ?‘, Biblica
49,1968, pp. 6of.
The share of Hellenistic thought in this can never be precisely defined. The use
of totally un-Hebraic terms from Hellenistic popular philosophy leads first to the
assumption of a whole-scale Hellenization of Hebrew concepts. Recent scholarship
has abandoned this idea. Explicitly Greek terms must have been used by the author
in the presentation of his Jewish heritage. 0. Eissfeldt speaks of the ‘thoroughly
Jewish core’ of the book (op. cit., p. 60 I). Similar opinions are expressed by Fichtner,
‘Die Stellung der Sapientia Salomonis in der Literatur-und Geistesgeschichte ihrer
Zeit’, <NW 36, 1937, pp. I 13ff. and J. Geyer, The Wisdom of Solomon, T o r c h
Commentary, 1963, pp. i8f. In the passage which we have cited, the stimuli of
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beyond comprehension, on the other hand, is the behaviour of those
who worship images made by men, that is, something lifeless ( I 3. IO19). In this context there are also inserted thoughts about the motives
which caused the artists to construct such works at all. There is, on
the one hand, the striving after gain (14.2 ; I 5. I 2) ; on the other hand,
ambition may have had an effect (14.18). What is fascinating is that
the writer even attempts an aetiology of the worship of images. Could
such worship not have arisen when a father had a statue erected to
his recently deceased child and ended by honouring it as a god?
From this there developed a mystery cult, and the whole eventually
became a fixed rite. Or else, perhaps the image of a ruler was set up
and was then worshipped as a god by those who had never seen the
ruler in the flesh (14.15-17) ? But with all the flexibility of his line of
thought - the satirical element is thrust almost entirely into the background by the serious way of thinking - the author judges the worship
of idols basically almost as severely as the Palestinian teachers. Indeed,
in one respect he even surpasses it, in that he also regards the worship
of idols as the root of all moral degeneracy. But this judgment, too,
is premeditated. Since the images do not have the status of gods,
they are, of course, also incapable of keeping men in the true fear of
God (14.12, 23-31).
Although all these texts which we have briefly discussed show, on
the whole, a very unified line of thought, they do present UT with one
question. It is well-known that the characteristic of the Yahweh cult
from the earliest period was its lack of images. According to the
prohibition of images in the Decalogue and the Dodecalogue, the
worship of Yahweh in the form of an image was on a par with murder,
adultery or theft (Ex. 2o.4f. ; Deut. 27.15). Thus, it might appear as
if the polemic of the wisdom teachers against any worship of images
were simply a continuation of this old tradition. But things are not
quite so simple, Is it not remarkable that not a single one of these
polemics refers, in its argument, to this old prohibition of images?
But, further, could a reference to that prohibition ever really be
Greek thought on the author are unmistakable. Fichtner’s assertion (op. cit.,
p. I 29) ‘that the philosophical elements are only rhetorical figures’ goes too far and
does not do justice to the real problems in this work. A much higher evaluation is
given to the Hellenistic components by C. Larcher, OP, Etudes sur le Lure de la
Sagesse (Etudes bibliques, 1969). It is difficult to define more precisely the general
background of understanding against which the philosophical terms used here are
to be interpreted.
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connected with this type of argument? Did one need such a strong,
divine prohibition to keep one from something which appeared simply
laughable or at least incomprehensible? The principal argument of
these polemics certainly did not lie in saying that a divine command
should not be violated, a divine command which is directed sharply
against a temptation which is inherent in human worship, but, as we
have seen, in an appeal to sound, human intelligence. Basically, it
requires no great effort in order to make clear the folly and ridiculousness of the worship of images as this appeared to the teachers; it was,
after all, a truth which each one would have to see for himself. But
this was certainly not how the ancient prohibition of images understood itself. What deadly earnestness hangs over the narrative of the
so-called golden calf (Ex. 32) ! Here, as the narrator sees it, there is
still a real threat. Israel - left alone by Moses only a short while
before - immediately asked for a cultic image. She has yielded to a
temptation and has thereby seriously disturbed her relationship with
her God. An appeal to sound, human intelligence would have been
out of place here, for the narrative still presupposes a concept of cult
and sacral reality which was determinative for the religiosity of the
whole of the ancient Near East and which could certainly not be
tackled by means of a simple appeal to reason. In the whole atmosphere of the narrative of the golden calf, Israel was still far removed
from Daniel’s superior laughter (Be1 v. 5).
How is this transition from a cultic prohibition to a completely
rational method of argument to be explained? There is no doubt that
the ancient Israelite prohibition of images proclaims, even if still
withima completely sacral sphere, a spe&c, exclusive idea of the
relationship of Yahweh to the conditions in Israel’s environment.
Indeed, it can be assumed that the prohibition of images was not the
first expression of this idea; the prohibition itself is already a concentrated expression of a sacral understanding of the world whose
specific quality lies in the fact that there must not be linked with it
any pictorial representation of the deity, anything of the nature of a
self-manifestation of god-like powers.11 The knowledge that Yahweh
transcends the world theologically must surely have been substantiated
by the very first experiences of Yahweh which Israel ever had. This,
as we have said, completely sacral and cultic range of ideas about a
world which was incapable of offering any figure as a representation
11 G. von Rad, ‘Some Aspects of the Old Testament World-View’, in 77~

Probhn of the Hexuteuch and Other E.w.zy~, ET x966, pp. I&I’.
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of God also became of immense importance for the understanding of
the world in later Israel too, for the simple reason that not only did it
persevere, through all the attacks of enlightenment, and arrive at a
rational understanding of the world, but also it changed at the same
time. We have, then, the interesting case of an originally religio-sacral
concept of the relationship of God to the world being accepted by
reason and finally helping to construct a rational picture of the world,
a picture of impressive clarity. At that point it was also possible to
bring into service the arguments of a purely rational way of thought.
The mode of argument used by the teachers, and of which we have
’ spoken, is therefore neither free-thinking in the sense of an enlightenment which is basically unfavourable to religion; nor, much less, is
it philosophical in the sense of a separation of the material from the
spirituality of the deity. It is, in the last resort, still a theological one
in that it denies to the creature the possibility ofproviding a representation of the Creator. The argument that the worship of images is
foolish because the true Creator can be recognized in what he has
created, is expressed nowhere so explicitly as in the Wisdom of
Solomon (‘3.1-9); it is, however, no real novelty, if we recall the
doctrine of the self-revelation of creation, which was discussed in the
preceding section, especially its wooing voice directed at men. Whoever understood the world in this way - so full of testimony, full of
evidence for the Creator - for him the erection of an image of God
made out of the elements of creation was real folly. With this concep
tion of the relationship of God to the world, Israel definitively separated herself from the cults of the surrounding nations and showed
herself more and more incapable of doing justice to these cults. But
is this total inability on Israel’s part to understand any form of image
worship not also a phenomenon?
THE POLEMIC AGAINST IDOLS
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of actions which are devoid of order. The way in which cultic
matters can be discerned here on the fringe of the instructions is, of
course, interesting, for here cultic activity appears purely as a
completely personal concern of the individual. It depends upon the
individual’s resolve and is threatened by all the dangers which could
rise up against it from the individual sphere (undue haste, lack of
moral preparation, etc.). The patriarchal world of the cult is shattered
by the category of the personal. Nevertheless, these sentences show
that the teachers addressed men who had cultic obligations. In the
Letter of Aristeas (142-171; c. I 30 BC), the boldest attempt is made to
disintegrate the old ritual ordinances by humanizing, moralizing and
symbolizing means. The rules for purification and for sacrifice which
were made binding in the Mosaic law symbolize human attributes or
types of behaviour. But the ordinances are recognized as such and
admired, Certainly these Diaspora Jews, if they ever came to Jerusalem, took part in the great cultic celebrations in the temple. If the
spiritual conceptions of the cult in the Letter of Aristeas mark an
extreme point of view, they nevertheless show us how difficult it is to
draw a line between an ‘unbroken’ and a ‘broken’ relationship to the
cult. In any case, what do we really know about the thoughts, in so
far as they thought at all, of those who participated in the Jerusalem
cult in, say, the year 600 or the year 400?
A further conclusion can be drawn directly from the teachings
of the wise men. We occasionally hear terms which originally had
their roots in the cult but which are now all used in a very generalized,
moralized or intellectualized sense.1 The question is simply what
conclusions can be drawn from such an altered use of language. Two
possibilities, which are to some extent mutually exclusive, offer themselves. The wise men had, intellectually, outgrown the world of cultic
action. Expressions which were essentially part of the cultic world
could then be used by the wise men, if at all, only in a new sense, one
which had been ‘spiritualized’ and transferred to other spheres of
life. One would then have to speak of a broken relationship of the wise
men to the cult.2 It is more reasonable to find the cause of the gulf
between the wise men and things cultic quite simply in the sphere of
out
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HOLE THE TEACHERS inveighed against worshipping God in
images, a practice which, in their opinion, was basically
wrong, it must actually have been, in these contexts, but a
short step to saying something, as opposed to these offences, about
what was considered in Israel to be worship fitting for God. Is it not
amazing that these polemics continue so entirely in negative terms,
as if there were nothing more to be said on the positive side? This is
surely a sign that the existence of idols was, for the teachers, basically
not a cultic problem, but - expressed perhaps not inappropriately in
our language - a question of a philosophy of life. If this polemic were
to be understood as cultic in the narrower sense, then at some point
the idols would have to emerge as rivals ofYahweh, rivals who threaten
Yahweh’s exclusive claim to cultic worship. But cultic matters, with
all their complex questions, have never been among the subjects of
the wise men’s teaching, and we have therefore no real reason, at this
point where we are dealing with individual ‘subjects of instruction’,
to append a section on wisdom and cult.
However, there are a handful of sentences in which, for example,
the prayer of the righteous is preferred to the sacrifice of the ungodly
(Prov. 15.8; z1.27), just as a piece of dry bread is preferred to a house
full of sacrificial meat and strife (Prov. I 7. I) ; men are warned against
being too hasty in making vows (Prov. 20.25), and it is affirmed that
even a man’s prayer is of no avail if he is incapable of listening in life
(Prov. 28.9). Along the same lines, there is also Sir. 34. Igf., where the
sacrifice of the ungodly is subjected to criticism especially when it
includes some of the property of the poor. If someone purifies himself
and then makes himself rituahy unclean again, what was the point of
the purification (Sir. 34.25) ? But in all this, the concern is not with
the cultic, but with human presuppositions which are indispensable
for cultic participation. Do not construct the approach to cultic acts

1 Thus it is said, e.g., that pleasant words are ‘pure’ in Yahweh’s eyes
Prov. 15.26), that guilt is atoned for by means of love (k$@~, Prov. 16.6),
wise man ‘atones for’, ‘covers’ the king’s anger (Prov. 16.14). The verb
attested otherwise only in the sense of ‘to make taboo’ - means ‘destroy’
sentences (Prov. I 1.17, 29; 15.6, 27).
2 H. H. Schmid, op. cit., p. 53.
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duty to which the teachers felt themselves committed. They were not
priests and one cannot, therefore, expect anything else than that
cultic expressions were at their disposal only in that humanized,
generalized sense in which they stood transformed in everyday language. The cultic sphere always leaves a linguistic deposit in everyday
speech, and the use of such a linguistic deposit certainly indicates no
acknowledgement of the cult and no programmatic position with
regard to it. In the interest which the wise men had in relations
between men, there was no opportunity at all for using the expressions
in their original cultic meaning. Thus it is by no means a foregone
conclusion either that the teachers intended these expressions to be
understood only in this new sense. The question about their relationship to the cult cannot, therefore, be answered on the basis of this
material. There remains, therefore, only the sentence, ‘To do righteousness and justice is more pleasing to Yahweh than sacrifice’ (Prov.
2 I .3). But a rejection of the cult cannot be deduced from this either.3
The fact that it separates ethical and cultic actions, that it is capable
of weighing the one against the other in such a way that one can
actually put a higher value on ethical actions, all this is an expression
of a decidedly enlightened intellectualism. This brings us once again
face to face with the question of the intellectual and religious background to which the teachings of the wise men belonged and apart
from which they cannot be correctly understood.4 Unquestionably we
are in danger of understanding this background in terms which are
too modern and too ‘intellectual’ and of failing to recognize the
possibilities of an ancient world of ideas.
Since, in this book, we are basically concerned only with questions
which arise directly from the didactic materials themselves and from
the tensions in which these operated, there is no ‘wisdom and cult’
problem discernible at all within this framework. This is not, ofcourse,
to deny that, in a broader sense, there is a ‘wisdom and cult’ problem,
which is, indeed, still unresolved. What was the relationship between
the wise men’s desire for knowledge, which began from the fear of
Yahweh, and the traditions of the cultic officials? Both, each in their
own way, were aware of order and worked to achieve an awareness
of that order.5 This question could only gradually be brought nearer
to solution by means of a careful and thorough examination of all
8 H.-J. Hermisson, Sprache und Ritus im altisraelitischen AU, 1965, pp. 123f.
4 See above pp. 32f.
s See above pp. 16qf., I 73f.; see below, pp. 28g,2g5,314.
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possible source material, and this would go well beyond the limits
of our discussion. It may, however, be mentioned that the connections
between wisdom and the hymn are numerous. Here, it was the wise
men who did the borrowing.6 But the connection with the individual
psalm of thanksgiving is also striking. Here, with an inclination to
sentence-like phraseology, the situation is reversed. The cultic psalm
utilizes wisdom forms of expression, a fact which is not, of course,
very surprising, for whenever the individual wished to deliver himself
of a solemn speech, this pregnant type of expression was available to
him.7
WISDOM AND CULT (EXCURSUS)

6 The question of the connections between wisdom and the hymn will need to be
re-examined in the light of F. Crtisemann’s convincing distinction between ‘imperative’ and ‘participial’ hymns; cf. F. Crtisemann, Studien zw Formgeschichte uon
H?jmnus und Danklied in Israel, rg6g. The participial hymn can be found partly in the
prophetic books (sometimes as a style adopted by the prophet, sometimes in the
form of interpolations). Otherwise we encounter it in the book of Job. From the
point of view of content it is determined by a persistent theme: God’s wonders in
creation, his rule in the events of nature and his sovereign shaping of human
destinies. Both in style and motif, this type of hymn is found throughout the ancient
Near East. A setting in the cult of pre-exilic Israel can only be deduced as probable.
The great mass of material is rather to be thought of as a specific type of literary
poetry, cultivated in specific circles. From there, the step to the use of this hymnic
style in long didactic poems is but a short one. A direct relationship with the world
of the cult would no longer exist.
7 E.g., Ps. 32.rf., IO; 40.5f.; 41.2; I 18.8; etc.
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TRUST AND ATTACK
I. THE BASIS OF TRUST

I

T H E P R E C E D I N G discussions, much has been said about
experiences gained and perceptions achieved. This has made it
increasingly clear what a great difference there is between this search
for knowledge and the search for knowledge which determines our
present-day relationship to the world. Israel’s search for knowledge
did not approach objects in an objective and cautious way simply in
order to range itself with them in one way or another. The objects to
which her knowledge addressed itself did not allow a man to adopt
an objective spectator’s role. They compelled commitment, they
demanded, astonishing as this may seem to us moderns, man’s complete trust. Only with the presupposition of the giving of complete
trust could life, as it faced men, be hazarded. This question was a real,
live issue wherever the wise men spoke. And the teachers left their
pupils in no doubt as to what was at stake in this undertaking; it was
nothing less than the gaining or losing of ‘life’.1 Their didactic sentences demanded commitment and, accordingly, they had, implicitly
or explicitly, the character of acknowledgments of orders which were
experienced as beneficent because they bestowed life. The basic
attitude towards a reality experienced in this way was thus, in the last
resort, one of complete trust. In this trust the teachers knew that they
were absolutely secure. It is quite impossible to discern in their teachings any feeling of insecurity such as might be experienced in the face
of a great risk, or even an uneasiness such as might be experienced
when abandoned to some dark unknown. On what, however, did the
teachers base themselves when they sought to convince a pupil beyond
all doubt that he would be successful in tackling life?
For the answer to this question, one will, of course, in the first
N

l E. Schmitt, L.eben in den Weisheitsbiichern Job, Spriiche undJesus Siruch, 1954.
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place, turn to those sentences which speak quite explicitly of trust in
God and of the advantage of such an attitude.

1
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Whoever pays heed to the word finds prosperity,
and happy is he who trusts in Yahweh. (Prov. 16.20)
The greedy man stirs up quarrels ;
but he who trusts in Yahweh will be satisfied. (Prov. 28.25)
Fear of men brings ensnarement ;
but he who trusts in Yahweh is protected. (Prov. 29.25)
Trust in Yahweh with all your heart,
and do not rely on your own insight. (Prov. 3.5)
To these may be added similar sentences :
In the fear of Yahweh lies the trust of the strong man,
and to his children it is a refuge. (Prov. 14.26)
Commit what you do to Yahweh,
then your plans will succeed. (Prov. x6.3)
The name of Yahweh is a strong tower,
to which the righteous run for protection. (Prov. 18.10)
These are fine, important sentences, but one cannot maintain that
they provide an immediate answer to our basic question for, even if
one were to enlarge their circle, which would be possible, they are,
nevertheless, fairly isolated and certainly have no programmatic
significance for the teachings as a whole, to the extent that one could
see in them any hint of more to come. To express it more pointedly, if
this handful of sentences about trust in God were missing, it would
make no decisive difference to the material with which we have to
deal. It would scarcely shatter the optimism which lies behind all the
teachings of the wise men. In any case, what the teachers have to say
about trust in God must be interpreted still more precisely on the
basis of their own specific ideas. This must be our next task.
In answer to our question about the optimism, the trust on which
their teachings are based, the wise men, if we have understood them
more or less correctly, would probably have pointed, not in general
terms to the advantages of trusting in God, but to something apparently quite different, namely the reality and the evidence of the order
which controls the whole of life, much as this appeared in the actconsequence relationship. This order was, indeed, simply there and
could, in the last resort, speak for itself. The fact that it quietly but
reliably worked towards a balance in the ceaselessly changing state
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of human relationships ensured that it was experienced over and over
again as a beneficent force. In it, however, Yahweh himself was at
work in so far as he defended goodness and resisted evil. It was he who
was present as an ordering and upholding will in so far as he gave a
beneficent stability to life and kept it open to receive his blessings.2
Thus, for example, Eliphaz concludes his first great reply to Job with
the summary statement, ‘Look, we have examined this, and that is
how it is’ (Job 5.27). This evidence was all the more forceful because
these sentences were not dealing with an individual’s subjective concept of what was true. If they had been, they would have lacked any
ultimate binding force; for in order to contribute a valid knowledge of
experience, the span of an individual life is much too short; it requires the reflection and the sifting of generations. The legitimacy and
worth of these teachings really resides primarily in the fact that they
are validated by a long teaching tradition.

distinctions. The completely pure traditions are the old ones which are
still uncontaminated by foreign influences. If we knew what was
meant by these foreign influences from which Eliphaz dissociates himself, then we would be able to make a substantial contribution towards
the highly problematic reconstruction of the development of doctrines
within Israelite wisdom.
The following is now clear. The credibility of the wise men’s
teachings consisted in the fact that they dealt with perceptions and
experiences which had achieved definitive expression in the course
of a long, careful development. Trust in life and, in the last resort, in
Yahweh could, therefore, so the teachers were convinced, be supported
by specific perceptions and experiences. This perhaps somewhat
surprising theory is amply confirmed by the little prologue which
prefaces the collection of sentences in Prov. 22. I T-24.22.
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Do you not know this from of old,
since he set men upon the earth,
that the rejoicing of the godless is of short duration,
the joy of those who forget God lasts but a moment?
But inquire of past generations,
‘pay attention’ to what the fathers found out,
for we are of yesterday and know nothing;
our days on earth are but a shadow.
Will they instruct you and tell you
and declare words from their heart ? (Job 8.8-10)
Do not despise what the aged hand on to you,
for they too learned from their fathers. (Sir. 8.9)
I will declare it to you; listen to me.
I will tell you what I saw,
what the wise men proclaim
and what ‘their fathers’ taught ‘them’,
who alone occupied the land,
to whom still no stranger came. (Job 15. I T-19)

(Job 20.4f.)

The last of these four texts is interesting in so far as it shows that the
wise men did not simply accept the traditions uncritically, but made
a In the didactic model, Job 8. I x-21, the ‘godless’ man is reproached with
living in false security. His trust is ‘a spider’s web’; ‘he leans against his house, but
it does not stand; he holds fast to it, but it does not stay standing’ (Job 8.14.f.). It
is unlikely that what is being referred to here is a lack of trust in God as we would
understand it.

Incline your ear and hear ‘my’ words,
and apply your mind to ‘knowledge’,
for it is pleasant if you keep them within you,
like a ‘tent peg’ they will stick on your lips.
So that you may place your trust in Yahweh,
I proclaim to you today ‘his ways’. (Prov.

22. I T-19)

We know that in this collection, and also in the preface to it, an
Israelite teacher has copied fairly exactly an Egyptian model.3 It is
all the more remarkable that the passage about ‘trust’ has nothing
corresponding to it in the Egyptian text. It is obviously a form of
words which the Israelite teacher has put in the place of a very general,
pedagogical remark. But precisely this correction contributed by
Israel is of interest to us. Set in programmatic fashion at the head of a
whole collection of proverbs, it states that the aim of the teachings
that now follow is to establish trust in Yahweh. If one gives oneself
to the proffered perceptions and experiences; then trust in Yahweh
can only grow; a man can hear them say to him that he lives in a
world in which he does not need to be afraid. In order correctly to
grasp the extent of this trust, we must once again recall how Israel
understood this experiential reality to which she was incessantly exposed. She knew, as we have seen, only a homogeneous environment
which was determined by divine ordinances and decrees. Events in
this environment did not follow a rigid system of laws; they were,
rather, turned towards man, encouraging and suppressing in a highly
8 See above p. g.
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active manner; they were, that is, always a part of direct, divine
activity towards man. If this experiential reality could only be
approached, from the point of view of acquiring knowledge of it, from
the direction of knowledge of God, then knowledge of the world
could, in turn, also consolidate knowledge of God. The statement that
the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom could even be turned round,
to the effect that knowledge and experience lead to the fear of God.
My son, if you accept my words
and keep by you what I command you. . . .
then you will understand the fear of Yahweh
and will find knowledge of God. (Prov. 2. I, 5)
For Israel, there was no insight which did not imply trust, faith, but
there was also no faith which did not rest on insights.* It is interesting
that even this ‘theological’ wisdom which we allow to speak here,
held fast to this constitutive role of reason.
Look on previous generations and see :
Who trusted in the Lord and was ruined?
Or who persevered in the fear of him and was abandoned ?
Or who called to him, and he overlooked him? (Sir. 2. I o)
What is being discussed here is the question of God’s faithfulness.
Does he not, nevertheless, leave in the lurch those who cling to him?
This difficult question is answered, not, as would have been possible
and as we would, at any rate, rather expect, by a reference to the selfrevelation of God, but by a reference to the experience of many
generations, that is, by means of a rational insight. This is how God
is shown to be worthy of trust. The statement quoted, which is, after
all, concerned with the central question of faith, is a paradigm of the
role which Israel accorded to experience even in matters of knowledge of God and trust in God. It would be a good thing in the first
place simply to take from the teachers this concept of theirs; it would
at any rate be better than to attribute to them at the outset a basic
error on the basis of a definition, familiar to us, of the relationship of
reason to faith. We shall have to accept that a comprehensive and
critically examined knowledge was accumulated by the wise men,
knowledge which set up many warning signs in the direction of the
limits imposed upon it, but which, in accordance with its ultimate
intention, nevertheless suggested complete trust in the reliability of
4 See above p. 6g.
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the order and, at the same time, trust in God who put that order into
operation and who was operative in it. It is in this way that the
question, which we asked above, about the meaning of ‘trust in God’
is to be answered.
TRUST AND ATTACK

2. ANSWERS TO EXPERIENCES OF SUFFERING

While we may hope that in all this we have correctly grasped an
important aspect of the ancient Israelite understanding of reality, no
one, on the other hand, will think that this understanding of reality
is a completely closed circle of ideas into which every possible occurrence imaginable can be effortlessly slotted. At this point, exegetes
have taken the easy road and have attributed to the teachers the
crudest rationalism, whose short-circuited arguments could not be
concealed from even the most unpretentious mind. The situation was
precisely the same in Israel, too. Wherever man sets out to know his
world, he remains in the last resort in conflict with the objects of his
knowledge. His calculations are never ended; he must always express
what is known in new terms. Indeed, that which evades calculation,
the absolute puzzle, is never one and the same thing; every time,
rather, it appears differently. The search for knowledge, which manifests itself in every age, has its specific area of confidence and sees
itself forced to capitulate before specific limits.
Our concept of Israel’s wisdom is still encumbered by a remarkably
constructive theory. Old Israel, it is said, happily resolved the anguish
of her existence by means of her faith in her God. Then, however,
came the wise men who, with theories alien to life - especially’with
their ‘doctrine of retribution’ - constructed a doctrinaire system which
could only end in theological catastrophe. One should not, of course,
think that in the early period Israel was immune to attacks and could
rest secure in her faith and not feel the need of such explanatory
theories. The puzzle, the threat to life was experienced in every age.
In this respect, the situation of the theological teachers was not new.
The reaction to the many threats could appear in very varied ways in
the early periods, too. It could be satisfied with the almost fatalistic
commonplace that, after all, all men must die and that they are like
‘spilt water’ which cannot be gathered up again (II Sam. 14.14). It
could also lead to the tremendous statement of resignation, ‘It is
Yahweh; let him do what seems good to him’ (I Sam. 3. I 8). But
beyond this, the question ‘Why ?’ had also long since led to insights
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into specific contexts, especially those of sin and suffering, of guilt and
punishment, insights with which we see Israel occupied in the very
earliest period. The awareness of the act-consequences relationship
was one of the most basic perceptions. Particularly in the case of
monstrous human crimes, it was known that, sooner or later, disaster
would return to the person who had committed it. One should realize
that the whole prophetic proclamation of disaster rests upon this
awareness. The prophets applied it to the lives of individuals; a man
is punished in the measure in which he sins. But, above all, they extend this perception to the lives of the nations which, in their opinion,
would have to perish because of their own guilt and pride.
Of course, the insight into the act-consequence relationship was
certainly not a general conclusion, at any rate not for the smaller
adversities of life. But it was rooted so deeply in the consciousness that
great disorders such as national disasters immediately raise the retrospective question of a corresponding guilt, and this led, in the great
cultic fasts, to a revision of the relationship of the cubic community
to God and to solemn confessions of sin. Similarly, in the life of an
individual, sometimes a severe illness could give rise to such a confession of sin, e.g. a so-called judgment doxology. The situation would
be as follows. Behind such cultic performances there lay a calamity
which inspired men with terror. As such, it was not unambiguous; all
that was known was that it came from God and was intended for
those who were afflicted by it. It was only the way of thinking occasioned by the disaster, perhaps a specific cultic inquiry, that connected it with a guilty deed and, very soon, with a quite specific
guilty deed. This retrospective question from a severe disturbance in
life back to a guilty action behind it, of which the friends of Job have
always been harshly accused, did not, therefore, arise from the doctrinaire reflections of committed theologians, but had its roots in
ancient and universally valid concepts. The defeat which Israel suf
fered at the city of Ai forced Joshua to turn to Yahweh. As a consequence of this, he first discovered the terrible sin committed by
Achan (Josh. 7.6ff.). Yahweh’s silence in response to an oracle sought
from him could only have its reason in an as yet unknown sin (I Sam.
14.38ff.). Particularly clear is the sequence of events in the narrative
in II Sam. 21. The events are begun by a three-year famine. David
enquired of Yahweh and found out that blood guilt still lay on the

house of Saul. He immediately made arrangements to expiate the
country’s guilt. The seamen in the Jonah story, too, connect - cor-
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rectly, in the narrator’s opinion - the great storm with a grave sin
which must be discovered (Jonah I .4ff.). Indeed, man is always
guilty with respect to the deity, and for this reason a meeting with a
man of God, for example, also has its dangers because he could ‘bring
to God’s remembrance’ hidden sin, the existence of which was never
doubted (I Kings I 7.18). We are already led into very close proximity
to the Job problem by sentences from certain laments ofthe individual.
There is no soundness in my body because of your wrath,
no soundness in my bones because of my sin,
for my offences have grown over my head,
like a heavy burden they are too heavy for me. (Ps. 38.4f.)
I said, ‘Yahweh, be gracious to me;
heal me, for I have sinned against you.’ (Ps. 41.5)
Here, suppliants are speaking out of a situation of severe illness, and
here, too, from all that we know of these texts, it was a great disturbance at the root of life which forced those who were afflicted by it to a
confession of their sins. According to Elihu, illness is one of the means
used by God to turn towards a man and warn him (Job 33.14, Igff.).
If one tries to determine the specific place of the theological efforts
of the wisdom teachers, then one must not imagine that they had
built up their world of ideas entirely on their own. They, too, lived
within the Yahwistic tradition and shared fully, in their own way, in
the freedom and the burdens which Yahwism gave to man. Their
situation was a peculiar one only in so far as they held a teaching
office. They stood in relationship to the sufferings of men and to all
the adversities of men more as observers, and considered that they
were called to mobilize every possible means of reaching understanding. In order to be able to reach perceptions of a more general nature
here, they had to achieve a certain distance from individual adversities. To this end, the counting up of many experiences with individual
sufferers and a careful sifting of what had been perceived were necessary until, with reference to the varied nature of the sufferings which
afflicted men, specific rules, specific truths of universal validity could
be determined. It was their duty to draw up, on the basis of the great
number of experiences, definite theories about suffering, its origin and
its function with regard to men, and to form them into easilyremembered rules. It is superfluous to add that this activity was an
exacting one, threatened by the danger of shielding oneself from life
with theories that had been deduced from life. Nor, as we shall see,
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did this activity reach an end or come to any unambiguous result.
One had better, therefore, not speak of optimism or pessimism, for,
precisely in the older sentence-wisdom, one can determine, in the
attempt to control the contingent factor, a sometimes almost uncannily clear knowledge of the limits of human understanding and a
knowledge of the ambiguity of phenomena.
If we intend, in what follows, to examine the explanations which the
teachers were able to give for the problem of human suffering, then
it is useful to think about the sphere within which these various interpretations were able to operate. It was, in fact, comparatively limited.
Israel did not, even in its later wisdom, attempt to achieve anything
like a total understanding of the world and of life. We see her still
only occupied in confirming partial perceptions and in developing
further on such a basis. But, one might ask, was Israel, as a result of
her belief in a creator God (freed from the fear of demons), and of her
awareness of the oneness of creation, not provided with a marvellous
principle of order for which the presuppositions did not exist in the
other religions of the ancient Near East? There is nothing in the
ancient Near East comparable to the doctrine of the unity of all
creation or to the doctrine of the unity of all mankind in Gen. I O.
The reason why the teachers in Israel did not go on from there and try
to achieve, on that basis and from the partial perceptions, at least the
outlines of a total knowledge of the world, why assessments which
might have been useful to her lay unused, can, of course, only be
answered hypothetically. One can scarcely look for the reason simply
in a lack of logical deduction. We shall have to assume that it was
possible for Israel to take this step to practicable conclusions because
of all the decidedly non-speculative presuppositions on which her
understanding of the world was built. We have already mentioned
how deeply her world was also involved in the mystery of God, a
mystery by which even the most firmly-based knowledge was threatened. And was the position of man in the world as a creature among
creatures not established in such a way that he could never take up
either an entirely objective position in relation to the world or the
position of a mere observer ? It was the way in which he was tied to
the experiential basis of his knowledge which prevented him from
moving towards any type of gnosis. Thus, here too, we see Israel, in
spite of a faith which encompassed the world, at the mercy of the
adversities of life as if she were engaged in defensive warfare rather
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than provided with the weapon of a comprehensive idea of the world.
The unity of the world was experienced by Israel not in the realm of
pure speculation, but somewhere completely different, namely in the
hymn, in which all creatures join with each other. All this should be
kept in mind if one wishes to pass a fair judgment on the position of
the wisdom teachers, on their perception and, at the same time, on
their awareness of the limits imposed on their knowledge. They were
neither superficially rationalistic nor doctrinaire, alienated from life
and ready with an answer for every question. They stood, as we have
said, in that forward line of human experiential knowledge, where it
was a question of finding a meaning for life, but where one also risked
the loss of meaning. As long as it was merely a question here of discovering laws which existed, so to speak, within society and which
were discernible within the context of community life, this struggle
was indeed exciting; but even setbacks, even the discovery of contradictions, did not seriously affect faith in God. It was different when
it was a question of the evaluation of experiences which a man, under
God’s control, had had on his own. Here the discovery of contradictory experiences must have had a more disturbing effect. If, in this
sphere, experiences were ambiguous or even contradicted each other,
then, in view of the important and basic role which experience had
in Israel, even in religious matters, faith in God and in his rule could
be seriously threatened.
Of course, faith is not shaken or even broken by every attack. It
knows that much that is incalculable has to be attributed to the freedom of God. ‘Who can say to him, “What are you doing?” ‘5 And,
in addition, many occurrences, in the opinion of the wise men, could
in no sense escape explanation. We shall say no more here about the
act-consequence relationship. Even for the later theological teachers
this insight was unassailable. But already the didactic Joseph story is
concerned to let its readers see in what a strange way a crime which
has been committed can follow men down through the years and can
eventually catch up with them. Because the brothers terrified Joseph
so much, they in turn must now be terrified of him.6 They did, of
course, realize this without, however, really getting to the bottom of
the connection. But the point of the story is not exhausted once it has
shown the correspondence between sin and suffering. It is unique, in
that in it several possibilities of explanation sound contrapuntally.
For there is also the thought of purification. The brothers’ sufferings
6 Gen. 42.2 I.
5 II Sam. 16.10; Job 9.12; Dan. 4.32; Wisd. 1 2 . 1 2 .
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are caused by Joseph. Twice Joseph manoeuvres them with uncanny
skill into a situation where he gives them the opportunity of betraying
yet another brother. But the brothers stand the test. Furthermore,
however, the most important factor in the whole event was that in all
the calamity and confusion, miraculously, a beneficent divine plan
was at work. What was planned as evil, he turned to good (Gen. 50.20).
Not only did God have an overall hand in the situation, but in the
evil, a divine guiding force succeeded in bringing about deliverance
(Gen. 45.5). Such a bold mixture of divine activity and guilty human
deeds was never attempted again by the teachers.
But also in the case of sufferings which are not caused by any
recognizable sin, that is, which affected men for apparently no comprehensible reason, a very solemn explanation presented itself to
man’s search for knowledge. In such sufferings, God is secretly, but in
the end clearly, pursuing the task of training men. The idea that God
organizes, in the life of the individual, a beneficent training - the idea
of its being a testing is closely related to this - occupies in the Old
Testament only a limited space. It is, for example, almost wholly
foreign to the struggles of the suppliants with their sufferings in the
psalms of lament. 7 On the other hand, the wisdom teachers take up
the theme gladly. Since they themselves were concerned with the
training of men and thought so highly of its usefulness, it is understandable that the idea of divine training or correction through suffering was particularly cultivated by them.8
Happy is the man whom God rebukes.
Do not despise the discipline of the Almighty,
for it is he who wounds and who binds up,
who smites, but his hands heal.
In six troubles he will deliver you,
and in seven no harm will touch you. (Job 5. I 7-x 9)
Yahweh’s discipline, my son, do not refuse it . . .
For whom Yahweh loves, he rebukes,
and he allows the son whom he loves to suffer. (Prov. 3. I If.)
The crucible is for silver and the furnace for gold ;
but the one who tests hearts is Yahweh. (Prov. I 7.3)
My son, if you come forward to serve the Lord,
be prepared for temptations . . .
36.

7 Ps. I 18.18.
* Prov.4.13; 13.1; 13.24; Ig.x8;23.13;29.:5, x7;Sir.2;4.17; 18.13;23.2;31.10;
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(Sir. 2. I, 5)

Here the disturbing element, that which threatens life, is wholly incorporated in a great trust in the rule of God who, even in sufferings,
pursues beneficent intentions. In this business, God has numerous
means at his disposal. Sometimes he warns a man in terrifying nocturnal visions, at other times ‘he rebukes him’ by means of pains, loss
of appetite, loss of strength (Job 33. I $., ~gff.) . If one speaks of training through suffering, one must also ask what the aim of such training
is. It is certainly not some form of ‘sanctification’ or the renunciation
of the good things of life. In the text just mentioned, Job’s friend is
thinking of a return to God, to prayer and to cultic confession. ‘Return’, however, means restoration of the original status, return to the
community which God has provided for men.9 Training, then, presupposes that the life of the man in question was not in order. It was
offered in order to ‘turn man aside from his deed and wipe out his
pride’ (Job 33. I 7). More simply and more impressively, Eliphaz
shows how the life of the man who accepts correction returns once
more to God’s blessing; for if he is in a right relationship with God,
then every single adversity turns to good.
You are hidden ‘from’ the scourge of the tongue,
and do not need to fear devastation when it comes.
Even with the stones of the field you are in league,
and with the wild beasts you have an agreement.
You will find that your tent is secure;
if you inspect your pasture ground, you will miss nothing.
In ripe old age you will come to your grave,
as one brings in sheaves at the right time. (Job. 5.2 I, qf., 26)
In a notably different way, Jesus Sirach has divided up this occurrence into separate actions. First of all, the divine wisdom is hidden
from men. She inflicts harsh discipline on them; in the end, there is
enrichment in the revelation of hidden knowledge.
. . . for she walks in disguise with him,
she brings fear and despair upon him
and she tests him by means of her discipline
until she can trust him,
and she tempts him with her statutes ( 3).
9 H. W. Wolff, ‘Das Thema “Umkehr” in der alttcstamentlichen Prophetie’,

Gesammelte St&en, I 964, p. I 53.
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But then she comes to him by a straight path again
and gladdens him
and reveals to him her secrets. (Sir. 4. I 7-18)

Thus, trust in God and in the efficacy of his orders had a wide range
of activity and could provide strength to enable men to bear life and
to persevere. 10 But even when a man could not explicitly regard
adversity as a disciplinary activity on God’s part, there was always
yet another possibility whereby one could hold fast to faith, that of
waiting, of ‘hoping in Yahweh’.
Do not say, ‘I will repay evil.’
Hope in Yahweh, and he will help you. (Prov. 20.22)
Be still before Yahweh and hope in him.
. . . those who wait for Yahweh shall possess the land.
Wait for Yahweh and keep to his way. (Ps. 37.7, g, 34)
Trust in the Lord and he will care for you;
hope in him, and he will make your way smooth. (Sir. 2.6)
Hope is simply man’s lot; all men hope, good and evil alike (Prov.
I 0.28 ; I I .23). One can never judge life in accordance with the appear-

ance of the moment, but one must keep ‘the end’ in view. This important term, which is so characteristic of thinking which is open to
the future, cannot always have referred to death.11 One can also translate the word by ‘future’. What is meant, therefore, is the outcome of
a thing, the end of an event for which one hopes.12 If, of course, Job’s
10 Historical reminiscences, too (though in simplified form), are illuminated by
this type of interpretation. Past periods of distress were tests made by God; he has
acted in this way from the very beginning. ‘On account of all these things, let us
give thanks to the Lord our God who has tested us as he did our fathers. Remember
what he did with Abraham and how he tempted Isaac and all that happened to
Jacob in Syrian Mesopotamia when he was keeping the sheep of his mother’s
brother Laban. For he has not punished us as he tested them to search their hearts,
but the Lord disciplines those who are near him in order to teach them’ (Jud.
8.25-27). The idea of Jacob, when with Laban, being ‘tested’ by God is an aspect
of which the Genesis tradition was unaware. But already in Ex. 20.20 the Sinai
event is interpreted as a ‘temptation’, a ‘trial’. Ecclesiastes has provided a hideous
caricature of this idea, which was becoming more and more central, of a divine
testing, for he regards the serious ravages wrought in judicial life as a ‘test’ (really
a ‘sifting’) imposed by God on men ‘to show them that they are like cattle’ (Eccles.
3.18). God’s testing, then, serves to show man his futility.
11 Not, at any rate, in the sentence, which is certainly borrowed from wisdom
circles, Jer. I 7. I I : ‘In the middle of his days he must leave it (his wealth) and at
his end he appears as a fool’.
12 Prov. 23.18; 24.14,20.
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complaint were true, that God destroys even man’s hope, then this
would be a really terrifying perception (Job I 4. I g ; I g. I o)
Again, the attack assumed a different form when the disturbing
experience was discernible less in one’s own life than in the lives of
others; when men whose ties with Yahweh were, to say the least,
decidedly questionable, were obviously blessed by God, and when
even those who placed their whole trust in him, lacked this blessing.
In such cases it was more difficult simply to surrender oneself to the
divine will, and even the idea of discipline was no longer sufficient.
The problem was pushed more and more on to the level of theoretical
reflection. It is clear that a faith which attempted, in such an intensive fashion, to examine experience and tried to see its validity confirmed by that experience, would have to face this problem. Then,
of course, this faith often resulted in a ‘bigotry’ about which the teachers warned. The most obvious answer to such questions was: Wait; you
cannot see the ‘end’ yet (‘a#+% = that which comes after, the future).
Do not grow heated at the wicked,
do not fly into a rage at the ungodly,
for the wicked man has no future (‘a&it),
the light of the ungodly goes out. (Prov. 24.rgf.)
Do not grow heated at him for whom everything prospers,
at the man who carries out evil plans. (Ps. 37.7)
There are three great poems in the Psalter which are wholly
determined by these questions and which, for this very reason, must
be understood as didactic wisdom poems.13 They deal with the problem of the good fortune of the wicked. It is interesting that all three
expound - notwithstanding great differences in detail - the teaching
of the sentence just quoted: OnIy the end brings the answer to the
question. The psalms in question are 37,4g and 73.

Psalm 37 is an acrostic psalm and is, therefore, almost more of a
collection of sentences. But, even if the construction is not strict, it
sticks to its theme. Do not grow heated at the prosperity of the wicked
( vv. I , 7b), t rust and hope in Yahweh; the righteous will not be
ruined, but will possess the land (vv. 3, 7, 19, 22, 34).14 The wicked,
13 On these didactic prayers see above pp. 3gf.

14 What is meant by this idea of possessing the land, the inheritance, to which
the psalm returns again and again (vv.3, g, I I, 18, 22, 27,2g, 34), is not clear. Are
we dealing with small farmers who (cf. Micah 2.2) are afraid of losing their inheritance to landed proprietors.3 Cf. P. A. Munch, QW 55, x937, pp.37ff.;
G. BostrSm, Proverbiastudien, 1935, pp. 53ff.
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however, come to a bad end; in a short time the wicked man is no
longer there (w. 2, IO, 20). The thoughts in the psalm are simple and
are not developed in any complex way. Its conclusion is that it is the
end that is important. The end (‘a&it) of the wicked is destruction,
the end of those who trust in Yahweh is salvation (vv. 37ff.). By ‘end’
the psalm obviously means the conclusion of a way of life in which
God’s salvation and judgment are then finally visible to men.15
Psalm 49 begins with an imposing ‘teacher’s opening summons’,
and this clearly shows that this is a didactic poem. Again, it deals with
rich and wicked people who are obviously a direct threat to the
author (w. Sf.). Here, too, the problem is tackled by means of an
intellectual elucidation. The faith that has been disturbed should
strengthen itself once more in the knowledge of an order which is
fundamental in life and which governs all men.16 Here, too, attention
is directed towards the end, this time towards death which men forget
(vv. I 3, 2 I) and from which they cannot escape (vv. &IO). That is
one side.17 The other is expressed in the confession :
But God delivers me from the power of Sheol,
for he will snatch me away. (v. I 6)
The meaning of this sentence is debated. There can, of course, be no
thought of deleting it entirely. Neither, however, can the confession
be taken to mean that the poet hopes, in an acute situation of need,
that is temporarily, to be saved from death, for it would be impossible
to understand the resultant antithesis to the idea that the thoughtless
rich must die. The verb in question means (with reference to death)
‘snatch away’.18 The most likely solution, then, is to understand the
sentence as the expression of a hope for a life of communion with God
which will outlast death. In any case, we have no sufficient knowledge of the ideas of post-exilic Israel about what happens after death
to say that this interpretation of the confession in Ps. 49 is a priori
impossible.
Psalm 73, too, is a didactic poem. At its head there stands a sentence
l6 So, too, Sir. 9.x I : ‘Do not envy a godless man, for you do not know what his
day will be.’ ‘His day’, that is the day which will reveal the whole situation.
1s The psalm contains enormous textual difficulties. No one has provided a
satisfactory solution for v. I I (‘the wise men must die; fools and those who lack
understanding perish together’). On Ps. 49, cf. most recently G. Fohrer, Kqgma
und Dogma I 4, I 968, pp. 256ff.
17 Similarly, Prov. I I .7 ; ‘On the death of the godless, hope vanishes.’
l* ‘Take away’, ‘snatch away’, Gen. 5.24; 11 Kings n.gff.
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about Yahweh’s unadulterated goodness towards Israel. On the one
hand this stimulates the reader, while on the other it anticipates the
goal towards which the reflections and experiences of the author will
lead. Then follows, in vv. 2-17, a report in the first person which passes, without any clear break, into a prayer. This account of experiiences which have made the author reflect, an account which then
leads to a result, to a ‘solution’, is a particular literary form of wisdom
literature.19 Similarly, the teachers also composed prayers. Here, too,
it is the ‘prosperity of the wicked’ (the expression occurs in v.3b)
which gives rise to the threat. Unfortunately, the detailed description
of the wicked - it is the most detailed that we have - does not allow
us to see any more clearly what type of men it really envisages. Here,
too, the problem is approached from the direction of the search for
knowledge.
I reflected in order to understand this ;
but it was too difficult for me. (v. 16)
This failure of the author’s intellectual efforts obviously reveals a lowwater mark. He has obviously had a different experience from that of
the authors of Pss. 37 and 49. He was at his wits’ end, and it needed
more than simply a backward thought to a point where his faith had
been valid. This paralysis of his continued until an external event
brought about a turning point; it continued ‘until I entered the sanctuary of God and became aware of their end (‘ah?%) (v. I 7). What
it was he became aware of there we do not know; obviously it was an
external experience which came to the help of his faith, perhaps a
divine judgment in a sacral process of law. Freed from this severe
attack, the suppliant can return to a relationship with God which
surrounds him more wonderfully than ever: I am with you; you hold
me, you lead me and then you take me away. Body or soul may vanish
but God remains his portion and his refuge.20
Even the great number of textual difficulties and the fact that much
remains obscure cannot seriously detract from the great arch which
spans the whole poem from the attack through to a quite new confidence. The poet of this psalm also clings to experience, with regard
both to divine judgment and to salvation, and he too looks to the
‘a@%& to what comes after, to the end. But in the description of the

pp.

rs See above pp. 37f.
20 On this cf. H.-J. Hermisson, S’ache und Ritus im altisraelitischen Kult, 1965,
I 1 off.
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gravity of the attack and above all in the expression of absolute
security in God, this poem far surpasses the point of view of Pss. 37
and 49.
These three psalms have to be understood against the background
of a broad intellectual sphere in which faith and long experience led
to the knowledge of specific orders. They do not break away from this
sphere, but they are sufficiently flexible to see and to give expression
to questions and discrepancies which require particular elucidation
and particular answers. There was the old question of the correlation
between a man’s act and its consequence which demanded, if not
exactly a new response, then at least a modified one. The psalms gave
such a response in that, in the face of confusing experiences, they
taught men, in a more decisive fashion than had hitherto been the
case, to look to the end of God’s ways with a man. To this extent,
then, by means of the modification of a no longer entirely sufficient
perception, they strengthened anew faith in the divine order, while
they succeeded in propping up the sphere of order in the face of
attack. Man always stands, as we have already said, in a situation of
conflict with his environment. The events which he has to record are
never entirely unambiguous, and the way in which he copes with the
incalculable depends on his inner powers of resistance. This sphere of
order which has been constructed by his search for knowledge is
always in danger. It is never absolutely secure, it is always in motion,
since the questions which it must satisfy also change in the course of
time. Such changes in the awareness of problems at different periods
often take root, for reasons which are difficult to define, in the depths
of a nation’s intellectual life and can also, in fact, lead to considerable
inner tensions.

I

3.

THE BOOK OF JOB

There are signs that, from the end of the monarchy onwards, the
unfathomableness of the conduct of individual lives was presenting
more and more difficult problems for faith in Yahweh. This uneasiness reaches far beyond the circles of the wisdom teachers. It is
well known that the prophets also had to grapple with it, as we know
from Jer. 12, Ezek. 18 or Mal. 3. It would, indeed, rather appear that
the teachers were by no means the most prominent victims of it, and
that the questions were perhaps rather forced upon them from the
outside. Although we have at our disposal a considerable number of
texts, all of which are concerned with such ominous points of incur-
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sion, we still do not see sufficiently clearly to be able to tackle the
phenomenon as a unit and to make it intelligible against a wider
context. We are certainly correct in speaking of a certain gaining of
independence on the part of the individual within the cultic community and also of a transition on man’s part to the offensive against
God. The question of the relationship of the individual to God was
posed more sharply and more critically. One may speak here of a
crisis, but there was clearly never any general awareness of such a
crisis, for every one of these numerous texts mentioned above stands
on a completely individual basis. While otherwise the teachers stand
on a broad, traditional basis of understanding, this is by no means the
case in this question. In each of these texts an individual, standing
outside any teaching tradition and very much on his own, wins
through to a specific solution or seeks to help others where they are
attacked. This is, of course, very characteristic of the nature of Yahwism, a religion which, precisely in the later period, revealed itself
less and less as a firm complex of connected ideas. Yahweh’s will, his
purposes for men, were not sufficiently self-evident that a correct
understanding of them could easily be differentiated from a false one.
In the book of Job - in the prose narrative as well as in the dialogues we are completely incapable of naming any teaching traditions with
which these tremendous thoughts could be connected.
The prose narrative deals with a very pious, but also richly blessed
man. Completely unexpectedly there occur disasters which rob him
of his possessions, his children and finally also of his health. But he
cannot see, either in the total loss of every blessing or in his severe
bodily suffering, any reason for wavering in the slightest from his
trust in God. If God gave, then he can also take away (Job x.21). It
is, after all, impossible to accept the good from him and refuse the
evil (Job 2. I 0). With these two confessions of faith Job is not uttering
reflective, possibly mysterious truths. The narrator, rather, puts into
his mouth the quite simple, self-illuminating logic of a faith in which
he was unassailably secure. Job could not know that there was a
special reason for the disasters which had overwhelmed him. On one
of the audience days in heaven, Yahweh had spoken to the accuser,
whom we have to imagine as a kind of heavenly public prosecutor,
about Job and his blameless piety. The latter had not denied the fact
of that piety, but had raised all the more insistently the question of its
motive. Job was not devoted to God ‘for nothing’. The situation would
look completely different if God once withdrew his blessing from him.
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Although the first test ordered by God did not produce the result
expected by the accuser, the latter did not admit defeat. Job himself
had not yet been affected; he, too, was an egoist, and ‘all that a man
has he will give for his life’ (Job 2.4). But even the much harder test
which was at once set in motion reveals nothing new: Job clings
firmly to his ‘wholeness’, i.e. piety. Now the case has been sufficiently
clarified. Job’s earlier state of blessedness can be restored. He saw
children and grandchildren and died at a ripe old age.21
This prose narrative, from the point of view of its type, is certainly
to be understood as a didactic narrative. It is not a simply-formed
‘folk narrative’ but highly cultivated literary prose. Is there such a
thing as selfless piety (‘without reward, even in the greatest need’sz) ?
The question is answered in the affirmative. It is, of course, very
important that Job has no inkling of the whole heavenly prologue to
his suffering and also that he never found out about it. He did not
know that God had already answered for him and that all the heavenly beings who had listened to the conversation were waiting anxiously for Job’s reaction. Without knowing it, Job, with his two confessions of faith, justified the ‘word of honour’ with which God had
answered for him in advance. This man on the ash-heap, disfigured
by illness, ‘suffers as the glory and pride of God’.23 Thus the narrative
portrays Job as a fitting witness to God. In a moment of the greatest
importance, he has clearly taken up a position with regard to something that was of concern to God. To utter anything ‘unseemly’ about
God would be something to be detested. It was a duty, in a critical
situation, to say the ‘right’ thing about God.24 Thus, behind this
narrative there doubtless stand subtle thoughts about suffering; but
one does not have the impression that it already stands within the
sphere of that specific attack from which the teachers, as we have
seen, had to fight through to a state of faith in Yahweh. There is no
trace here of an inner struggle or of theological tension. How ingenuously it expects its readers to accept that a notoriously innocent man God himself testifies to this innocence - has had to suffer so severely.
21 The narrative has gone through a fairly complex literary process before reach-

Into this Job-narrative the huge literary block of the dialogues and
the great divine speech has been inserted (probably centuries later) .2s
One must first learn how to read these dialogues. First of all one must
answer for oneself the question how they are to be understood from
the beginning. Certainly not as ‘contentious debates’. The basic situation is clear enough : they are conversations between a sufferer and
his friends. What we have to expect, therefore, are complaints from
the one side and pastoral words of comfort from the other.26 What Job
himselfso often used to do is now the duty of the friends towards him,
namely to exhort and raise up with words him who stumbles (Job
4.3f.). This expectation is confirmed by the speeches and replies. It is
true that both the complaint and the consolation take on a very
passionate form and, again and again, degenerate into open quarrelling. But one must not see in this the main characteristic of these
dialogues. In the laments in the Psalms, too, there are complaints
that erstwhile friends have become enemies.27 It is particularly surprising to note how Job, too, even with regard to details, adopts the
style and the subject-matter of the psalms of lament. There is very
little in the speeches of Job which, from the point of view of formhistory, is really new poetry without analogy, and yet from the whole
something completely new and unique has emerged by means of a
certain shift of emphasis or of a radicalization of traditional forms of
speech, especially, however, by means of the skilful manner of composition. Every speech of Job’s and also of the friends’ consists of a
whole series of formal units which even the unpractised eye can usually
easily separate. Here, however, lies a difficulty for the modern reader.
Since these various formal units, although by no means unreflective,
are ranged one after the other without transition, there occur within
these speeches sudden changes of thought, many of them very abrupt.
But the poet is not, in Job’s speeches, sketching a ‘spiritual biography’
which could satisfy modern claims from the point of view of psychology, but lets Job and the friends voice their concerns entirely in the
forms of expression of their time. Even in the case of such a peculiar
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ing the form in which we now have it. The approximate literary development of
the material from older, simpler stages can be reconstructed with the help of a few,
small inconsistencies; see G. Fohrer, Studien mm Buh Hiob, 1963, pp. 26ff., 44ff.
aa A quotation from the final verse of the hymn by Johann Scheffer (x624-1677),
‘Ich will dich lieben, meine Stgrke’. Tr.
2s J. G. Herder, k’o/om G&t der ebriiischen Poe& (Bibliothek theologischer Klassiker,
Vol. 30), p. ‘37.
z4 Job I .5, 22 ; 2. IO; 42.7ff.; cf. G. Fohrer, op. cit., pp. 35f.
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25 It will never be possible to provide an entirely satisfactory link, from the
literary point of view, between the Job narrative and the poetic dialogue. That in
attempting this, the narrative suffered minor textual losses and corrections is not to
he wondered at; cf. G. Fohrer, op. cit., pp. 7ff.
2s C. Westermann, Der Aufbau des Buches Hiob, I 956, pp. 4ff.
27 E.g., Ps. 31.12; 88.9, 19. The literary forms which can be determined in the
dialogues have‘ been compared by Westermann with the corresponding forms in
the psalms of lament; cf. op. cit., pp. 25ff.

210

INDIVIDUAL

SUBJECTS

OF

INSTRUCTION

concern as that of Job, the ancient poet could not but make use of the
conventional forms of speech. In no sense do the friends emerge as
clearly delineated personages. Alongside the protesting individual
their task is simply to represent traditional concepts. As they listen to
each other, both partners in the dialogue scarcely have more than
very loose connections with individual, characteristic hypotheses. In
their own train of thought they do not adhere closely to that of the
other. This means that, on the one hand, the argument often fails to
advance and that, on the other, the intellectual ground covered becomes more and more extensive. The speeches are repetitive and, to
a certain extent, move forward only in a circular fashion.
All of these observations which, in the first instance, emerge rather
in the sphere of form, indicate that the debate moves in an intellectual
sphere which was most strongly determined by conventional concepts,
values and meanings, that is in a sphere in which there were far fewer
wholly personal opinions, represented by only one individual, than
the modern reader imagines. Even Job is deeply rooted in the thoughtforms of his day, and he has, as we shall see, a good deal in common
with his friends. It is all the more amazing that he was able to achieve
a much more grandiose outburst. One may ask whether Job’s arguments would from the outset have received as much agreement and
understanding in the ancient world as they do from the modern
reader. Many examples may be adduced to show that the ancient
world was much more conscious of the danger of such individuality
(Antigone). There was always considerable reserve towards criticism
of traditional values and, in addition, the opinion was widespread
that such a hardening of an individual in radical positions was a destructive factor. The teachers in Israel also had their worries in this
respect. They called the taking of intellectual offence at the unexplained, from which starting point the road to revolt against God was
not far, ‘being resentful’. They saw in this, no doubt with regard to
the good fortune enjoyed by the godless, something false and blameworthy. Even Job had to have said to him, ‘Vexation kills the fool and
resentment slays the simple’ (Job 5.2). In fact, how can one call what
Job did anything else but resentment ?2*
The dialogue consists of three long cycles of speeches in which Job
replies to the speeches of each of the three friends (chs. 5-14; 15-2 I ;
22-27). Thus Job speaks much more often and, for the most part, at
comparatively greater length. The second half of the third cycle, from
28On‘enV’f,SeePrOV.3.3x;23.I7;2~.Ig;Ps.37.I;73.3.
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ch. Q4 onwards, is only a torso. The expansive speeches of a fourth
friend, Elihu, in chs.32-37, are a secondary poetic addition which
separate somewhat harshly Job’s challenge to God (31.35-40) and
God’s reply (chs. 38ff.). God is, therefore, beside Job and the friends,
the third participant in the debate.29 Only at the end does he have
recourse to speech. It is, however, correct to realize that this mysterious third party is already present and addressed from the beginning.
His speech is therefore prepared well in advance.
Job and his friends are equally convinced that the suffering which
has overwhelmed Job comes from Yahweh and that it is saying something. On the basis of this statement, which is not subjected to discussion, the whole dialogue starts. From then on, however, opinions differ
sharply. The three friends are as one. Even if they expound their
opinions separately, it was hardly the author’s intention to differentiate dogmatically between these opinions of theirs. All that they have
to say to Job moves along a comparatively uniform theological line.
Their consolation divides, however, on the one hand into theoretical
instructions and, on the other, into practical suggestions as to what
Job’s next task should be. The theoretical considerations reach far
into what is generally valid and what has been tested of old. Precisely
in this lies their strength. The friends hope that Job will be unable to
escape the evidence which they have produced and will have to draw
the right conclusions from it. Their arguments and their consolation
may be summarized in the following way.
No one is sinless and pure before God. Not even the angels are,
with the result that God does not trust even them; how, then, can
man ‘who drinks evil like water’ be just before God (Job I 5. I 6) ? The
situation of this man, who is in addition deeply rooted in transitoriness, is therefore unfavourable before God, for he cannot approach
him with questions or demands. His perishableness and his sin prevent
this. God, however, punishes the sinner. In the correspondence of act
and consequence the friends saw a central, God-given rule of life.
They never weary of presenting it to Job, especially in those typifying,
didactic poems about the end of those who commit outrages, poems
which have already been discussed. They do not maintain that Job
is such; but Job is addressed as one in so far as they demand that he
examine his life, too, with the help of such models. They are firmly
convinced that in Job’s severe suffering God has passed judgment
and the thought that God could have done something unjust is com29 C. Westermann, op. cit., pp.6, 15.
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pletely inconceivable to them.m From this there follow quite logically
the practical suggestions with which they are trying to help Job. This
judgment of God was directed only towards Job; thus only he can
understand it and apply it to himself, The important thing is that it
leads him to repentance. Hence the exhortation reaches its climax in
the demand, ‘Submit to this divine correction and admit that God is
just.‘31
In order to understand better the thoughts of the friends, one must
be aware that the form of a sacral confession, the making of which
they so pressingly urge upon Job, became, especially in the later
period, more and more common as a basic form of prayer. The process was as follows. The individual (or the community), afflicted by a
severe misfortune, acknowledges that his suffering is a beneficial,
judicious action on the part of God. In this way he brings to a halt, to
a certain extent, the proceedings which have been set in motion
against him and may hope to be able to return once more to God’s
blessing.32 Whether one understood such an action on the individual’s
life more in the sense of a punitive or of an educative, that is corrective,
act on God’s part was an unimportant distinction. This, then, was
the consolation offered by the friends. Submit to God’s correction,
and it will be a blessing to you. If you resist it, then you will be
broken by God.33
At this point it is worth taking a look at that part of the Deuteronomistic prayer offered by Solomon at the dedication of the Temple
(I Kings 8) in which are enumerated the various cases in which
repentance is to be made. The section is built up on a fixed pattern :
When your people Israel are defeated before the enemy because they
have sinned against you . . . (v. 33)
When heaven is shut up and there is no rain because they have sinned
against you . . . (v- 35)
If they sin against you - for there is no man who does not sin - and you
are angry with them and give them to an enemy . . . b 46)
The second element in the pattern deals with the repentance induced
by the punitive event:
. . . if they turn again to you and praise your name . . .
ssJob8.3;34.10, 12,31ff.;36.23.
31 Job5.8f.; 8.2of.; I 1.13-15; 22.21-30; 36.8-1 I .
sa On the so-called judgment doxology see above p. I 96.
33 Thus, e.g., Job 5.17ff.; 33.13-20; 36.x0,22.

(v- 33)

. . . if they pray towards this place and praise your name . . .
. . . if they lay it to heart and repent of their sin . . . (v- 47)
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The third element speaks of the forgiveness which has been prayed
for :
then hear in heaven and forgive their sin . . . (v* 34)
then hear in heaven their prayer and their supplication . . .

(v* 45)

Apart from the fact that this is dealing not with an individual but
with Israel as a whole, it does map out step by step the way in which
Job, according to the friends’ advice, should go. At the beginning
there is the shattering disaster. This is followed by a reaction on the
part of the conscience which interprets the event (cf. the interesting
passage ‘each knowing the affliction of his own heart’, v. 38) and by
repentance. This return to the divine mercy, which is available at all
times, brings to a close the movement which was begun by the sin.
Even the reference to the fact that all men sin is not absent (v. 46) .s4
Job, too, is convinced that his suffering is a direct attack by God,
indeed a judgment passed by God. But the situation appears differently to him than it does to his friends. If one seeks to distinguish
the main thoughts from the stream of laments, reproaches, protestations and abuse which he hurls at his friends in turn or directly at
God, one will need to mention the three following groups of thoughts.
Job feels that he is in the right with regard to God and continues to
protest his innocence. By this he means that he feels himself unable
to admit in his own case the correspondence which is asserted by the
friends between guilt and punishment. He cannot admit that the
breach in his relationship with God has emanated from him, that is
from some heinous sin on his part. ‘I was at ease when he shattered
me’ (Job I 6. I 2). With great passion and quite without regard for any
possible consequences,. Job protests his ‘righteousness’ (tunzma’) before
God.
I am in the right and have no regard for my life,
I despise my being. (Job 9.2 I)
As God lives, who has taken away my right,
and the Almighty who has made me bitter,
34 As argument of the friends, e.g., Job 4.17-21; 25.4-6. The ‘liturgy’ of the
great drought in Jer. 14 also reveals the same sequence in the outer and inner
event. At the beginning, the disaster is described (vv. 2-6), then follows the supplication which begins almost as if it were asking the reason for the disaster: ‘if (in case)
our iniquities testify against us, Yahweh, act for your name’s sake’ (v. 7).

I
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my lips will not speak falsehood,
rni tongue wiil not utter deceit.

Far be it from me to say that you are right;
till I die I will not surrender my integrity;
I hold fast to my righteousness and will not relinquish it,
my conscience disparages none of my days. (Job 27.2>4-6)
Indeed he knows the way on which ‘I stand’.
If he were to try me, I would come forth as gold.
My foot has held fast to his steps;
I have kept his way and have not turned aside.
I have not departed from the commandment of his lips ;
I have treasured in my bosom the words of his mouth.
(Job 23.10-12)
This completely unshaken conviction leads Job to the next considera-

tion. He must achieve a discussion between himself and God. If God
has ‘taken liis right away’ from him, then things cannot possibly
continue in that state:
But I wish to speak with the Almighty,
and I desire to argue my case with God. (Job I 3.3)
I take my flesh in my teeth,
and put my life in my hand.
If he wishes to slay me than I have no hope,
but I should like to defend my ways to his face. (Job 13.14f.)
Oh that I knew how I could find him,
how I could reach where he is.
I would lay my case before him
and fill my mouth with arguments.
I would learn what he would answer me,
and hear what he would say to me. (Job 23.3-5)

If God would only let him speak, then he would speak and not be
afraid (g.34f.); h e would ask him, ‘Let me know why you contend
against me ?’ ( 10.2), ‘Why do you hide your face and count me as
your enemy?’ (13.24). If he could present his case in this way ( I 3. I 8),
then he would force God to speak. Was God not his creator, and could
he not ‘long for the work of his hands’ (14. I 5) ?35 Further, is God not
the legal helper of all sufferers? This question can be answered only
in the affirmative. The reader is almost taken aback by the violence
with which the same Job suddenly announces the certainty that in
3s Elsewhere, too, Job appeals to God as his creator, cf. Job 10.3,8-x I, 18.
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every circumstance he is secure in the legal protection of God, even

if this means that God has to appear against himself and on Job’s
behalf as counsel for the defence.
Even now, behold, my witness is in heaven,
and he that vouches for me is onhigh. (Job 16.19)
But Job is still not able to find peace in this conviction. On a much
broader basis there appears in his laments the argument that it is
hopeless and impossible to expect justice from this God (and this is
,the third of these groups of thoughts). He will not even listen to his
arguments, far less answer them (9.16, 3). God is so free that he

establishes his own justice and does not bother about what men think
justice is.
It is all one; therefore I say,
he destroys both the blameless and the wicked.
When the whip brings sudden death,
he mocks at the calamity of the innocent . . .
If I wash myself with snow,
and cleanse my hands with lye,
then you would plunge me into the ‘mire’
so that my own clothes would abhor me. (Job g.z2f., 3of.)
In this dispute there is no arbitrator to put both parties on oath (Job
9.33). This God is so free and arbitrary that he can never be pinned
down by men.
If he passes by me, I do not see him;
if he moves on, I do not perceive him.
If he snatches away, who can stop him;
who can say to him, ‘What are you doing?‘.

(Job g. I If.)

The conclusion is: If this God is unwilling, then man can do nothing
to enter into a peaceful relationship with him. And it is clear in the
case of Job that God is unwilling.
We can now no longer avoid the difficult task of answering, at least

in broad outline, the question about justice and injustice which this
dialogue poses to every reader. It is superfluous to issue a warning
about the necessity for extreme caution in setting out one’s thoughts,
for the poet does not raise a finger to guide the reader through this
confusion of theological opinions. He lets the men unfold their posi-
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tions and lets the dialogue end without a conclusion. Indeed, at the
end the disagreement is greater than it was at the beginning. Only in
the fact that the poet allows Job to reply to each speech of the friends
and therefore lets him speak more frequently, lies an indication where
the centre of gravity of the dialogue lies.
Where do the differences between Job and his friends lie? That
Job laments while the friends advise, lies in the nature of things. The
one who comforts will always, in his words of comfort, refer to what
has been generally experienced. The circumstances of Job’s lament
are, of course, quite special. First of all Job joins in the ancient, universal lament about the brevity and anxiety of life (14. I). Hard service
is man’s lot upon earth. Like a slave he longs for the shade. When he
lies down, he thinks, ‘When will it be morning?‘. When he gets up,
he asks, ‘When will it be evening?’ (7.1-4). Job joins in this universal
lament because to a great extent it expresses his sufferings, too. In
this he proves himself to be completely human in that he refuses to
allow himself to be deprived of the right to give expression to his grief
and does not shrink from a truth, however desperate that truth may
be. But there are particular circumstances connected with this truth
with which Job found himself face to face. Indeed, a spectacular display of rhetoric was necessary even to give expression to it. The realization that in his suffering he was dealing with God was, as we have
seen, not new. It was, however, both incomprehensible and unbearable that God should attack him, who was just, and seek to kill him
with the blind rage of an enemy.
His anger tore me and persecuted me,
he gnashes his teeth at me;
my adversary sharpens his eyes against me.
I was at ease, but he shattered me.
He set me up as his target.
His arrows whistle round me.
mercilessly he splits open my kidneys
and pours out my gall on the ground.
He breaks me with breach upon breach;
he runs upon me like a warrior.
I have sewed sackcloth upon my skin
and have laid my horn in the dust.
My face is red with weeping,
and on my eyelids is deep darkness,
although there is no violence in my hands,
and my prayer is pure. (Job 16.9~17)

TRUST AND ATTACK

No one in Israel had ever depicted the action of God towards men
in this way before. Those who prayed the prayers of lamentation were
not exactly prudish when they reproached God with his severity. But
here is a new tone which has never been sounded before : God as the
direct enemy of men, delighting in torturing them, hovering over
them like what we might call the caricature of a devil, gnashing his
teeth, ‘sharpening’ his eyes (the Greek translation mentions ‘daggers
of the eyes’) and splitting open Job’s intestines. One cannot but a&m
that Job stands face to face with a completely new experience of the
reality of God, an experience of something incalculable and fearful,
of which ancient Israel and some of the prophets were aware, but
faced with which Job’s friends were utterly helpless, because such
experiences were no longer familiar, not just to wisdom but to this
whole age. It was not that more was being demanded of Job than had
ever been experienced in Israel before. But the question of the intellectual sphere out of which this kind of conflict arose and in which it
was to be overcome is decisive. In the case of Job, this sphere was
narrowly confined. It was the realm of experience of an individual
thrown entirely back upon himself, who was no longer reached by the
voice of his neighbour. And what was really new was that Job involved
God, in a quite different way, much more deeply and more terribly,
in the suffering. This was no longer the sovereign, punitive God, the
God who fulfils human destinies; Job, rather, envisages a God who
quite personally and with all his powers enters into the suffering and
becomes involved in it. That is the only thing that he really knows and,
indeed, it nearly drives him out ofhis mind.
The hermeneutical question as to how the poet himself wished the
dialogues to be read and understood has never been clearly answered.
In the first place, one would have to take up a more critical position
with regard to the reactions aroused by the debate in the modern
reader. Is it so certain that only Job’s protest should be held up as an
example, while the friends appear as the joyless representatives of the
conventional? Can we presuppose in an ancient reader such unmitigated pleasure in a religious rebel? What was the purpose of the
author of the dialogues and of the divine speech, where and how does
one manage to grasp his meaning? He would no doubt lay considerable emphasis on the declaration of repentance which Job uttered
after he had heard God speaking (Job 40.3-5; 42.2-6). But where and
how did the author (not we) see the right and the wrong? The way
in which he uniformly expounds the most contradictory ideas is no
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argument for the point of view that he intends to lead the reader to
differentiate between a clear white and a clear black.36 The situation
is certainly not as simple as that. But even the contrary supposition
is unsatisfactory, namely that he intended the reader to select, item
by item, from speech to speech, what is true and correctly stated.
The right and the wrong certainly cannot be counted out piece by
piece in this way. Rather, he wished to point out the limits and doubts
of a basic position (indeed, the dominant one) by setting up in diametric opposition to it a revolutionary position, but also to point out
the doubts inherent in Job’s position. Both positions conceal truths.
What was topical and pressing for the poet, as we have already said,
was the revolutionary position. But, from the point of view of its
substance, was it so completely revolutionary ?
The whole quarrel between Job and his friends is due to different
conceptions of the righteousness of men before God. The point of
departure of the friends’ argument was: No man is righteous before
God, therefore all must suffer. 37 This point of view of the friends was,
as we have seen, in no way specifically characteristic of ‘wisdom’; it
was common in Israel, even common in the whole of the ancient
world. By suffering, men are forced to turn to God and confess their
sins. Then God will receive them, and their relationship to God will
be in order. One cannot, therefore say, that the friends are completely
unaware of any righteousness of men before God. It consisted in their
turning to God and in their being accepted by him. Job, on the other
hand, says: I am righteous before God. God, and not I, has broken
the relationship. The answer to the question how this ‘holding fast’
of Job to his ‘integrity’ (Job 27.5) is more precisely to be understood,
needs a more thorough examination. In these declarations, Job
asserts in the first place that he is unaware of having committed such
a grievous sin as could explain the severity of his suffering. It is also
clear that with this assertion he is not intending to declare that he is
absolutely sinless. ‘Righteousness’ before God was certainly not a title
which would be conferred on the basis of a counting up of moral
achievements. In the last resort, it was God who granted that title to

a man either on the basis of his faith or on the basis of his confession
of him, If Job asserted that he stood in a right relationship to God,
then this was not the product of a moral balance sheet drawn up ad
hoc, but he was seeking, by means of a confession, to find security in
a relationship with God which had been available to him long since
and of which he at least knew enough to be able to claim it for himself. Even Job knows that this is not achieved with all his declarations
of innocence. Everything depends on the justificatory verdict of God.
Therefore Job has to force him to speak, no matter what it cost him.
It is interesting to see to what extent Job here is still living among specifically cultic ideas, perhaps to an even greater extent than his friends.38
Thus Job, too, is a righteous sufferer who sees his whole case
dependent on God, and we have seen how, in spite of his horror, he
is again and again pushed towards God. Here alone can he receive
the sentence which can free him of all blame and which can restore
order both to his relationship to God and, at the same time, to his
whole existence on earth. His conviction that he is free of all blame is
almost disconcerting in the way in which it remains unshakeable.
‘Who is there that will contend with me ?’ ( I 3.19). With a very similar
call, the Servant of Yahweh in Deutero-Isaiah also challenged any
potential opponents:
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36 It is alarming to see to what extent we lack definite criteria for evaluating the
speeches of the friends. Has the author of the Elihu speeches included specific
caricaturing traits (Job 32.18ff.)? Is he, as many commentators have thought, to
be understood as an arrogant boaster ? Others have praised him for his modesty
and for his deep understanding ofsuffering; cf. C. Kuhl, 7?tR 2 I, 1953, p. 258.
s7 The passage, Job 32. I f., is of particular hermeneutical significance because in
this the friends are agreed.

He who vindicates me is near.
Who will contend with me?
Let us stand up together.
Who is my adversary ?
Let him come near to me.
My right is with Yahweh. (Isa. 50.8; 4g.4b)
One presumes that Job could not have spoken in this way, for he is
not aware that the God who vindicates him stands thus close, for this
God with whom Job has to do must first of all have become completely different, he must have undergone a radical transformation.
From this God Job expects nothing at all for himself, at the most only
death as a release (Job 6.8-10). He disputes his right to treat a man
in this way and despises him because he lowers himself to become a
caricature of himself. The expression ‘God must’ recurs again and
again in his speeches. Again and again he starts to force God to reveal
himself to him in such a way that he, Job, can actually recognize him
38 Precisely in his professions of innocence, is Job not very close to the professions

in the psalms of innocence ? Cf. Gunkel-Begrich, Einleitung in die Psalmen, 1933,
pp. 2 I 5f., 238; C. Westermann, op. cit., pp. 78ff.
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as his God. We said a moment ago that Job drew God down into
suffering in an incomparably more radical and more complete way
and sees him involve himself directly in it, and that he in this way
revealed an aspect of God’s reality which was hidden from his friends
and probably from all his contemporaries. That was his new realization. On the other hand, he disputes God’s right to approach him in
this form; he accuses him of being cruel and positively malicious and
refuses to see in this God his own God. He is, therefore, incapable of
following God down into such hidden depths.
How do the friends react to this eruption of a new awareness of
God and also to the continual frustration at this awareness? They are
easily incensed at Job’s lack of restraint, for they see neither the one
thing nor the other, neither Job’s right nor his wrong. In order to
understand the great distance between the courses of the speeches of
the participants in this debate, one must have clarified the utter disparity between the starting positions. The friends start from the very
old, and yet ever new, question about orders, that is from the question
whether certain rules cannot be recognized in the life which man lives
in relationship to God. The fact that they answer this question in the
affirmative with reference to the relationship between an act and its
consequence is not an error peculiar to them. One would also need to
be prepared to pronounce the same verdict on large tracts of the
prophetic proclamation of judgment. And they are scarcely to be
blamed for propagating the old perceptions in an ambitious rhetorical art-form. It is quite different in the case of Job. He starts from a
quite personal relationship with God in which he once stood and
which he now sees shattered. He longs for an act ofjudgment on the
part of God which would personally vindicate him, and he regards it
as unworthy of God to deny him this word and to allow his creature to
perish in incomprehensible grief. For this reason he goes to the limits
of piety and blasphemy in order to force this God, whom he nevertheless continues to regard as his God, out of this ambiguity. In order to
give suitable expression to this need of his, he makes extensive use of
the language of the psalms of lamentation which he often sharpens far
beyond the conventional meaning under the weight of his own much
more radical experience.
While Job’s involvement in ‘wisdom’ questions is unmistakable, it
nevertheless recedes in view of the fact that Job introduces into the
debate theological points of view of a quite different type. The picture
of God which destroys that involvement does not arise from the ex-
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perience of orders, nor does the image of God for which he struggles
with himself. It does in fact arise in the last resort from the dialogue
which Israel has had with her God for centuries in the cult; it has
taken shape in the hearing of the continuous exhortation from generation to generation that Yahweh is Israel’s God, her defending counsel
and saviour. Job thus reaches far beyond the questions of the friends
to the fundamental question whether that force which had affected
him was still Israel’s Yahweh. As long as he finds no answer to that
question, the experiential truths of the friends are of no help to him,
since they always presuppose a Yahweh who is beyond dispute. He
thrusts them aside because they obstruct his view of his main problem.
What he demands to know he cannot be certain of by a mere adding
together of everyday experiences. In a much more elementary form
the question poses itself in the depths of his suffering; Yahweh pro me?
How much easier (and how much more untrue) everything would be
if he could somehow have expressed this experience of God in religious
terms. But for Job this encounter with God in the depths of his suffering was fundamentally the greatest certainty of which he could speak,
and from it he will not be moved right to the end of the book.39
One could also say that Job experienced ‘God’s anger’ in a new
way. ‘Anger’ was indeed for Israel more than a meted-out punishment, it was above all a reality which could no longer be accommodated to human ideas of order. What was new in this experience,
over against those experiences which ancient Israel had already had
of God’s anger, was the fact that now this anger affected a completely
isolated individual.40
What concerned Job above all else was the credibility of God. For
this reason he was passionately concerned with the question, ‘Yahweh pro me?’ It is not suffering, as has so often been said, which has
become so utterly problematical, but God.41 That Job’s faith could
39 (. . . the amazing thing about this book is precisely the fact that Job makes
no move to flee to some better kind of God but sticks it out in the direct line of
fire from the divine anger. Without moving, Job, whom God treats as an enemy,
in the midst of his darkness, in the midst of the abyss, appeals, not to some higher
authority, not even to the God of his friends, but to the very God who is crushing
him.’ (R. de Pury, Hiob - der Mensch im Aufruhr, Bibl. St. I I>, 1957, p. 23.)
40 In fact, the term ‘anger’ (‘up, @rn& ka’as) plays a much greater role in Job’s
speeches than in those of the friends. Cf. Job 9.5, 13; 10.17; 14.13; 16.9; 19.11;
2 I. I 7,20 with 4.9; 20.23,28; 35. I 5 (uncertain passages have not been cited).
41 It is certainly not wrong to maintain, as it is over and over again, that the
book is dealing with ‘the problem of suffering’ .But this is true only in a very limited
sense, namely as the question about the imposition of this suffering on this man.
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become involved in such a catastrophic test can be explained only
from the fact that Job, too, lives and thinks and struggles against a
broad background of old Yahwistic traditions. One can even ask
whether his link with the old Yahwistic traditions was not stronger
than was the case with the friends. He appeals against the terrible
God of his experience to the God who, from of old, had offered himself as saviour of the poor and the sick and as the defending counsel
of those who had been deprived of justice. He can live and breathe
only if it is this Yahweh who reveals himself to him.
We have already discussed how great a role the question of faith
played in the doctrines of the teachers. Job had to pose the question of
faith afresh once again, since he saw himself thrust into the sphere of
a completely new experience of God. In the sphere of a spirituality
which inclined so strongly towards intellectualism and empiricism
and in which knowledge of Yahweh (as opposed to the earlier periods)
had transferred to the doctrine of creation, the experience of the hiddenness of God would of necessity produce a completely new feeling
of terror. If Job’s dialogue with the friends broke off without having
reached a solution, then this was equally true of Job’s dialogue with
God, which he had continued far beyond his friends’ comprehension.
But right to the very last he refused to withdraw from the assertion of
his innocence.
Let us return once again to the friends. With what are they to be
reproached? That their teachings were ‘rigid’42 cannot be proved on
an exegetical basis. Indeed, did the course of the argument in Job 4f.,
with its constantly changing points of view, not prove to be extremely
flexible? There remains, then, the indisputable fact that Job’s experience of the freedom and terror of God was not only strange to
them in this most extreme form, but that they were completely incapable of understanding it. More precisely, their error lay, therefore,
not in the experiences which they had propagated; these were legitimate enough in their own place. Their error began only in their
confrontation with Job’s experiences, that is, in their inability to listen
and respond. To be quite fair, however, one must at this point remember the limitations imposed by the form at the poet’s disposal,
that of a dialogue. This form certainly afforded the opportunity of a
broad development of the opposing positions. It did not, however,
offer much more than that. Even if the Israelite dialogue rises considerably above the comparable Mesopotamian form in flexibility and
42 So H. H. Schmid, op. cit., p. I 78 and many others.
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dramatic quality, it would nevertheless be asking for something which
simply lay outside the capabilities of this art-form, if one were to expect a real, mutual involvement, a response to the arguments of the
other, a working out of their deficiencies, etc. The poet confined himself to a confrontation of the positions, giving precedence to those of
Job. Obviously the experience with which Job confronted those of
the friends, that is the experience of a God hidden sub specie contruria,
was not being adequately treated at the time when the poem was
composed.
Yahweh accepted Job’s challenge and deemed the rebel worthy of a
long address.4s What an act of condescension on the part of him who
is thus called in question! This response consists, however, apart from
several descriptive passages which have perhaps been interpolated, of
a stream of counter-questions all concerning the wonderful power of
God in his creation, the structure of the world, the stars, meteorological phenomena, animals, etc. Do you know, are you aware, are
you able, do you decide.3 The tone of these questions is one of the
most supreme irony: Teach me; you are so clever; the number of
your days is great. Job’s particular concern, that of receiving a justificatory verdict from God, is nowhere taken up, and indeed no
reference is made to the wider circle of themes broached in the dialogues. The result of this is that there is a fairly large number of possible ways in which this divine speech can be interpreted. It is, of
course, clear that the speech contains a rejection of Job, Job himself
understood it in this way. But even the question as to where the divine
blame attaches cannot be answered clearly. Above all, however, one
has to ask whether the aim of the speech is only to pass judgment on
Job’s presumption or whether it is not, perhaps, to be interpreted in
a more positive sense.44
The divine speech, which otherwise presents its challenge in such
a remarkably indirect way, expresses direct blame in only two pas43 It is certain that the divine speech has often been subject to secondary

expansion. The fact that the text consists of two speeches, each with a solemn opening (Job 38.x-39.30 and 40.6-41.26), would lead us to suppose that the speech
existed in two recensions which, in the course of the editorial process, were then
Dlaced side by side. This is all the more likely since Job’s submission also exists in
iwo forms, 4013-s and 42.1-6.
44 According to H. Richter (Evlh x8,1958, p. 321), the divine speech states that
the judgment pronounced against Job and the punishment inflicted on him were
justified. For this reason, it compels Job to withdraw his demand to be pronounced
Yinnocent.
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The first time is right at the beginning of the first divine speech :

Who is this that darkens counsel
by words without knowledge?

(38.2)

The word which is translated here by ‘counsel’ was an important
word for the wise men. Referring here quite absolutely to God, it
means the planning of God in relation to his creation and also includes what we understand by providence.45 The question is asked
ironically, for one cannot ‘darken’ a plan if it deserves this name at
all, certainly not a divine one. Above all, however, this term, which
is important for all that follows, contains a sharp challenge to Job,
for the latter had expressed himself extensively to the effect that God
treated men with sheer caprice and had exceeded every limit. The
other reproach introduces the second divine speech :
Will you really destroy my right,
put me in the wrong that you may be right?

(40.8)

Job, in his speeches, has challenged God’s right, one might even say
his freedom. Here, in the first instance, one thinks of the complaints
of Job that God was depriving him of his right (I 9.6 etc.). It is not
that he demands after all to hear a justificatory verdict, but that he
considers God as his enemy and contests his right to treat him as he
does. Basically, both accusations come to the same thing: Job has
improperly and ‘without understanding’ interfered in God’s affairs.
At this point it could appear as though the divine speech were
simply relegating all divine activity on behalf of men to the realm of
the incomprehensible. The consequence of this would simply be a
resigned submission, a total theological agnosticism and the end of
any positive relationship between man and God. It is, however, remarkable that in the divine speech thoughts characteristic of the
friends reappear, and no one ever reproached them with being theologically agnostic. They even remonstrated with Job that God could
not be put in the wrong by man, nor could he be summoned before
any court.46 Similarly, it was they who used as an argument against
45 M. Pope (The Anchor Bible, x965), ad lot., translates the word by ‘providence’. Yahweh’s ‘plan’ is already mentioned in Isaiah, although there it refers to
Yahweh’s purposes in history: Isa. 5.19; 30. I ; cf. Isa. 46.10. On the guidance of the
individual : Prov. I 9.2 I.
46 Job 34.10, 12, x7b (‘will you condemn the righteous and mighty?‘); 34.29,
31-33; 36.23; 37-q+
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Job the incomprehensibility of the divine activity in creation.47 Thus
the divine speech cannot be understood in such a radically dismissive
way, that is, as excluding man from any understanding of God.
All commentators find the divine speech highly scandalous, in so
far as it bypasses completely Job’s particular concerns, and because in
it Yahweh in no way condescends to any kind of self-interpretation.
Whether ancient man reacted in this way is not so certain. It could be
that he marvelled less at this sign of divine freedom. Even Job himself
understood the great speech more quickly and more directly than the
modern reader will be able to do. In order to remove misunderstandings, God refrains from saying anything in explanation of his ‘decrees’.
Rather, he poses counter-questions concerning creation, its order and
its preservation. He is not, therefore, speaking of anything theoretical,
of particular principles of divine action or the like, but of something
factual which happens every day. Thus God makes creation bear
witness to himself.48 Once again we encounter the idea that creation
itself has something to say which man can hear. It is to this that Job
is referred. In a somewhat different way from Ps. 19 or from the
doctrine of the primeval order and its testimony, this self-witnessing
of creation is understood as a flood of urgent questions which refer
man back to the mystery of creation and of divine guidance. Here,
what creation says is understood not as praise ascending to God
(although this is also mentioned, Job 38.7), but as a word which turns
towards the human mind. While Job is unable to answer any of these
questions, the rebel thus, to a certain extent, puts the whole world
back into the hands of God, for whom it exists and who alone supports it and sustains it. He has thus ceremoniously withdrawn his
complaint, obviously because he now knows that his destiny, too, is
well protected by this mysterious God. He could feel himself secure
with this God all the more so because the speech which was addressed
to him was by no means intended simply to accuse him. It is at the
same time an overwhelming testimony to a serene turning of God to
47 Job I 1.7-g; 36.22-30; 37.2-16.

4s God allows creation, that is, someone other than himself, to speak for him.
‘He lets these other things speak and causes them to speak . . . eloquently of
themselves. He obviously counts upon it that they belong so totally to Him, that
they are so subject to Him and at His disposal, that in speaking of themselves they
will necessarily speak of Him . . . He is so sure of them as His creatures . . . to
be sure at once of the service which the creatures will quite simply render Him in
His self-manifestation’ (Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, IV 3, 1st half, ET 1961,
Pm 430) *
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a world which despises all standards of human rationality and economy, to a serenity which also includes the unpleasant ostrich ‘to
whom God gave no share in understanding’ (Job 39.17). Is there not
also there a divine striving for a share in this joy?49 In this way, then.
God has turned to Job, and Job has immediately understood him.
Here, too, then - as has been so finely said - God has bet on Job and,
in doing so, this time too he has not been wrong and has not lost his
bet. It could have turned out that Job would have closed his mind to
this speech, and then God would have been the loser.50

long didactic poems or short sentences which, expressed predominantly in the first person, purport to be a wise man’s personal experience of life. After the commentaries appear finally to have freed
themselves from the assumption of a self-contained intellectual context and of a progressive inner structure and to have arrived at the
conviction that the literary units were to be explained from within
themselves, yet another change appears to be on the way here.51 There
is, to be precise, an inner unity which can find expression otherwise
than through a linear development of thought or through a logical progression in the thought process, namely through the unity of style and
topic and theme, a unity which can make a work of literature into a
whole and which can in fact give it the rank of a self-contained work
of art. This is all the more so in the domain of ancient Near Eastern
literature which, in any case, must be measured by different standards.
A specific, unifying function is fulfilled by a small number of leading
concepts to which Koheleth returns again and again, concepts such as
‘vanity’, ‘striving after wind’, ‘toil’, ‘lot’ etc. Nor can the modern
reader escape the quite dispassionate - in contrast to Job - restrained
solemnity and weight of his diction. Thus the book is more than a
secondarily edited collection. No other collection of proverbs, not
even that of Sirach, presents such clearly defined intellectual characteristics. In the questions that he asks, Koheleth stands firmly in the
wisdom tradition. He is concerned to ‘investigate’ events and happenings, -and he asks himself what then is ‘good’ for man.52 One
difference from the old wisdom is interesting: he is less concerned with
determining and discussing individual experiences than with life as a
whole and with passing a definitive judgment on it. In this respect,
then, Koheleth has become, from a theological point of view, much
more ambitious. Koheleth, for his part, understands his admittedly
very negative judgment of the whole as the end-result of many individual experiences. But it is, meanwhile, clear that such an unequivocal
judgment of the life and destiny of man cannot be based exclusively
on experiences. Here, quite different factors come into play. Of this
more will be said shortly. If we first let him speak for himself, there
emerge three basic insights round which his thoughts continually
circle. I. A thorough, rational examination of life is unable to find any
satisfactory meaning; everything is ‘vanity’. 2. God determines every
event. 3. Man is unable to discern these decrees, the ‘works of God’

The insertion of the long poetic dialogue into the much older Jobnarrative produces for the commentator questions which are difficult to
answer. Should one take the dialogues on their own? Must one not, in
expounding them, always take account of the light shed upon them by
the narrative? A. Jepsen, in his careful study Dar Buch Hiob und seine
Beutung, 1963, has taken this hermeneutical principle seriously. Behind
the interpretation which we have presented here, there lies the conviction that the poetic dialogue is completely independent of the narrative.
The differences in various places are too great for us to be able really to
look at both together. In the one place Job is quite submissive; in the
other he is rebellious. And can one really refer God’s praise of Job’s
words (42.7)) praise which refers to the confession in I .2 I and 2. I o, also
to Job’s complaints and attacks, especially after God has already rejected
these outbursts in his great speech? Would it not also lead to forced
interpretations if one attempted to understand the suffering, about
which Job debates so passionately with his friends, primarily (as does
the narrative) from the idea of it as a divine test? The concept of the
suffering as a test imposed by God is expressed in the dialogues by the
friends only occasionally (5. I 7ff. ; 33. I 3ff.). Job has completely rejected
such a positive interpretation of his sufferings.
4. ECCLESIASTES
The book which designates its author by that expression which has
still not been satisfactorily explained, namely Koheleth (translated by
Luther as ‘the preacher’), is, according to its outward form, an offshoot of a literary type which was cultivated particularly in ancient
Egypt, namely the Royal Testament. It contains a number of fairly
49 In Ps. 104.31, what is found here between the lines is made explicit, namely
that ‘God rejoices in his creation’. On this passage, Calvin says, ‘Stutu~ mundi in Dei
luetitiufundutw est ‘.
60 K. Barth, op. cit., p.496.

61 0. Loretz, Qohelet und der Alte Orient, I 964, pp. 2
52 He uses the verb tZr ‘spy out’, 1.13; 2.3; 7.25.
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in the world. It is clear that these insights are all interconnected, that
even if the emphasis of a statement lies only on one of them, they
nevertheless belong indissolubly together.
I. Life is vanity. The toil which is endured bears no relationship to
what is gained from it (1.3; 2.22f.). A glance at the social structure of
humanity affords a cheerless outlook. Injustice rules in the place of
justice (3.16). It is of no advantage that the high official is supervised
by a higher and that the latter is supervised by a still higher one
(5.7), that a man has power over another (8.9) ; there is no one to dry
the tears of the downtrodden; there is no comforter (4. I). Good order
and honesty are of no avail. The wicked man often comes off much
better, and in the end death makes everyone the same (7.15; 8.10, 14;
9.2). The worst of all is that man is incapable of controlling the future
and that he stands unprotected at its mercy. He does not know what
will happen, for who will tell him what is going to happen (8.7; g. I ;
I o. 14) ? Behind the problem of the future, there lies for Koheleth the
still more difficult question of death which casts its shadow over every
meaningful interpretation of life. Whenever Koheleth speaks of fate
(miqreh), death is always envisaged at the same time.53 Such is the case,
for example, in the famous passage where he asks whether the fate of
men is really any different from that of the beasts (3.19). In the great
allegory of 12.2-6, he mercilessly reveals how the manifestations of
human life diminish with age, how it grows darker and darker around
a man until ‘the silver cord snaps and the golden bowl breaks’.54 In
view of such ideas, it is not surprising that what was the securest
possession of the aged, namely the value of wisdom in the face of all
kinds of folly, also became questionable. Certainly, even under very
favourable conditions, wisdom is occasionally to be accorded a position
of pre-eminence. But of what use is it if it lies unrecognized and
therefore unused (9.13-16) ? And is not thinking about wisdom and
folly basically also a striving after wind ? For, ‘in much wisdom is much
vexation’, and ‘he who increases knowledge increases sorrow’ (I. 1618).
2. In spite of all these depressing observations, Koheleth is far from
holding that events in the world are simply a haphazard jumble. He
is aware of something which mysteriously rules and orders every
event; he usually refers to this phenomenon by the neutral word
‘time’ and thereby touches on the fact that every activity and every
53 The word for ‘fate’, ‘occurrence’, otherwise in
54 The text above p. I 45.
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event is subject to a certain determinism. We recall the great text
which we have already discussed in another context and which states
that a time and an hour have been set for everything, for every intention under heaven (3.1-8, I 7). Koheleth returns to this idea again
and again. For everything there is a time and a way (8.6). There is,
however, no comfort in this determination of every phenomenon, for
often enough, as a result of it, what man has learned by hard toil is
rendered useless.
Again I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle
to the strong, nor bread to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor
favour to the men of skill; but time and chance happen to them all. For
man does not know his time . . . (Eccles. g. I If.)
There is no way of combating this mysterious decree. Man is totally
subjected to it. ‘Whatever happens - it has long since been named’
(i.e. it has been summoned into existence). Man ‘is unable to argue
with one who is stronger than he’ (6. IO). Here it becomes clear what
lies behind the irrevocable decree; it is God himself who determines
the ‘appropriate times’. God has ‘made’ not only the days of prosperity
but also the days of adversity, and thus they have to be endured (7. I 4).
I know that whatever God does endures for ever; nothing can be added
to it, nor anything taken from it; God has made it so, in order that men
should fear before him. (Eccles. 3.14)
Here, too, the emphasis is on that which is completely unalterable, on
that to which man has to submit. Thus we find ourselves face to face
with the strangely paradoxical fact that to Koheleth the world and
events appear to be completely opaque and that, on the other hand,
he is aware that they are completely within the scope of God’s activity.
The point at which this divine activity becomes obvious to him as an
actual power and reality is precisely the realization that there is a
time set for every occurrence. To what extent Koheleth is aware that
the world is controlled and encompassed by the free activity of God is
made completely clear by the sentences which we can only now adduce
in what follows.
3. For Koheleth, this knowledge about God and his control over
the world does not, at any rate, conceal, as one might suppose, anything in the nature of a point of repose for his thoughts which, in
their search, range from one phenomenon to another. The opposite
is the case. With this knowledge about God there is linked his deepest
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intellectual need. Here lies the real cause of all his toil. In order to
gain a proper view of this problem, let us begin once again with that
great text which deals with the time that is set for every activity. It
has, indeed, a very characteristic continuation in which Koheleth
draws his own conclusions from this truth. What follows from all this,
especially for the man who sets out to master life, that is, for the
‘worker’ ? This is Koheleth’s answer:
What gain has the worker from his toil? I have seen the business that
God has given to the sons of men to be busy with. He has made everything beautiful in its time; also he has put the distant future (?)55 into

man’s mind, yet so that he cannot find out what God has done from the
beginning to the end. (Eccles. 3.9-r I)

To the question of what man derives from all this (yitr6~), Koheleth
replies, ‘Toil’. This is not the fault of the objectives God has in view;
they are ‘beautiful’, as Koheleth says. The trouble is that man cannot
‘find out what God has done’. By this, Koheleth means that man is
unable to adjust to this, that he is unable to take into account what
has been decreed in any given situation by God. This is exactly what
he means when he says later that ‘man does not know his time’. Blind
and unsuspecting, like animals blundering into a net, he is suddenly
overtaken by an ‘evil time’ (9. I 2). It is, of course, God who has also
‘made the evil day’, but that is no consolation, for man is unable to
discover what comes after him (7.14).
There is something vain which happens on earth, namely that there are
righteous men to whom it happens as if they had acted like godless men,
and that there are godless men to whom it happens as if they had acted
like righteous men. I said that this too is vain. Then I recommended
enjoyment, for there is nothing better for man under the sun than that
he should eat and drink and enjoy himself. (8. r4f.)

Here Koheleth has certainly spoken the last word on where he sees
the real burden, the toil of human life. It is not the adversities in
themselves; it is, rather, an insurmountable barrier which is set
against man’s search for knowledge. Every reader asks uneasily what
is left for Koheleth with such a view of things, against the background
of such depressing insights. Is there any value left in life at all? One
55 How the word 'ZCm, which we usually render with ‘eternity’, although it
means, rather, the ‘distant future’, is to be understood in v. I I, still could not be
satisfactorily explained. Cf. the list of the different ways of taking it in 0. Loretz,
op. cit., p.281, note 277. Is what is meant the trouble to ask in advance about
when one has to take the future into consideration (so Zimmerli, op. cit., ad lot.) ?
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can almost work it out for oneself. Since God has ‘made’ both the
good day and the evil day (7.14), man can still hold himself ready,
with a completely open mind, for whatever good thing God is ready
to grant to him. ‘In the day of prosperity be joyful’ (7.14). This is yet
another theme to which Koheleth returns again and again with
remarkable insistence. And no wonder, for here at last is a point at
which the way in which God deals with man becomes reasonably
clear. The question of man’s ‘lot’, i.e. of the place in life assigned to
him, one would say today the question of meaning - at this one point
Koheleth has a positive answer, for here man can recognize a divine
intention directed towards him for good. This is the only thing that
man can call ‘good ‘, ‘that a man should enjoy his work, for that is his
lot’ (3.22; 5.17). 56 It has rightly been stressed that this exhortation
to be aware of happiness and of anything that enhances life is not to
be confused with that zest for life which so often settles in the shadow
of despair. The situation is, rather, the reverse. Here for the first
time, Koheleth is aware that he is in accord with a divine purpose;
here he sees himself face to face with a beneficent God, ‘for there is
nothing better for a man than that he should eat and drink and enjoy
himself. I saw that that, too, comes from God’s hand’ (2.24). How
excitedly this unyielding theologian speaks about God when he comes
to speak on this subject.
Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry

heart; for God has already approved what you do. Let your garments
be always white; let not oil be lacking on your head. Enjoy life with the
wife whom you love, all the days of your fleeting life which he has given
you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil
at which you toil under the sun. (Eccles. 9.7-g)
It is certainly difficult for us, who in Western literature have scarcely
anything to compare it with, to interpret such a work satisfactorily.
All that is certain is that Koheleth is not presenting any self-contained
compendium of instruction, but that he is carrying further the old
didactic tradition, even if his questions and theses are peculiarly his
own. He himself does not envisage a clear distinction between what
is intellectually his own and what he has inherited from the past.
However, his own revolutionary position can be delimited fairly
clearly. One should also be clear about yet another difficulty which
hinders a satisfactory interpretation of the book. This is not to be
58 On the question about man’s ‘lot’ in life, Eccles. 2.
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found in the text, but the commentator himself brings it into play.
In his own feeling about life, he finds himself so directly addressed
and justified by Koheleth’s melancholy that he is almost won over
to it in advance. Koheleth’s sentences make such good sense to him
that he is inclined to see in them something like a breakthrough from
a forced, ‘dogmatized’ wisdom to a more realistic and truer view of
the world. It is clear, however, that in an approach which is burdened
with such an obvious bias, inappropriate, ideological presuppositions
can become entangled in the exposition and can lead to problematical
assessments. To counteract this, one must always again and again
attempt to ask about the specific value of Koheleth’s teaching against
the background of the teachings of his time.
How directly Koheleth stands in the didactic tradition is clear
from the way in which he speaks of God. Were one to understand his
teaching as a self-contained ‘philosophical system’, then one would
have to reproach him with being inconsistent in view of such weak
theological premisses. But in this matter - that God exists and rules
in the world - he shares completely the point of view of the older
teachers. What is new and also alarming is his opinion of the relationship of man to what we have called the continuing divine ‘activity’,
namely that to his way of thinking it is completely beyond man’s
perception and comprehension and that man, therefore, is also incapable of adapting himself to it. 57 The consequences of this conviction - measured against the confidence of old wisdom - are catastrophic. The strong urge to master life - a main characteristic of old
wisdom - has been broken. Man has lost contact with events in the
outside world. Although continually permeated by God, the world
has become silent for him. What happens in the world is always in
motion, sometimes turned favourably towards man, at others rejecting
him, and is now sealed up deep in his inner thoughts. ‘That which
happens is far off, deep, very deep; who can find it out ?’ (7.24).5s
67 On the wide-ranging term ‘the work of God’ see G. von Rad, Studia Biblica et
Semitica, Festschriftftir Th. Chr. Vriezen, I 966, pp. qoff., esp. pp. 296f.
s* ‘Thus the essential element in the chance character of the temporal realization of destiny for men is the inscrutability of the future. As an agent, man is
anxious to be able to plan and organize the future. In so far as the future withdraws
itself from this attempt on man’s part to impose a fixed plan on the shape of the
world and on life, and chanaes from being a medium of human realization to an
occurrence which itself makes demands, which is predetermined in advance by a
strange determinant and which simply happens to man, all human action comes to
grief on it’ (E. Wolfel, Luther und die Skepsis. Eine Studie zur Kohelet-Exegese Luthers,
1x9, pp.@.).
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Even in his own loving and hating, man is unable to understand
himself (9. I). Man never achieves dialogue with his surroundings,
still less with God. Is he even still a ‘Thou’ ? Even if he grants fulfilment in life, it is no more than a silent acceptance of a gift silently
handed over. Koheleth has come to terms with this situation, even
if it is with a resignation that can leave no reader unmoved. In sharp
contrast to Job, there is no sign of any attack on God, of any rebellion
against a relationship of God to man which bears no resemblance
at all to that known in old Israel.59 Koheleth no longer poses Job’s
question as to whether this God is still his God.
W h a t h a s h a p p e n e d h e r e ? The difference from the teachings
characteristic of the book of Proverbs is so great that at least an
attempt at an explanation must be made. As has already been indicated, the most common view of the radical theses of Koheleth has
been to see in them a counter-blow to older teachings which believed,
too ‘optimistically’, or better, too realistically, that they could see
God at work in experience. That Koheleth turns against the prevailing
teachings is beyond doubt, but the reason for his opposition must be
made still clearer. According to the prevailing point of view, it would
appear as if he were turning only against untenable statements, as if
he were challenging a few, no longer justifiable sentences which
presented the divine activity as too rational and too obvious a phenomenon. Such sentences may in fact have existed. Every understanding
of the world that is formulated in comprehensive terms always carries
within it the tendency to a certain stiffening, and, in zeal for the
didactic emphasis, certain theses are often completely transformed
into something one-sided. But the same is equally true of Koheleth.
This explanation breaks down, however, for the reason that Koheleth
is turning against not only outgrowths of traditional teaching but the
whole undertaking. If that undertaking attributed to experience a
certain ability to see the hand of God in events - a certain ability!
No wise man asserted that he could understand ‘the whole work of
God’ as Koheleth appears to do (8.17) - then he would contest this
ability with regard to human experience all along the line. Anyone
who agrees with him in this can scarcely avoid the conclusion that the
whole of old wisdom had become increasingly entangled in a single
false doctrine.
In order to cope with this difficult question, let us, lastly, take up
once again that doctrine which was so important for Koheleth, the
59 Zimmerli sees the beginnings of a rebellion against God in x.13; 3.10; 6.10.
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doctrine of the times which God has decreed, especially the statement
that they are completely unrecognizable to man and that he can
derive no profit from them for his life. These decrees, which are
hidden from man, signify only toil for him. The older teachers, on the
other hand, were of the opinion that man certainly needed great
vigilance in order to recognize the right time for his activity but that
this was certainly not a hopeless effort and that from time to time he
had the opportunity, by seizing the right time, of advancing himself a
little or of letting himself be carried forward in his undertakings.60
Who is right ? Can one really say that Koheleth’s observation has
been keener and more sober? Is the reason really only that he has
been the first to succeed in freeing himself from ‘dogmatic’ prejudices ?
The reason for this alarming contradiction lies much deeper. It lies
in the different presuppositions of faith in the two cases. To be more
precise, the experience in which the older teachers put their trust was
of a different kind from that which finds expression in Koheleth. The
former was an experience which was in constant dialogue with faith;
reason was at work, reason which never set itself up as an absolute
but which knew that it was based on knowledge about Yahweh and
that it was secure in Yahweh’s power. There is, however, absolutely
no way of telling to what extent such reason, surrounded by faith,
can be corroborated by experience. In the case of Koheleth, the
situation is completely different. If he felt himself unprotected from
events and ‘vulnerable on every side’ (Zimmerli), then this was not
due to the greater sharpness of his gifts of observation but to a loss of
trust. We have already seen how earnestly the old representatives
spoke to God about their confidence and how closely their intellectual
efforts connected with faith. Since they taught experiences which
were included in faith, they saw the aim of their teaching as being to
strengthen faith in Yahweh (Prov. 22.19). They also knew that the
world is encompassed within the incalculable mystery of God. But
that did not disturb their faith .61 Koheleth, however, is deeply
troubled by this. Was not the future, in the whole of Israel and therefore also in the eyes of the teachers, the domain of Yahweh alone, a
domain which man must confidently yield to him? Koheleth, on the
other hand, experiences the hiddenness of the future as one of the
heaviest burdens of life.62 Thus he arrives at what is, as far as Yahwism
is concerned, the scandalous sentence, ‘All that comes is vanity’
6O See above p. I 39.
61 Cf’. Prov. 21.3of. (textabovep. xor).

62 Eccles. 3.1

I;

6.12; 7.14; 10.14.
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( I 1.8). From this standpoint he could even agree with the age-old
complaint about the vanity of life. Those who are to be praised are
the dead, and it is even better not to have been born at all (4.2).
Koheleth’s greatest predicament lies in the fact that he has to set out
to answer the question of the meaning of life, the question about
man’s ‘lot’, with a reason which is almost completely unsupported by
any confidence in life. He confronts that question with the totality of
life and simply makes it responsible for answering the question about
salvation. The old teachers, in their search for understanding, were
more modest and certainly also cleverer. They did not see it as their
task to answer, by means of their still only partially valid understanding and experiences, the ultimate question, the question of salvation.
Unfortunately, we are unable to define from a traditio-historical
point of view to what specific extent the teachers participated in
Yahwism. The reason for this lies in the didactic material, which did
not demand of them that they should provide anything even approaching a self-contained body of instruction. It is not, however, open to
doubt that they stood in a broad stream of Yahwistic traditions and
that they drew on their knowledge and their experiences of these.
But in the case of Koheleth this is obviously quite different. His work
is not the expression of any school; we are, rather, justified in considering him as an outsider completely free of tradition, and this is,
indeed, what he claims to be. Not often in ancient Israel has the
question of salvation been posed so inescapably to a single individual
as was the case with Koheleth. He has answered it (in the way of
which we know) mainly on the basis of the experiences which the
world around him afforded. Anyone who has listened carefully to
Koheleth’s dialogue with the traditional doctrines should not find it
quite so easy to give one-sided approval to the lonely rebel. He will,
rather, be deeply preoccupied with the problem of experience to
which both partners in the dialogue urgently referred and yet arrived
at such different observations. He will realize how narrowly tied man
is as he moves within the circle of experience which is offered from
time to time by his understanding of the world. In view of this fact,
one will, in the first instance, more readily believe that an outsider
who swims against the stream is more likely to advance in realms of
experience which remain unexpressed in or are even suppressed by
conventional teaching.
On the other hand, limitations are once again placed on Koheleth’s
attempt to think in such a determined fashion against the background
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of his isolated situation. In the radicalism of his questioning he has
become completely the spectator, only observing, registering and submitting. In contrast to the older wise men, he has overstepped a limit
which was drawn - for whatever reason - for them. While they, in
order to interpret the realities of their life, did not make use of any

all-embracing, abstract terms, Koheleth immediately goes the whole
way. In order to find the definitive formula, he lumps the whole of
life’s experience together, and the result is ‘vanity’ (hebel). This word
runs like a pedal-point through the whole book (about thirty times).
His reason is on the look-out for a final abstraction; but that same
reason exposes itself to the counter-question as to whether it is still a
medium suitable for the answering of man’s question about salvation.
The question is all the more justified because Koheleth has withdrawn
from every active development in life and has thereby excluded himself, from the outset, from a wide range of conclusive experiences.
The questions posed by Koheleth cannot, however, be answered on
the basis of pure theory, for the issues on which man’s contemplative
eye fixes are not objective destiny, and, above all, they evade and
exclude themselves from any overall reckoning on the part of a distant
observer. On the contrary, they are orientated, ceaselessly and in
their great variety, towards man. The world, like a monster, presses
in on him and challenges him. To one who is secure in a fundamental
position of faith, events can appear differently from what they do to
one who is assailed by doubt. One must indeed go further and say
that they not only ‘appear’ different, they are and even become
different. The one who has faith encounters only that which is worthy
of his trust. Well and good ! What someone considers to be paradigmatic among the complex number of happenings and what he accordingly sets up to serve a didactic purpose, is dependent on a basic
position which the observer has previously taken up. But in no circumstances can this statement be understood in such a way that a
man is thought to be basically dependent on the ideas of the outside
world which he has made for himself. In this respect there is nothing
that is either purely subjective or purely objective. Whether one event
shuts itself off from one person, while another - apparently as similar
to the first as it possibly could be - opens itself out to someone else,
addresses him - in short, whether it sets up with him living relations
which appear meaningful to him - this is surely to be explained
not solely on the basis of the temperament and range of ideas
of the person concerned. It is to be tra.ced back to the mysterious
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realm of that dialogue between an individual and the world in which
he lives, a dialogue which stands in sharp contrast to the monologue
of the man who is thrown back upon his own resources. In this
dialogue, that world in which he lives is a forceful partner. Koheleth,
however, was incapable of entering into a dialogue with the world
which surrounded him and pressed in on him. It had become for
him a silent, unfriendly, outside force which he was able to trust only
where it offered him fulfilment of life. 6s The wise men, however, were
of the opinion that, through the medium of the world as it addressed
man, God himself spoke to man, and that only in this dialogue was
man shown his place in life.
5. EPILOGUE TO JOB AND ECCLESIASTES
We have analysed two works which are not only to be regarded as
isolated peaks in the literary production of ancient Israel, but about
whose worth even in the literature of the world as a whole there can
be no dispute. Each of them goes its own way. They are comparable
not even in their negations, only in their opposition to the didactic
tradition.\ How obvious it seems to enquire about their direct effect
on the thinking and teachings of their time. Must they not - one
thinks involuntarily - have caused a powerful sensation and have
terrified all thinking men? But we know very little about the opportunities for effect open to such works in the ancient Near East. How many
copies of Job would have been in circulation? The book can surely
not have been accepted among the literature used in the schools.
From the outset, therefore, one would have to reckon its diffused
effect as very slight. And is it at all feasible that two individual works
will have brought about a rethinking of later Israel’s understanding
of the world? Could an understanding of the world which was not
simply the elaboration of a few thinkers be changed in such a way?
There is also the fact that these two works did not even represent
what was obviously true as opposed to what was obviously false.
Works of such a kind indicate difficult problems and theological
doubts; but there is, in peoples’ thought-processes, no compulsion to
think things out logically until more satisfactory solutions are achieved..
63 This lack of connection between Koheleth and the events of his environment
with all their consequences has been impressively presented by H. Gese, ‘Die Krisis
der Weisheit bei Kohelet’, Les Sagesses du Troche-Orient Ancien, 1963, pp. 13gff. On
this see also below p. 303.
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Out of any individual understanding of the world - constructed over
centuries - there can break out unexpectedly, from unfathomable
depths, eruptions whose lack of moderation prevents, from the outset,
any compromise and whose sole function seems to be to point to the
fragile nature of any understanding of the world, no matter how
carefully it may have been thought out.
Sirach is supposed to have known Job, but e+ery educated man at
that time would have known that Job had ‘kept to all the ways of
righteousness’ (Sir. 49.9). If, of the great number of passages in Sirach
which scholars believe they have found, one or another should really
prove that Sirach has read Job, then the whole affair is all the more
disappointing, for then he has kept such a reserved distance that it
would be difficult to understand him even simply as an interlocutor
of Job.64 Nothing has made sufficient impression on him to force him
to rethink traditional teaching in the light of Job. In the case of
Koheleth matters are scarcely any different. An attempt has, indeed,
been made to see in a section of the Wisdom of Solomon a more or
less direct polemic against one of his arguments.65 But that is also
uncertain. Can the statements quoted, about the transitoriness and
vanity of life, and the summons to enjoy what is possible, come only
from Koheleth? If they do, they have been distorted. But the subject
of these statements is a long-standing one in the ancient Near East,
and as such it is not Koheleth’s private literary property. The observer
who looks back, with only a handful of literary works surviving from
long periods, yields all too easily to the temptation of assuming too
close relationships or cross-connections which, in view of the polemical
character of these works, are not really to be expected. It even seems,
therefore, doubtful whether Job and Koheleth give us the right to
speak of a crisis in wisdom in Israel.
Finally, a word about Job in Christian theology, not the Job of the
framework narrative, for the ‘story of Job’s patience’ (James 5. I I)
has, of course, always had its place in Christian preaching. But what
of the poetic dialogue ? Impressions are conflicting. Undoubtedly, in
the course of the centuries, an immense amount of interpretative work
has been accomplished, work whose scope and erudition - begun with
questions about the correct form of the text - can only put modern
interpreters to shame. On the other hand, however, the theological
impact of the book on the teaching of the church has obviously always
64 References in C. Kuhl, ?hR 22, 1954, p. 266, note 5.
sb Wisd. 2. r-20.
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been slight. Apart from a few isolated voices which, however, had no
lasting effect - Luther’s 1524 Preface must certainly be included
amongst these - one is faced with the fact that neither Job’s questions
nor his theology were really taken up and used by the church. One
may even ask whether the church, if it had also remained open over
the centuries to the theological perspectives of the book of Job, might
not have been able to confront the fierce attacks of modern man more
effectively and more calmly. 66 The situation is different in the case of
Koheleth. In fact, in recent years it has begun to gather round itself
a company of literary and philosophical connoisseurs.
66 ‘Surely all ancient and modern sceptics, pessimists, scoffers and atheists are
innocuous and well-meaning folk compared with this man Job. They do not know
against whom they direct their disdain and doubt and scorn and rejection. Job
does. As distinct from them, he speaks en connaissance de cause . . . How strange it
is that none of them has ever tried to learn from Job! If they had, they might have
begun to realize at least what it is that they are attempting, and thus been able to
give more forceful expression to their cause’ (K. Barth, op. cit., pp. 4o4f.).
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A good point of access to the thought-world of the book - at this
stage it can involve only the indication of certain characteristics - is
provided by the prologue.
I

2

THE WISDOM OF JESUS SIRACH’

C

have been placed on the study
of the didactic books simply by the anonymity of the teachings
and the difficulty or impossibility of dating them. This is not
the case with Jesus, son of Eleazar, son of Sirach (usually called Jesus
Sirach). Here we have an author, we know his period ( I 80 B C), his
home (Jerusalem, Sir. 50.27), and we know from his book, and from
his grandson’s preface, about his occupation and about his studies, as
well as about his scholarly and poetic activity. One cannota of course,
expect an individual author who is original in the modern sense.
Sirach, too, is determined by ‘the discourse of the elders, who (in
their turn) have learned from their fathers’ (Sir. 8.9). He regards
himself as their custodian; one may even ask whether he was at all
aware of either the fact that, or at what points, he himself had developed, not inconsiderably, the tradition which he had received. The
most important question which we must, therefore, ask of his book,
because it leads directly to the specific elements in Sirach’s teachings,
is precisely the question about its relationship to the received tradition, that is, the question about the nature of its reproduction. Is it
possible to recognize new tensions within which the thinking of these
teachers found itself placed, and in which direction did productive
developments take place ? In fact we can see that the teachings in
Sirach are still highly mobile. At every turn he was forced - obviously
in the face of a changing intellectual situation - to expand along
topical lines.2
1 This section originally appeared as an article in Evil 29, 1969, pp. I 13-33.
ONSIDERABLE

LIMITATIONS

2 His book, too, defies all attempts to impose a scheme on it. But it is a characteristic of Sirach that he deals with specific ‘themes’ in fairly comprehensive units
(respect for one’s father: 3.1-16; relations with the poor: 4.1-10; with friends:
6.6-17; with women: 9.1-g; on rulers: g.17-10.18; on physicians: 38.1-15; etc.).
But even these units reveal no inner structure; they are to be thought of, rather, as
bodies of traditions in which all kinds of material - relevant, old and well known,
but also new and surprising - have come together.
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All wisdom comes from the Lord
and is with him for ever.
The sand of the sea and the drops of rain
and the days of old - who can count them ?
The height of heaven and the breadth of the earth,
the underworld and wisdom -who can penetrate them?
Wisdom was created before all things,
and clever insight is from the beginning of time.
The root of wisdom - to whom has it been revealed?
Her cleverness - who knows it ?
There is one who is wise, greatly to be feared,
sitting upon his throne, the Lord.
He created her, saw her and numbered her,
and poured her out upon all his works.
She dwells with all flesh according to his gift,
and he gives her to those who ‘fear’3 him. (Sir. 1.1. IO)

This small section has a highly complicated traditio-historical prehistory. First of all there is the statement that wisdom is with God,
and that is referring to God’s own wisdom. She is completely inscrutable (vv. 1-3). From v. 4 onwards, the concept has altered, and
statements are made about the wisdom that is created as part of the
world, that is, of the primeval order, of the first of creatures which
God has shared out, in exact proportions, to all his created works
(vv. 4-g). Only in v. I o is reference made to wisdom’s appearing in
the form of a specific human aptitude. She is of a different type from
that of the primeval order bestowed upon the created world, for she
corresponds to a type of human behaviour towards God. In fact,
Sirach seems occasionally to think of her as a charisma bestowed by
God.4
These brief statements recall, after the manner of propositions,
practically everything of importance that had been achieved in the
didactic tradition. Sirach extends the concept ‘wisdom’ in broad,
programmatic terms. This is possible for him because he has a rich
inheritance into which he can dip. ‘The men of Hezekiah’ (Prov.
25.1) could not, in their period, have developed the term ‘wisdom’
3 On this translation, see J. Haspecker, Goltesfircht bei Jesus Siruch, Analecta
Biblica 30, I 967, pp. 5 I ff.
4 Sir. 16.25; 18.29; 24.33; 39.6; 50.27.
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as broadly as this. Sirach himself was aware that he was a ‘late-comer’
in the long didactic tradition (33.16). Modestly he considers himself
to be only someone who gathers the last of the grapes after the vintagers (33. I 6a). Furthermore, the section is also an instructive example
of a way of teaching and thinking which is so foreign to us in that it is
so remarkably uninterested in a clear-cut definition. On the contrary,
the relevant statement is not limited (de-fined);but remains open and
in the balance and is simply joined to the one next following, The
statements which we would like to differentiate sharply almost merge
with each other. In this way, however, the author can achieve what
he wishes; he circles round the phenomenon in the totality in which it
can be experienced by man and which removes it still further from a
precise, conceptual definition because, no matter how much one tries
to define it, it becomes lost again in mystery.
In this way Sirach has presented the subject with which his teaching will be concerned, namely wisdom. That it is wisdom, and not,
for example, the fear of God, that is the fundamental theme of his
book is stated by Sirach once again in the epilogue (5o.27-2g).5 In
what sense Sirach uses the term ‘wisdom’ at any given moment,
whether in the sense of a primeval order which confronts man objectively, or in the sense of a wisdom which has to be practised by man, the
reader himself must observe. There is no doubt that the understanding
of wisdom as a human characteristic which one should be anxious to
acquire is in the foreground. With a great array of exhortations,
Sirach urges his pupil never to lose sight of this highest good.6 Alongside these, however, there are statements which do not understand
wisdom as the object of human endeavour. On the contrary, the
decisive activity is on the side of wisdom, and man is her objective.
She comes towards him, welcomes him, feeds him, exalts him ( I 5.2-7).
Sometimes she disguises herself before him, tests and terrifies him
until she is able to trust him and reveal her secrets to him (4.11-18).
How can one give an ontological definition of wisdom in this guise?
Only as a beneficent, ordering power within creation to which man,
in his world, is exposed, which woos him and leads him to knowledge.
The book, then, deals with this strangely ambivalent phenomenon
which is called wisdom.
But it also deals with something else, something which almost has
the status of an independent theme in the book, namely with the way
which leads to this great goal, the fear of God. The idea that true
6 Against J. Haspecker, op. cit., pp. 8 7ff., 93, etc.
o Cf., e.g., Sir. 6. x8-33.
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wisdom was linked with the prerequisite of the fear of God was firmly
asserted in the tradition. The maxim that the fear of God was the
beginning of all wisdom was already for the old teachers the basis of
all search for knowledge. Sirach even repeats the statement verbatim
on one occasion ( I. I 4). And yet, what a difference there is between
the prologue of the book of Proverbs (Prov. I. 1-7) and that of Sirach
(Sir. 1.1-30).‘7 What a profusion Sirach needs in order to develop
what he understands by the fear of God! For the old teachers, all
that was necessary was adequately expressed by the statement that
the fear of God was the beginning of wisdom. Men knew what was
meant by the fear of God. For Sirach, things were no longer quite
so simple; he had to say what the fear of God was and what it meant
for men, and, above all, he had strongly to recommend it. It is honour
and fame, gladness and a crown ofjoy (I. I I f.), it is the root and crown
of wisdom (I .18, 20). In the excitement of exhortation, the fear of
God is occasionally even simply identified with wisdom and learning
( I. 16, 27). In this rhetorical profusion we recognize, in the first
instance, a piece of linguistic history. Sirach no longer has at his
disposal the basic compactness and clarity of language which was the
prerogative of earlier periods. Words are more hackneyed and must,
therefore, be multiplied. But there is more to it than that. The old
ideas need to be interpreted afresh, they must be adapted to the ideas
and to the taste of a different age, and this at once raises the question
whether, then, Sirach means the same by the fear of God as did the
old teachers.
In actual fact, a marked change in the ideas meets the eye. In old
wisdom, the fear of God was taken to mean man’s knowledge about
his dependence on God, especially his obligation to obedience in
respect of the divine will. At that period, this expression described an
existential attitude, but in Sirach it is interpreted and described very
much in accordance with experience, that is, in the direction of the
content of his consciousness, of his feelings and inclinations. The fear
of God is joy ( I. I I ), the fear of God is humility ( I .27), the fear of God
is love for God (2. I gf.). One can see that the term can be defined
along various lines, and behind each of these definitions there lies a
long tradition of experience which we could reconstruct at least in
its main aspects.
7 The two prologues are obviously constructed according to the same scheme:
they outline the subject of instruction and point to the presupposition to which the
gaining of the highest good is connected. Similarly also Haspecker, op. cit., p. 103.
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The fear of God seeks God, is orientated towards God (32.14f),
and it trusts him and hopes in him (2.6). Unquestionably the term
appears in Sirach in a much broader and more general sense. Above
all, however, the fear of God complies with the Torah. This brings
us to the point where the specific difference between Sirach and old
wisdom has generally been thought to lie. In Sirach, the Torah - and
obviously in the form of law established in writing - plays an important role.* In the older didactic collections any hint of this is totally
lacking. Has not a highly significant change taken place here? The
norms of behaviour are now no longer inferred from the advice of
the teachers or from the store of experience of the olders, but from the
Torah. The alliance between nomism and wisdom seems firmly
established.9 But this interpretation is incorrect. It is remarkable how
tenaciously it has held its ground, for a glance at the book could
invalidate it. Where, then, among the vast number of exhortations
and counsels has the legal material penetrated wisdom, at what point
is the Torah to be discerned as a new norm which has penetrated
wisdom?10 And would not a fairly fundamental conflict of norms
have immediately arisen between the absolute, divine Torah and that
process of appraisal and evaluation in which wisdom takes all the
pros and cons into consideration? But such questions are superfluous.
The didactic material presented by Sirach arises solely, as is abundantly clear, from didactic wisdom tradition and not from the Torah.
Specific developments of this tradition still have to be discussed, but
no changes are made in the conventional, carefully weighed assessment of phenomena.
All this should not, of course, be taken to mean that the Torah
plays only a negligible part in Sirach’s thought. It is simply a question
of determining the theological point at which it exercises its specific
function. One is immediately struck by the way in which it always
appears in remarkably formal terms, as an entity sui gene+ as ‘the
Torah’, ‘the commandments’. Nowhere does Sirach deal with it in
any greater detail, but he does consider it necessary to refer to it. He
needs it, in fact, in order to give a more precise definition of and to
clarify the idea of the fear of God. By fear of God, as we have seen,

8 References: 1.26; 6.37; 10.19; 15.1, 15; 19.17,

24; 21.11; 23.27; 24.23;
26.23;28.7;2g.1,11;32.15,17,23f.;34.8;35.1,5;37.12;3g.8;41.8;42.2.
s J. Fichtner, Die altorientalische Weisheit in ihrer israelitisch-jiidischen AusfiZgung,
1933, and many others. On p. 97, Fichtner speaks of ‘nomistic wisdom’.
10 0. Kaiser, ‘Die Begriindung der Sittlichkeit im Buche Jesus Sirach’, Q7X
5591958, P. 58.
20,
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the old teachers understood primarily obedience to the divine will.
This divine will, however, existed for the later period in the form of
God’s Torah. All that differentiates Sirach from the older teachers is
that he reinterpreted the expression ‘fear of God’ for an age to which
the will of God spoke from the written Torah. Basically, however,
his thoughts about the correlation between fear of God and wisdom
are no different from those of teachers in earlier centuries.
If you delight in wisdom, then keep the commandments,
and the Lord will give you it. (1.26)

Reflect on the fear of the Most High,
and consider at all times his commandments,
and he will give understanding to your heart
and will make you wise, as you desire. (6.37)
This, then, is the relationship between wisdom and fear of God
envisaged by Sirach. Certainly, in his didactic zeal, Sirach allows
himself to be carried away to total identifications: Torah is fear of
God, and wisdom is Torah.11 This does not, however, absolve us from
keeping in mind the precise value of the theological position which
Torah has in his book; it defines and interprets the term ‘fear of God’.
By including the Torah, therefore, Sirach has not taken a new and
momentous step; in the language of his time, he preserves a concern
which was from the outset of great importance in the teachings.12
It is certainly not, therefore, the case that the specific functions of
wisdom have been replaced among the teachers by Torah. These
functions are regarded by Sirach, as will be made clear shortly, somewhat differently than by the old teachers. This is not, however, the
fault of the Torah. It can, fairly simply, be expressed thus. It is not
that wisdom is overshadowed by the superior power of the Torah,
but, uice versa, that we see Sirach endeavouring to legitimatize and to
interpret Torah from the realm of understanding characteristic of
wisdom.13 At this point, the magnificent didactic poem of Sir. 2 4
would have a contribution to make. In it there is described how
primeval order, created before all the other works of creation and
filling the whole world, searched for a resting place among men in
Sir. 1.16; 19.20; 21.1 I; 23.27.
12 In any case, the fear of God was not awakened only by Torah. The observation of the great works of creation also leads men to the fear of God; cf. Sir. 43;
J. Haspecker, op. cit., p. 153.
13 In the light of this, the arguments of E. G. Bauckmann, <AW 72, x960,
pp. 338’. are greatly in need of revision.
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order to be able to reveal itself, and that God allotted to it the people
of Israel : ‘Pitch your tent in Jacob and acquire property for yourself
in Israel.’ This is not simply a legitimatization of Torah. The question
is not, ‘Where does Torah come from?‘, but ‘To what extent is Torah
a source of wisdom ?’ The answer is, ‘Because Torah is a self-presentation of primeval order, it is able to help men towards wisdom.’ In the
final section (vv. 25-34), the poem returns once again to the praise of
wisdom and of its fullness.r4 If one approaches this from the direction
of the traditional presentation in the saving history, from the exodus
of Israel from Egypt into the desert, from the divine revelation at
Sinai, one cannot marvel enough at how differently Sirach regards
the prehistory of the Mosaic Torah. It is the primeval order inherent
in the whole world appearing in a new guise. In this provenance lies
its worth. How his tongue is loosened when he allows this primeval
wisdom, transplanted to Israel, to speak!

And I took root among an honoured people,
in the portion of the Lord, in his inheritance.

Like a cedar on Lebanon I grew tall,
like a cypress on Mount Hermon.
Like a terebinth I spread out my branches,
and my branches are full of glory and grace.
Like a vine I caused loveliness to bud,
and my blossoms became glorious and abundant fruit.
come to me, you who desire me,
and yo.u will eat your fill of my produce,
for to think of me is sweeter than honey,
and to possess me is better than honey in the comb.
(Sir. 24.12-13, 16-20)

Notice that it is wisdom who speaks here, not Torah, and this is
where Sirach’s heart beats, Primeval wisdom is here regarded as a
fascinating, aesthetic phenomenon. Where Torah is concerned, Sirach
does not rise to such enthusiastic statements. In another passage he
speaks in somewhat greater detail about the Sinai theophany and the
revelation of the Torah. But that very passage (as well as the corresponding one in the ‘Hymn of the Fathers’, 45.5) shows, or so it
14 The material of the poem betrays an unevenness which may possibly indicate
a complicated process of tradition leading to its formation. In v. 22 wisdom’s firstperson address ends, and the transition in v. 23, ‘all that is (true of) the law which
Moses gave’, is very abrupt. The sentence sounds like the interpretation of a figurative speech. But would vv. 1-22 then have to be understood as an allegory and not
as the description of very real processes ?
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appears to us, how little Sirach is capable of developing the idea of
Torah. If one compares the rhetorical vitality which grips him whenever he can praise wisdom, the effect when he describes the content
of the Torah is poor.
And he said to them, ‘Beware of all unrighteousness,’
and he gave to each of them commandments concerning his
neighbour. (Sir. I 7.14)
No, the Torah is not a subject of particular interest to Sirach. He
knows about it, it has a part to play, but basically for Sirach it is of
relevance only in so far as it is to be understood on the basis of, or as
it is otherwise connected with, the great complex of wisdom teachings.
If we ask about the range of duties is which Sirach is engrossed,
we encounter first of all the problem with which the teachers have
been concerned from the very beginning, namely the control of the
element of contingency, that is, the question of how one is to act in
the face of events which cannot be understood on the basis of any
clearly discernible set of laws, and the still more difficult question of
whether behind these events there is not, nevertheless, at work a
hidden order. Sirach does not allow himself to be outshone by the
old teachers in the sobriety with which he observes realities and
occurrences, even although he is fully aware of their ambiguity, a
factor which militates against every human endeavour to establish a
pattern. On the contrary, one has the impression that in Sirach’s
case the critical sense has become intensified. Certainly the old sentences, too, had much to say about, for example, how difficult it often
is to judge things and that outward appearances are deceptive: someone in distress can laugh (Prov. I 4. I 3) and someone who appears to be
rich can be poor (Prov. I 3.7) ; that silence in itself cannot be clearly
evaluated, for even a fool who keeps silent one might think to be
wise; or else about how silence towards a fool can be right but how it
can also be wrong. 15 This is the kind of thing that Sirach, too, brings
to mind. But it is precisely here that we come upon something new,
for the way in which Sirach often sharply confronts things in all their
ambivalence reveals something of a consciously applied, didactic
method.
Sir. 2g.1-13 deals with borrowing and going surety. The passage
begins with a clear warning not to shirk the duty of helping, but then
goes on to say a great deal about the trouble one has with the debtor.
15 Prov. 7.27f. ; 26.qf.
I
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The case of going surety is clearer still. A kind man will go surety for
his neighbour; but shortly after that, we read that going surety has
ruined many. It is said, further, that the sinner comes to grief when
he goes surety (in so far as he is simply out for gain). All this the pupil
should keep in mind, so that later he will be able to do the right thing.
The situation is exactly the same in the case of people who give
advice (Sir. 37.7-15). In life, one is constantly dealing with such
people. On the one hand, it would be foolish to pay attention to
them; on the other, it would be foolish to ignore them. And then
there is also ‘the advice ofthe heart’ (vv. I 3f.). One must pay particular
attention to one’s conscience, to the heart enlightened by God. Silence
can be very ambiguous. One man is silent because he has nothing to
say, and in this way he can even be thought to be wise, while another
is silent because he is waiting for the right moment to speak (20.5-7).
Completely ambiguous is the vocation of the physician. The passage
begins with the exhortation to remain in touch with the physician
for he, too, has been created by God. And it closes with the statement,
‘Whoever sins before his creator will fall into the hands of the physician’ (38.1-15). In two passages, Sirach expatiates on the phenomenonofshame, which is capable ofcompletely contrary interpretations.
If one lives righteously, then one should not be ashamed, one should
not even be ashamed to confess one’s sins; one should, however, be
ashamed of one’s folly (4.20-26). Not every kind of shame, then, is
‘seemly’ (41,16). One should be ashamed of every kind of evil, but
not of one’s faith, nor of one’s correctness in housekeeping and
domestic affairs (41.14-42.8). ‘Death is bitter to the man who lives
at peace on his property, but is a blessing for the old and those who
suffer pain’ (41.1-2). In other cases, where the judgment of a thing is
unequivocal, such as the case of children or friends, Sirach can
actually even confine himself to dwelling more on those aspects which
are often thought about less. Many a friend turns into an enemy
(6.9). ‘It is better to die childless than to have ungodly children’
(r6.3b).Is
Behind this didactic technique, of which many more examples
could be cited, there lie perceptions of which the older teachers were
not conscious in these terms. Things and events in man’s environ-

ment are by no means neutral in value or meaning. But they do not
make their meaning and value directly discernible to man. On the
contrary, they confuse him, for they glide, so to speak, constantly to
and fro between good and evil, between useful and harmful, between
meaningful and meaningless. This, however, is the task which the
wisdom teacher takes upon himself, namely to realize the specific
value of each of them from case to case, from situation to situation.
In this ambivalence of appearances Sirach sees the greatest problem,
for in any given situation there is always only one that is right.
Koheleth would say that to determine the situation correctly in different cases is toil. In actual fact, in the development of the negative
aspects, Sirach gives expression to perceptions which Koheleth could
have expressed in identical terms. One can think, for example, of his
scepticism about the desire for descendants (16.1-3). He, too, can
give expression to the idea that one man toils without success and
achieves nothing, while another, who has no means and lacks the
proper ability, prospers, simply because the eyes of God have been
upon him for good (I I. I I- I 2). Here Sirach even speaks about God
in connection with an experience which is very difficult to understand.
In another passage he warns men not to judge by mere outward
appearances.
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16 This contrast of completely opposite evaluations of one and the same thing
reminds us very much of the Old Babylonian dialogue between a master and his
servant (ANET, pp. 437-8), ’m which the question about what is the right thing to
do is lost in playful scepticism.
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Do not praise any man for his beauty,
and do not loathe anyone for his appearance.
The bee is small among winged creatures,
but she produces the greatest sweetness.
Do not make fun of what an unfortunate man wears,
and do not despise him who is in mourning,
for the power of the Lord is wonderful,
and his power is hidden from men. (Sir. I I .2-4)
Here, too, Sirach extends the thought impressively into the realm
of the theological. Precisely because things are other than they seem even unpleasant men, grief-stricken men and those who are pursued
by misfortune are honoured - this very fact corresponds to the order
which God has given to his works. ‘His power is hidden from men.’
Here it becomes particularly clear how much Sirach, too, knows
about what weighed so heavily on Koheleth. God’s power is ‘hidden’
in so far as its logic is not evident in events and occurrences. Should
one not think - we shall have to return again later to this important
text - that in the things of everyday life, that is, in water, fire, salt, oil,
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etc., we are dealing with neutral objects? No, says Sirach; even they
are not neutral. For some they turn out to be good, but for others they
become evil (3g.26f.). And this, of course, on the basis of an enigmatical decree of God. Sirach has no doubt as to its wisdom and
goodness.
As clay in the hand of the potter . . .

so men are in the hand of their creator,
to give to them as he desires.
Opposite evil there is the good
and opposite death there is life,
so opposite the good man there is the sinner.

Look on all the works of the Most High;
they are always in pairs, one the opposite of the other.
(Sir. 33.13-15)
That is surely one of the most illuminating texts. Like Koheleth,
Sirach too sees man in the grip of God with no way out, and in
Sirach the idea of predestination also comes into play. There can be
no doubt that in these statements the emphasis lies on the freedom
and validity of the divine decrees. But this does not simplify things
in the sense that, for example, those destined for good by God do
good. If this were the case, Sirach would have no need at all to write
his book. Rather, one could say that it is here that the problem of life
first begins. For the divine decrees, as is expressed here in astonishingly clear terms, are completely opposed to each other. Man, however, has been set right in the middle of this enormous tension, between
the good and the evil, between that which preserves life and that
which destroys it. ‘Fire and water have been placed before you’
(15.16). In this hard-pressed position, Sirach offers man no moral
platitudes (and he has often been accused of doing just that). He
teaches the difficult art of finding the right way of looking at things
in the midst of ambiguous phenomena and occurrences, and of doing
what is right in the sight of God. In order to train his pupils in this,
Sirach makes use of what is so characteristic of him, namely that
ambivalent, didactic method, that remarkable ‘both-and’. In actual
practice, only one of them can ever be right.
It will be readily admitted that Sirach does not take life easily,
that is, the task of hitting the right mark among events in a world in
which God’s power is hidden. But Sirach’s teaching is neither gloomy
nor tormented; it is, rather, underpinned by a great confidence. The
mystery, too, about which he knows much, disposes him to adoration.
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He does not renounce what is for him the urgent task of mastering
life. Sirach’s confidence in wisdom, that is, in the help which a properly based and a properly operated intellect offers to man, is almost
unlimited.
How could man ever find his way in an environment in which,
as we have just seen, all the phenomena are constantly changing
with regard to their value and meaning, if he did not know something
about the ‘time’ to which all this change is subject? Again and again
Sirach speaks of the kairos which man must discover both in the minor
tasks of daily life and in the ultimate questions of the divine decrees
-and which - here he differs sharply from Koheleth - he can discover.17
It is not surprising that in this context much is said about knowing
when to speak and when to keep silent. Many keep silent because they
know that there is a proper time to speak. The fool does not do that
(20.6, 1 gf.) . One can see that wisdom and folly here are not measured
by the content of what is said, but only by whether a man speaks at
the wrong time (22.6) or at the proper time (4.23). Similarly, one
must remember, in the case of both friends and enemies, that time
has a part to play (6.8; 12.16; 19.9). Everywhere it plays its part,
a part of which one should never lose sight ; in borrowing and repaying
(2g.2-5), in drinking wine (31.28), in medicinal therapy (38.13). But,
above all, there are times of need which a man should never face
unprepared.18 Thus Sirach can exhort in a very comprehensive way,
‘My son, observe the right time’ (4.20), for ‘from morning to evening
times change’ (18.26). 19 Once again we see that knowledge as such
is very old and is still the concern of the late periods. But the sphere of
understanding in which the old knowledge is placed has changed
drastically. Thus, Sirach is not content with the simple experience
of the change in times and in the tasks which grow out of these times,
but he places the knowledge, at the same time, in important theological
contexts. It is God who allocates to man ‘his time’. In the political
sphere, too, he appoints rulers ‘for the time’ (10.4). Sirach expands
on this in the greatest detail in an impressive didactic poem.
I6

The deeds of the Lord are all good,
and they suffice in their time for all that is necessary.

17 About sixty times according to the Greek text.

182.2, 11;3.31;5.7; 10.26; x8.24f.;22.23;37.4;40.24;51.10, 12.
10 51.30 is difficult to interpret. According to the Hebrew text it should be
translated: ‘Do your works before the time (M’ ‘El), and then he will give you his
reward in his time.’
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At his word the water stood up like a wall
and his storerooms at the utterance of his mouth.
At once whatever pleases him is accomplished,
and nothing can stop his help.
The action of all flesh is before him,
and nothing is hidden from his eyes.
He sees from the distant past to the distant future,
and nothing is too wonderful in his eyes.
One cannot say, ‘What is this ?‘, ‘Why is that ?‘,
for everything has been chosen for its use.
One cannot say, ‘This is worse than that’,
for everything is marvellous in its time.
His blessing overflows like the Nile,
and like the Euphrates, it waters the earth.
In this way his wrath drove away the nations,
and he made the irrigation water salty.
For the righteous his ways are straight,
just as they are stumbling blocks to the lawless.
For the good, he decreed good from the beginning,
just as he decreed good and evil for the wicked.
The first essentials for man’s needs in life are
water, fire, iron, salt,
wheat flour, milk and honey,
the blood of the grape, oil and clothes.
All this is good to the good,
but to the evil it turns to evil.
There are winds which are intended to punish,
and in their wrath they overturn mountains.
At the time of destruction they pour out their power
and placate the anger of their creator.
Fire, hail, hunger, and plague
they too are made for punishment.
Devouring beasts, scorpions and vipers
and the sword of vengeance to root out the ungodly.
All these are created for their use,
they are stored up and are summoned forth at the proper time.
When he commands them they rejoice,
and when he orders they do not resist this word.
For this reason I have been convinced from the beginning,
I reflected on it and set it down in writing.
The deeds of God are all good,
they suffice in their time for all that is necessary.
One cannot say, ‘This is worse than that,’
for everything is marvellous in its time.
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Rejoice, then, with all your heart
and praise the name of the Holy One.
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(Sir. 39.16-35)

In provocative fashion, the poem opens with the main thesis, and
at the end - apart from a brief doxology - this is solemnly repeated
as if it were a quad erat dmomt~undum (v. 33). The theme that is dealt
with is the power of God, and the thesis presented is that this power
is beneficent in every circumstance. 20 The actual instruction is rather
polemical. The repeated ‘one cannot say’ (vv. 2 I, 34) shows that
Sirach takes, as his starting point, opinions which are different from
his own. In doing so, he attacks the claim of certain who believe they
can judge the divine power differently in different cases, sometimes
as good and sometimes as less good, who believe, therefore, that they
can ask the critical question as to why this or that has happened. One
will not go far wrong if one thinks here of men whose faith has been
shattered and who cast doubt on the goodness and the meaning of
many divine actions. Thus Sirach, too, had to face up to the problem
of theodicy. His attack on such doubt is, however, and this is nothing
new to us, not very solid, in so far as several arguments are merged
with each other. There is, first of all, the well-known reference to the
power and blessing of the divine rule in creation and history (w. I 7b23). Somewhat abruptly, this is followed by the argument that
Yahweh’s ways are right for those who belong to him, that is, that
faith and obedience are the presuppositions for understanding them;
and then there is a reference to a primeval, divine determination for
good and for evil, or at least to a prescience, an idea which appears
occasionally in Sirach.21
But the real argument of this didactic poem has not yet been stated,.
and it is by far the most interesting. ‘All divine rule is good, and rt
suffices for every need in its time. ’ The decisive statement lies,
. of
course, in the final word : ‘in its time’. Sirach has made the old idea
of the ‘proper’ time theologically fruitful, and he has succeeded in
achieving, on that basis, a new way of looking at the divine rule. It
cannot, of course, be understood on the basis of a general system of
value or meaning but can be grasped only in relation to its proper
time and to the need of that time. Then, from man’s point of view, the
divine rule can be evaluated as completely negative, in the same way
20 Presumably Sirach is taking up the ‘very good’ of Gen. 1.3’. Perhaps the
poem is something in the nature of a fanciful interpretation of the Genesis passage.
But by ‘works’ it does not mean the objects of creation, but God’s rule.
21 Sir. 23.20, see below p. 265.
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as fire, hail, plagues, scorpions and snakes. If Yahweh is angry, then
they too have their proper time (v. 30), and his power is good and
right in this form, too. At their proper time, then, these apparently
negative phenomena, too, are ‘marvellous (w. 2 I b, 34). Here, Sirach’s
well-known teaching about the ambivalence of events is expressed
at its most rigorous, but expressed also with a surprising theological
significance. Even the wholly direct intervention of God in the world
of men is regarded by men as marked by that ambivalence. This
attempt to tackle the problem of theodicy is new. Certainly it does not
neglect to offer man’s intellectual need help towards understanding;
but it is released from the unpleasant task, with which Job’s friends
still felt themselves faced, of interpreting God’s power in comprehensive terms on the basis of a definite, fixed norm.
Can something now be said by way of a summary about the intentions which Sirach aimed at in his teaching? Certainly he wishes to
teach wisdom, knowledge, mastery of life, learning, etc. But the
question is precisely on what level he sees all this, and how he interprets, alters or develops the traditional doctrines. This cannot, of
course, be summarized in one sentence. In this respect, Sirach is
wholly within the tradition of the old teachers: his instruction is
human instruction, that is, it does not end up by being a divine command. It does not claim for itself the authority of a direct, divine
address. It is not ‘proclamation’ but discourse between man and man;
it is advice, exhortation and warning about all the questions which
man found as obstacles on his way. In spite of the authority which
Sirach claims for himself, his teaching is always a dialogue, indeed
it is, as we have seen, thoroughly dialectical in so far as it happily
confines itself to pointing to the two or more sides which any one
thing has. The one which is right can be found by the pupil only
‘existentially’, in the situation of decision. But how does Sirach regard
man who is skilled in this kind of dialogue, and how does he, in
Sirach’s opinion, achieve self-realization and arrive at his destiny?
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Listen to me, learn insight from me,
pay attention to my words.
I will let my spirit bubble over in full measure,

and carefully proclaim my knowledge.
When God created his works in the beginning
and, before he created them, gave to each its part,
then he established his works for ever
and their dominion for all generations.
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They neither hunger nor grow weary
and never cease from their work.
None of them pushes the other,
and for all time they never disobey his word.
After this the Lord looked down upon the earth
and filled it with his good things.
With all kinds of living creatures he filled its surface,
and to it they return.
The Lord created man from earth
and lets him return to it again.
He gave them a specific number of days and a time,
and he gave them power over everything on it.
As was fitting, he clothed them with strength
and created them in his image.
He laid the fear of them on all flesh,
so that they might rule over beasts and birds.
He formed tongues, eyes and ears,
and he gave them a mind for thinking.
He filled them with reason and insight
and showed them the good and the evil.
He set his eye in their hearts
to show to them the greatness of his works,
so that they might tell of the greatness of his works,
and praise his holy name.
In addition, he gave them knowledge
and bestowed on them the law of life.
He established an everlasting covenant with them
and told them of his laws. (Sir. 16.24-30; I 7.1-12)

It would be tempting to examine, sentence by sentence, word by

word, how tradition and interpretation are fused in this didactic
poem. Of course Sirach follows the biblical, that is, primarily the
Priestly writer’s account of creation. But there is a vast difference in
the language alone. In contrast to the statuesque immobility of the
statements in Gen. I, there is expressed here at the same time also

an emotional quality, a subjectivity occasioned by the pathos of
wonder. With the representation of the creation of man, there is now
mingled awe at man’s intellectual equipment. He is empowered to
speak, see, hear and, above all, to think and to differentiate between
good and evil (vv.6f.). 22 Sirach is particularly concerned to say some22 The sentence that God has placed his eye in men’s hearts to enable them to
observe his works correctly is very strange. What can have been the Hebrew form
behind the not entirely unambiguous Greek textual transmission? M. Z. Segal,
s5fir Ben-Siru h&dem (Hebr.), 1958, ad lot., follows the Greek text.
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thing about the intellectual relationship between man and God, a
relationship which, again, was not mentioned (at least not explicitly)
in Gen. I. There, of course, the concern was to determine the relationship of domination between man and the world. Sirach, however,
interprets that old text from the point of view of knowledge of God’s
works and of the praise which man owes to God for these,
I

2
3
5
6
7
8
g

God has allotted much toil,
and a heavy yoke lies on the children of men,
from the day when they go forth
from their mother’s womb
until the day when they return
to the mother of all living:
thoughts and inner fears
and worry about the future till the day they die,
from the one who sits high on his throne
to the one who sits in dust and ashes,
jealousy, worry, anxiety, fear of death, quarrelling, strife.
Even when he lies resting on his bed,
sleep at night confuses his mind.
For a brief moment only does he have rest . . .
he is confused by the visions of his mind,
like a man who flees from his enemy.
A n d . . . when he awakes,
he is surprised that there was nothing to fear.
On all flesh, both man and beast,
and upon the ungodly it comes sevenfold,
plague, bloodshed, fever and sword,
devastation and destruction, famine and death . . .
(Sir. 40. I- I I)

The poem begins like one of those laments which deal very generally with the toil and sorrow of human life, something like Job 7.1ff.,
for example (‘Is not hard service man’s lot upon earth?‘), or Job
14.1ff. But where does Sirach consider man’s toil and yoke to lie ?
Not, as earlier generations complained, in illness, poverty and oppression by enemies; it lies, as v. 2 already says, primarily in his mind, in
the intellectual sphere, that is, in his anxieties and emotions. This is
why he is so restless. And when he seeks rest at night - what a wonderful passage - then hallucinations and deceptive dreams confuse him.
He flees even before phantoms. This picture of man, too - once again
a remarkable dialectical contrast with the preceding one - shows
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nevertheless how strongly the specifically mental aspects have come
to the fore.
But these gloomy colours are actually uncharacteristic of Sirach’s
ideas. The central object of his teaching is not man thrown back upon
himself and upon his sorrows; it is much more positive, for it is concerned with man face to face with God, with the possibilities, as well
as with the obligations, encompassed by this relationship with God.
In his ‘Hymn of the Fathers’ he demonstrates this, by means of the

example of the great men of the past, as it were in an educational
picture book (Sir. 44-50). Let us listen to what he says in the instructive prologue which he has prefixed to this historical picture book.
I
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I will praise the pious men,
our fathers in their generations.
The Most High has allotted to them great honour,
and they were great from earliest days,
rulers of the earth in their kingdoms,
men renowned for their power;
they gave counsel by their insight
and observed everything by their prophesying,
governors of the nations by their cleverness,
and rulers by their keenness of mind,
wise thinkers in their learning
and poets as was expected of them.
They composed songs according to the rules,
made known didactic poems in writing . . .
All these were honoured in their generation,
and in their lives their fame endured.
Many of them have left a name behind them,
so that their fame can be declared.
Their memory will remain for ever,
and their righteousness will never be wiped out.
Their bodies were buried in peace,
but their name remains from generation to generation.
Their wisdom is handed down by the congregation,
and the assembly proclaims their praise. (Sir. 44.1-15)

Anyone familiar with the older presentations of history in Israel cannot be sufficiently amazed at the difference in the way in which
Sirach looks back into history. The concern here is not with the
obvious or the hidden examples of God’s guidance, nor with his judgments or his decrees of salvation, nor with the relationship of tension
between promise and fulfilment, but with great men. They, not God
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and his plans for history, are the objects of the presentation, even of
the praise.23 One wanders through history here as through the rooms
of a hall of fame.24 On no account, however, should this be taken to
suggest that in this retrospective look into history a process of secularization has taken place. It has certainly not become God-less. Only
the religious aspects have changed - and that to a considerable extent.
It was indeed God - as v. 2 says - who brought these men to such
great honour. The whole hymn is tuned to the one key : What an
amazing variety God has made out of these men! What a lot they are
able to achieve, as kings and advisers, as wise men or poets! Occasionally the poet is carried away by sheer emphasis to a second person
address of praise. ‘How glorious you were, Elijah! Whoever is like
you, may well boast’ (48.4). Obviously, we are here faced with something new. The man who is empowered by God to political or intellectual achievements becomes an object of admiration, occasionally
also of horror. Man in union with God is an aesthetic phenomenon
by which Sirach is fascinated. Aaron in his priestly garb is admired
as ‘the delight of the eyes, perfect beauty’ (45. I 2). But this is true of
all the other great men in history.25
This, then, is how Sirach regards man, and it is on this basis that
we must also understand the whole of his teaching. In the principal
23 The very old cultic word hillt?l ‘praise’ is used.
24 The hymn in Jud. 16 is entirely in the same key. It celebrates in detail Judith
and her action (vv.6-I I), but it is nevertheless a Yahweh-hymn. Here, if anywhere, the assumption of the influence of ‘Hellenistic’ thought is clear. But what
does that imply ? Obviously that in this intellectual encounter Israel has laid herself
open to a new way of looking at man. The co-ordination of this way with Yahwism
is completed and rounded off in Sirach. It is unlikely that Sir. 24 is to be understood
as a tendentious, i.e. anti-Hellenistic, version of Prov. 8.22ff. (D. Michaelis, ThL<
83,rg58, col. 604), intended to give precedence to Israel’s knowledge of the truth.
The task undertaken by Sir. 24 was, as we have seen, to provide a link between
primeval order and Torah. Nothing more specific can be deduced from the book
about Sirach’s relationship with Hellenism. There is much to be said for thinking
that in his day he was, rather, a ‘conservative’. It appears questionable, however,
whether one can, in contrast to him, consider the author of the Wisdom of Solomon
as a progressive (A. Di Lella, ‘Conservative and Progressive Theology: Sirach and
Wisdom’, CBQ28, r 966, pp. I 3gff.). In Hellenistic Alexandria things were different;
there the author of the Wisdom of Solomon could perhaps be considered conservative (by contrast with Philo, for example).
2s After the programmatically ambitious prologue, the presentation ofindividual
personalities falls off. Sirach scarcely achieves more than the quotation of excerpts
from older literature, excerpts which must now be read in the light of the prologue.
Sirach’s idea of prophets is astonishingly inadequate, for he regards the prophets
almost solely as wonder-workers (cf. 48.1-16, 22-25). From what (Hellenistic?)
literary form can Sirach have borrowed the cry, ‘How glorious you were (he was)’
(Sir. 48.4; 50.5) ?
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task which he has imposed upon himself he is still wholly within the
tradition of the old teachers: he aims at training the young man
(beginning with table manners, 3 I. I 2f.) for life. The ways in which he
teaches pupils to look at life are, as we have seen, astonishingly
flexible. There is nothing here that has been ‘legalized’ on the basis
of Torah. Sirach has not, then, allowed the traditional form of wisdom
perception and wisdom teaching to be replaced or restricted by the
Torah. And yet much has changed. The example at which training is
aimed differs remarkably from the one envisaged by the older teachers.
They, too, knew about God; but they regarded him, rather, as a limit
imposed on human attempts to master life. The training of young men
was - perhaps for that very reason? - much more neutral from a
religious point of view. The example which is the goal for Sirach’s
educational endeavours is that of the pious man. One could almost
reduce his teaching to the single sentence, ‘Remember the Lord our
God all your days’ (Tob. 4.5). In any event it is a very interiorized
educational ideal; in fact, if one remembers the importance which
Sirach attaches to the fear of God and especially to humility, one
could really speak of a tendency to pietism. For his attitude to God
contains a highly emotional element.26
But the scope of Sirach’s perceptions is, nevertheless, of an astonishing breadth. He encompasses much more than only the relationship
between God and the individual. In him expression is given to ultimate
questions and insights: the world as creation, man’s relationship to
the truth (Sir. 24), the ambivalence of phenomena and occurrences
between good and evil. One would dearly love to know the nature of
the store ofperceptions from which Sirach drew his individual instructions. The possibility of his having in front of him a collection of
theological teaching about God, the world and man cannot be ruled
out. Compared with the older teachers, this would, then, certainly be
26 The theme of ‘humility’ appears in Sirach in the most varied contexts, cf.

Sir. 1.27; 3.r7f., 20; 4.8; 7.17; 10.14; 13.20; 18.21; 45.4. The question how wisdom
changed in this way and concentrated on the religious factor could be answered
only after an examination of the intellectual and religious situation in post-exilic
Israel. All that appears certain to us is that this change is not to be attributed to
the direct effect of Torah. The central religious concepts in Sirach (fear of God,
humility) certainly cannot be explained from that direction. Rather, they could
point to specific, religious tendencies in later Israel, whose piety had an effect on
the wisdom teachers. The most obvious example to be discussed here would be the
piety of the so-called ‘anrlwim. On this, cf. most recently, Martin Achard, ‘YahwC et
les ‘anawim’, Thz 2 I, I 965, pp. 34gff. D. Michaelis’ statement : ‘All signs of direct
experience of God are absent (from Sirach)’ (ThL< 83, 1958, col. 606) completely
misunderstands Sirach.
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something quite new. At any rate, Hebrew man, in the widely
ramified teaching of Sirach, has taken his place before God and in the
world in a new and, theologically, very clearly defined way. Surrounded by great mysteries and confronted again and again by insoluble problems, man is nevertheless aware that he is secure in a
beneficent divine order. His faith in the protection and life-promoting
blessing which God bestows upon those who seek him is so great that
not even contradictory experiences can shake him. God tests and tries
men, too, sub speck contraria.27
In this way, then, the instruction of men is undertaken by Sirach
on the basis of different presuppositions. The ancients, too, knew that
the fear of God, knowledge about God, is the beginning of wisdom.
But with them things lay much further apart. The religious components affected the process of perception rather than the content of the
teachings. Sirach’s educational example, however, is the pious man.
This brings the religious components into the centre of the educational
system. The man who strives for piety, the one who fears God, that
is, the one who gives his heart to God, is man as God wishes him to
be.28 To him alone are the sources of wisdom and knowledge open.
It is, then, Sirach’s firm conviction that - to put it briefly - faith is
also a factor in education. The fear of God is able to make something
of a man. It improves a man with regard both to his knowledge of
the world and to his behaviour towards others. It forms him, protects
him and supports him. Put concisely, ‘Whoever seeks God receives
instruction’ (mtisir - paideia, 32.14).
It must, of course, still be said that, from a social point of view,
there is something much more strongly exclusive than was the case
in old Israel about Sirach’s example for man and about his educa-

tional teachings. Sirach very well knows that such a training is not
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27 Sir. 2.1-18; 4.11-18.
2s J. Haspecker, op. cit., pp.2ogff. This turning towards religious factors also
explains the inclusion of detailed prayer models in the instructions (Sir. 23.1-6;
36.1-17; 42.15-43.33; 51.1-12). Particularly interesting also is the section about
cultic duties 34.18-35.20. It is certainly amazing that a wisdom teacher should
utter sentences about sacrifices, fasts, ritual uncleanness, etc. But Sirach is only
interested in the personal and, above all, the moral presuppositions which he
considers to be the necessary preliminary to proper cultic activity. Sacrifices ought
not to be offered if they consist of dishonestly acquired property such as that of the
poor (34.18,2 I ; 35. I 2). One should bring one’s offering in a spirit not of meanness,
but of joy (35.8-10). One can see that Sirach’s approach to cultic institutions is a
very limited one. For him it is the moral or spiritual element which is the allimportant one. ‘Whoever repays faithfulness offers a sacrifice and whoever practices
mercy offers a thank-offering’ (35.1f.). Sirach did not read that in the Torah. He
links up, rather, with the world of ideas found in certain psalms.

available to all walks and stations in life (38.24,34).QQ He is a scholar,
and he forms men to his own pattern. He addresses the intellectuals
among the young men, and in his period that means men who can
handle books and for whom literature is an important constituent
element in life. The impetus of the genuine desire for knowledge, with
all its risks, has certainly slackened off compared with old wisdom.
Its place is taken more and more by a breadth of training and by
literary learning. Is there not sometimes something almost cosmopolitan about this training? To what extent this striving after training
is thoroughly religious Sirach shows in the fine portrait which he paints
of a teacher of such training. The old teachers, of course, could also
handle books. But the literary activity has become more extensive. It
also included study of the Torah and a concern with prophetic writings,
. . . But the man who turns his mind

to the study of the law of the Most High
finds out the wisdom of all the ancients
and is concerned with prophecies.
He pays attention to the statements of famous men,
and he penetrates the mysteries of riddles.
He finds out the secrets of parables,
and he is concerned with the secrets of proverbs.
He serves among great men
and appears among nobles.
He sets his heart to seek his creator,
and he prays to the Most High ;
he opens his mouth in prayer
and makes supplication for his sins.
If God most high is willing,
he is filled with the spirit of understanding;
he pours forth words of wisdom,
and he praises the Lord in prayer;
he directs his counsel and his knowledge aright
and meditates on the mysteries;
he reveals the propriety of his teaching,
and he glories in the law of the Lord.
Many praise his understanding,
and for all time his name will never be blotted out.
The nations tell of his wisdom,
and the congregation proclaims his fame.
29 Differently, however, in Sir. 7.15.
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If he lives he will be blessed above thousands;
if he goes to rest, then his name will be enough for him.
(Sir. 39.1-r I)
We saw at the beginning how Sirach wrote his book in order to
teach wisdom. It would be wrong, then, to try to understand it simply
as a declaration of his faith. Certainly in his day the idea of what
wisdom was had changed, and, accordingly, he had clearly and
definitely taken up a position in which he was personally committed
with regard to questions of faith. But Sirach intends his book to have
a specific purpose, and that surely also means that he did not intend
to present in it everything which came within the sphere of his knowledge. In this respect, statements in Sirach are significant which,
although objects of great theological weight, are touched upon only in
passing and are not intended to be subjects of instruction. This is the
case, for example, with ‘sin’ and mortality, which are traced back to
Eve (25.24), or with the ‘evil urge’ which is inherent in all men
(37.3).30 It is especially true of a few references to eschatological
events which scarcely seem to be in line with the main teachings of
the book, but which leave us in no doubt of the fact that Sirach knew
about these concepts and also shared them.31
Sirach was aware that he stood in a line of succession. ‘As the last’
in a long chain of tradition he had worked hard at his part. Was it
literary delicacy if he regarded himself merely as the one ‘who gleans
after the grape-gatherers’ (Sir. 33.16) ? Or did he sense that the main
work really had been completed before him?
30 On the important doctrine of the ‘evil urge’, see most recently E. Brandenburger, Adam undChristus, 1962, pp. 33f.
31 Sir. 36.8: ‘Hasten the end, be concerned about the time’. In the book of
Tobit, practical wisdom is linked much more organically with the eschatological
outlook. There are some passages in Sirach which have Riven rise to the auestion
whether he is not openly advocating belief in a ‘retribution in the life to come’ and
in a ‘hope for the life to come’ (e.g. 1.13; 2.3; 7.36; 9.1 I; I x.26-28; 16.12; 17.23;
18.24). The study by V. Hamp, ,Zukunft und _j%nseits im Buche Siruch (BBB I, 1950,
pp. 86ff.) has, however, undermined this idea.

XIV
THE DIVINE DETERMINATION
OF TIMES (EXCURSUS)
DERIVE THE DEFINITION of the term ‘determinism’ from
those texts to which we must still briefly direct our attention.
What is meant by it is the idea of a primeval, divine predetermination of specific events and destinies. It differs from belief
in a providence, in a divine guidance of history and fate in being
more theoretically orientated. Both beliefs are convinced that all
events depend on Yahweh; in the one, this dependence is sought in
the presence of the hand of Yahweh, while in the other, the divine
will has been active in history long before the appearance of the
events. The one concept of history will lay more emphasis on the
fluidity of historical events, the other on their unalterable nature. It is
scarcely possible to avoid noting a certain loss with regard to the
divine presence in history in the deterministic concept. Yet the points
of transition are not fixed. Finally, it should be noted that even when
the use of the term ‘determinism’ is justified, it is never a question of a
complex of ideas which have been thought through philosophically
and logically. Thus, for example, the individual’s freedom of decision
in religious and ethical matters is, strangely enough, scarcely affected
by this determinism.
We recall the old and widespread experience of the appropriate
time, as a consequence of which all man’s activities and abstensions
from activity have ‘their proper time’. This idea of appropriate times,
in the way in which it was expressed by the earlier teachers and in
early Israel generally, cannot possibly be described as deterministic.
Like so many of the teachings of old wisdom, it has no theological
importance at all; it was, rather, a ‘secular’ experience of the world,
an experience of which the human art of living took advantage. In
this context there belongs also the famous passage about the time and
the hour which are set for all human projects (Eccles. 3.1-g). In these
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statements, the Preacher recapitulates what earlier teachers had
always known, but he does so only in order immediately to place the
old subject of instruction within the realm of the problematical. That
is, he understands what was said about times and hours in theological
and deterministic’terms and asks what it means for man that his life
is subject to such constantly changing divine decrees. In this respect he believes - one cannot reproach God with anything; he makes all
things ‘good’. But man lacks all the presuppositions necessary for
understanding these decrees and for working out an attitude towards
them, and therefore the fact that his life is determined is ‘trouble’ to
him and is certainly not regarded as a positive offer to man to make
use of a temporary freedom.1
Once again we come face to face with that realization which we
encounter continually in the analysis ofsuch didactic material, namely
that the basic perception - in this case that of appropriate times - is
very old and has been handed down through the ages. In this process
of tradition, however, it often moves to a new sphere of understanding,
it suddenly appears in an altered light and creates new tensions to
which the readers then have to expose themselves. This change in the
sphere of understanding in Ecclesiastes introduces - as far as we can
determine on the basis of the scanty literary deposit from this period an interesting new phase in the long history of this subject of instruction. It is certainly to be brought into relationship with that general
tendency, which we have already encountered, to set the teachings
more decisively on a theological foundation, a tendency which, moreover, can also be paralleled in the texts of later Egyptian wisdom.2
In the course of this ‘theologization’, there arose a new interest in
‘time’ and ‘times’, an interest which, to mention the cases only of
Koheleth and Sirach, is already indicated by a rather sudden increase
in the occurrence of the key-word ‘Zt . . ‘appointed time’.3 In this
respect, Koheleth seems to occupy a specifically transitional position.
At the same time, expression is given to unmistakably deterministic
ideas, a factor which differentiates it to some extent from the older
didactic traditions and connects it with the later ones. Eccles. 6.10 is
quite unambiguous, ‘Whatever happens has long since been determined (actually ‘has long since been called by name’), and it is
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determined what man will be. He cannot dispute with one who is
stronger than he.’ In fact, however, this awareness of the determination of events lies behind very many of the sentences in this book.
Sirach, who is not very far from the Preacher in time, speaks more
clearly of a determination of all destinies which has long since been
completed by God. ‘From the beginning’ he decreed good things for
good people (Sir. 3g.25), but all kinds of bad things - fire, hunger,
plague, wild beasts, snakes, sword - are also created for a specific
purpose; they are ‘stored up and are summoned forth at the proper
time’ (Sir. 39.30). God’s eyes see everything; ‘before it happens everything is known to him, and similarly he sees it before it is finished’
(Sir. 23.20) .4 So, too, the angel Raphael could say to the young Tobias
that the girl Sarah ‘was destined for (him) from eternity’ (literally
‘made ready’, Tob. 6.18). Thus, God sees events twice. In the first
instance he sees them in their primeval, predetermined state and then
once again when they have appeared in history ‘in their time’. The
most important factor, however, is that ‘all the works of God are good
in their time’. (This is almost word for word the same confession as we
found in Koheleth, ‘He has made everything beautiful in its time’,
Eccles. 3. I ~a). One cannot regard one thing as worse than another
‘for everything is marvellous in its time’ (Sir. 39.335). The concern of
these sentences is, in the last resort, not a theoretical or a theological
one, but an explicitly pastoral one. They are addressed to men who
cannot see their way in the chaos of events.5 The teacher admits to
them that it is actually impossible for men to qualifjl events in any
fundamental way as if on an objective scale of values. One can - and
this is a profound piece of wisdom - understand them only Corn the
point of view of the respective times which God has set for them.
But - and the instruction insists on this - the divine decrees are good
and right in their time. How different the questions are here from
what they were in earlier periods! In those days, the teachers were
concerned with teaching men to observe as far as possible the ‘appropriate times’ and to let men’s lives be carried forward by means of
them. Here, however, the teacher faces an attack occasioned by the
appropriate times, and he dispenses consolation. Even although it is
consolation that the teacher intends to dispense, one must also realize
that he sees no reason to examine in detail the problems which he has

1 See above pp. 22gf.
s Cf. S. Morenz, Gott und Mensch im alten A’gypten, I 963, pp. 65,84.
8 The table in 0. Loretz (op. cit., p. 168) counts forty instances of the word ‘&

4 One could also cite at this point Sir. 42.18 : ‘. . . the Lord has all knowledge,
and he sees what is coming in the distant future.’ But the translation is uncerta‘n.
s See above pp. 25ofF.
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in Ecclesiastes, twenty-eight of which, however, occur in the passage Eccles. 3.2-8.
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just banished with his teaching. We are, of course, at once confronted
by the question offreedom of will. Was this not a threat to it ? Strangely
enough, although Israel was so aware of the sovereign actions of God
towards men, she was not in the least disturbed by this question. Nor
did she, even in extreme cases, ever doubt man’s responsibility for his
decisions and his actions. However, on one occasion Sirach does
envisage the possibility that one could draw erroneous conclusions
from this basic, deterministic point of view.
Do not say, ‘My sin comes from God’,

for he does not do what he hates.

Do not say, ‘He has caused my downfall’,

for he has no need of people who break the law.

Yahweh hates evil and abomination
and does not let these happen to those who fear him.
In the beginning God created man
and gave him into the power of his own thinking.
If you wish, you can keep the commandments,
and it is his desire to be faithful.
Fire and water are set before you ;
stretch out your hands for what you want.
Before man are life and death,
he will be given whichever he wishes.
He orders man not to sin.
and he gives no dreams to those who lie. (Sir. 15.1 I-20)6

But we must return once again to the idea of the determination of
everything that happens, for it opened to the teachers essentially
broader horizons than had been expressed hitherto.
7 Why is one day better than the others,
8
g
Io

II
I2

while all the daylight of the year is from the sun ?
They were separated by the wisdom of the Lord,
and he made the times and feasts different.
Some of them he made exalted and holy,
and some he counted as ordinary days.
Men are all made of clay,
and Adam was created from the earth.
In the fullness of wisdom the Lord separated them
and made their destinies different.
Some he blessed and exalted,
and some he made holy and brought near to himself.

6 Even in late texts, man’s freedom of decision is maintained, cf. I Enoch 98.4;
Jubilees 3o.xgff.; II(h) Esd. 8.55f.; Syriac Baruch 85.2.
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Some he cursed and humbled
and hurled from their place.

Like the potter’s clay in his hands,
to form it as he pleases,
so are men in the hands of their creator
to give to them as he decides.
As good is the opposite of wicked,
and life is the opposite of death,
so the sinner is the opposite of the godly.
So look upon all the works of the Most High;
they are in pairs, the one the opposite of the other.
(Sir. 33.7-15)

This text is very skilfully constructed. It begins with trivial daily
experiences, behind which the whole problem is already outlined.
Every day is ushered in by the same sun, but how different they all
are! All men are made from the same earth, but how differently their

lives run! Behind this puzzle, there lies the wisdom of God which
has made the differences and determined the destinies. Here, then,
the thought reaches far in the direction of fundamental questions. In
this broad sphere, the election of Israel, that is, a historical phenomenon of great consequence, actually appears as an act of God’s
determining differentiation (v. I 2). But this special existence of Israel
before Yahweh is here, interestingly enough, not, as one might have
expected, the real point of the discussion; it is, rather, only an example of something quite fundamental, namely of the determination,
the destiny and the behaviour of all men.7 Thus, it is entirely logical
that the thought should go right back to the beginning of humanity,
to Adam. The question about the primeval order automatically leads
to the question about the beginnings. That was the case with the
order which, according to Prov. 8.22, was effective in creation; so it
is here, too, in the question about the order of the proper times. The
conclusion of the discussion is also very significant. One can see that
it is devoid of any theoretical or philosophical interest which might
have gathered together into a single point the confusion caused by all
the possibilities which might occur. The interest is more limited, for
it is not concerned with the many possibilities open to divine predetermination but only with two, namely good or kvil, life or death.8
‘Just as abrupt is I finoch 41.8: God has divided men’s spirits (between light
and darkness).
8 P. Winter, ‘Ben Sira and the Teaching of the “Two Ways” ‘, VT 5, 1955,
PP.3’5ff.
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One can see that behind this discussion by Sirach there lies the question of salvation, and where that question is raised, only these two
possibilities can be discussed.
It should be carefully noted that, in spite of his pastoral and homiletic aims, Sirach applies the doctrine of the divine determination of
times to the whole range of events and, on the other hand, that, in the
question of divine determination, he is concerned, in the last resort,
only with the question of salvation, the question of life or death. For
this is precisely the basis on which later didactic writings, especially
the apocalyptic ones, also take their stand. In what follows, we gather
together a few particularly striking and characteristic passages:
(God) changes times and hours,
deposes kings and enthrones kings.

(Dan.

2.2 I)

created the nations of the world as well as us;
he foresaw both them and us from the beginning to the end
of the world,
nothing, not even the smallest detail, was overlooked by him;
he foresaw everything, predetermined everything.
The Lord foresaw everything that happens in this world,
and this is how it all happens. (Assumption of Moses I 24.)
(God) knows what the world is before it was created
and what will happen from generation to generation.
(Enoch 39. I I)
The Holy and Great One has determined days for all things.
(Enoch 92.2)
Then (Jacob) saw in a night vision how an angel came down from
heaven with seven tablets and gave them to Jacob. Jacob read them
and read everything that was written on them, namely what would
happen to him and his sons for all eternity. (Jubilees 32.2 I)
From the God of knowledge comes everything that is and everything
that happens, and before it came into being, he established its whole
plan. When they achieve their purpose corresponding to the plan of his
majesty, they fulfil their duty, and (there is) nothing to alter.
( I QS III 15f.)
God

One can see how the wise men are able, from time to time, to vary
the theme very impressively and to approach it from different points
of view. The theme itself, however, is everywhere the same. Already
before time began, God’s decisions about life and death, salvation and
judgment have been accomplished, and now the prescribed times
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materialize precisely in accordance with the order which was given
to them. There is something uncanny about this idea, especially when
this order is regarded as something which God has decreed from within himself and to which he must now adhere.9 The times stand, like
realities, face to face with God. ‘He does not disturb them or arouse
them until the prescribed measure has been fulfilled’ (II (4) Esd. 4.37).
But the idea that events and their times are determined from the very
beginning is quite inseparably bound up with the essential nature of
the testamentary literature. How else, in such a distant past, could
a whole chain of consecutive events have been foretold ?lO
The idea of the determination of times is rather surprising, almost
confusing, to anyone even slightly familiar with the ideas about history which were current in early Israel, for even a superficial glance
at the older historical works shows completely different ways of presenting Yahweh’s sovereignty over history, but never a deterministic
one. Whether we read through the Jehovistic patriarchal narratives
or the Succession Narrative or the prophetic proclamation of events
decreed by Yahweh, the idea of a plan of Yahweh’s encompassing a
fairly extensive period of time is frequently discernible, and yet, at
the same time, it is always thought of as divine intervention which
occurs according to the given case and which is completely incalculable. The decision to destroy Ahab is taken initially in the heavenly
council (I Kings 22. Igff.). And similarly, in Isaiah’s call from then
on in the prophets, new decisions of God’s in his guidance of history
are continually being revealed. But even where theological reflection
is concerned with grasping the question of the divine guidance of
history more from the point of view of fundamentals, for example in
the Deuteronomist’s theory of the creative word of Yahweh invading
history from time to time, there is nothing that recalls, even remotely,
the idea of the primeval determination of times by Yahweh.11 There
is nothing here that could have been known earlier on the basis of any
kind of reflection or study. The invasion by the word is, both for the
prophet and for his hearers, an unexpected event, and the fulfilment
9 Thus, e.g., 11(4) Esd. 7.74: God was patient with men ‘but not on your account, but only on account of the times which he has determined’.
10 ‘In the divine economy, the great principle is: everything has its time and
everything has its measure . . . both spatially and temporally; everything has its
day, its fixed hour, its duration, so too have eschatological acts and the eschaton.
This belongs particularly to the stock of apocalvntic ideas’ (P. Volz. Die Eschatoloeie
der jiidische~&meinde im ieutestamentlichen zeitalte;‘, I 934, p. I $8).
’
11 More on this ‘theology of the word’ in G. von Rad. Old Testament Theolotv.
Vol. I, ET 1962, pp355ff.;Vol. II, ET 1965, pp.85ff.
’
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of it in the form of a spectacular occurrence is equally unexpected.
The divine action is always in flux, and the prophet is continually
being faced with new decisions made by Yahweh.
Sometimes I threaten a nation or a kingdom, to uproot it and demolish
it and destroy it; but if the nation which I have threatened turns from
its wickedness, then I shall repent of the evil which I decreed for it.
Sometimes I promise a nation or a kingdom, to build it and to plant it;
but if it does something that displeases me and does not heed my words,
then I repent of the good which I had promised to it. (Jer. 18.7-10)
The gulf between this conception of history and the deterministicapocalyptic one seems unbridgeable. And yet the historical traditions
and, partly, also those of prophecy have joined with the deterministic
conception of history. The first wisdom teacher to refer to traditions
from his nation’s history was Sirach. As we have already seen, he
equated the voice of primeval order with that of Torah which was
present for Israel first of all in the tabernacle and then on Zion (Sir.
24.10) ; he mentions Lot, the defeated Canaanites (16.8f.) and the
making of the covenant on Sinai ( I 7. I 2). Above all, in his ‘Hymn of
the Fathers’, he gives something in the nature of a sketch of Israel’s
history in which he praises the men, from Enoch to Nehemiah, who,
as he says in his preface, were honoured by God as rulers, prophets,
thinkers, teachers or poets (Sir. 44-50). None of these passages refers
to the divine determination of times, a doctrine which Sirach defended so forcefully elsewhere. Obviously the weight of this historical
material was still too great for this concept of history which was so
foreign to it to have been able to penetrate it. Nevertheless, we encounter in Sir. 33.12 the idea that the election of Israel is also to be
attributed to a primeval decision on God’s part. Clearer, in this
respect, are passages in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs
which, in their basic form, are very probably contemporaneous with
Sirach. There, for example, Asher reports that the disobedience of his
descendants was already indicated in the tablets of heaven.12 Judith
gives still clearer expression to this. In her prayer, she says, with
reference, be it noted, to the history of Israel :
For you have done all that happened previously. You designed what
happened earlier and what followed later, what happens now and what
12 Test. of Asher 7; cf. also Test. of Levi 5. On the period to which the ‘Testaments’ are to be assigned, see E. Bickerman, ‘The Date of the Testaments of the
Twelve Patriarchs’, 3BL 69, 1959, pp. 245ff.
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will happen in the future. What you intended happened, and what you
desired appeared and said, ‘Here I am’. For all your ways are prepared
and your judgment has already taken place. (Judith g.5f.)
From this point of view, let us also examine the Book of Jubilees.
The situation here is particularly interesting because in this book the
old tradition is not referred to merely occasionally. The whole book
is a massive reinterpretation of the historical narrative from Gen. I
to Ex. 12 for an age whose religious ideas have radically changed. We
hear already in the preface that God has shown to Moses on Mount
Sinai ‘past and present history’ (I .4). He is to write down all of this
history (I .26) ; it is indeed recorded on heavenly tablets from creation
‘to the day of the new creation’ ( I .2g). Thus we learn, even with
regard to details, that these have happened exactly as has been described in advance on the heavenly tablets, like, for example, the giving of the name Isaac (16.3). Of Isaac’s curse on the Philistines (cf.
Gen. 26.26), it is said that it ‘stands written on the heavenly tablets
that this would happen to him (the Philistine)’ (24.33).
Concerning Jacob, too, one learns that on seven tablets which an
angel from heaven showed to him, he read ‘everything that was written on them, namely what would happen to him and his sons for all
eternity’ (32.21). 1s It is clear that here for the first time, as far as we
can see, the concept of divine determination has taken complete control of all historical traditional material. This concept has not simply
been attached to the historical material only incidentally and superficially, but it dominates it, not least by its doctrine of specific periods,
and has thrust into the background the old idea of history as a sphere
of tension between given promises and their fulfilment.
This great change in the way of looking at history can be discerned
particularly in the apocalyptic historical summaries.14 The form of
‘historical summaries’, that is, fairly short or fairly detailed recapitulations of Yahweh’s dealings with Israel, had a long history in Israel. It
is not, then, surprising that in earlier ages, too, such historical summaries could be drawn up from very different aspects. Ps. 105 narrates the history of Israel from quite different points of view from
those of Ps. 106.
13 Text above, p. 268. Paul, too, speaks of how the fate of Jacob and Esau had
already been decided be&e their birth by a free, divine choice; cf. Rom. g. I I.
14 Especially in I Enoch 85~~0 (Vision of Beasts); I Enoch g8.8-10; I Enoch
9x.12-17 (Apocalypse of Weeks); Assumption of Moses 2-10; 11(4) Esd. 3.4-27;
Apocalypse of Baruch 53-74 (Vision of Clouds).
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But there is a great difference between these older variations and
the apocalyptic historical summaries. The very fact that the historical
summary is now, in the form of a detailed prophecy, built in to the
testamentary address of a man of the past (Enoch, Moses, Ezra,
Baruch) of necessity altered the conception of the sequence of events.
If these could be predicted, even with regard to details, by divine
revelation, if men’s actions could be shown one after the other (I
Enoch go.arb), that means that God knew everything in advance.
This is asserted over and over again. Moses says that God has foreseen
everything in the world and that it happens accordingly (Assumption
of Moses 12.4). Before the historical summary in the Apocalypse of
Abraham, the reader learns that God’s decree is fixed for all the future
which is still unknown to man (Apocalypse of Abraham 26.5). By
looking at the heavenly books, Enoch gained that knowledge about
the future which he expounds in the Apocalypse of Weeks.15
These summaries are in agreement with the earlier ones in that
they present history as guided by Yahweh and wholly determined by
his will. This is, of course, also true of the Apocalypse of Weeks, which
mentions divine intervention only with the beginning of the eschaton
(I Enoch gI.15), for both the division of time into weeks and the
individual events themselves are also no doubt considered to have
been decreed by God. God’s participation in Israel’s history is spoken
of in more detail in the vision of beasts (I Enoch 85-90) where God
brings the sons of Jacob to Egypt, speaks with Moses, inflicts the.
plagues, leads the way to Sinai, etc. Finally, he also summons the
seventy shepherds who will treat Israel cruelly. Obviously nothing
has changed with regard to the old conviction of Yahweh’s complete
sovereignty over history. But how, in particular, does this sovereignty
reveal itself? It reveals itself in the fact that, in accordance with a
plan, God leads history to its end, an end where salvation dawns for
those who were chosen from the beginning. Basically, this history
knows of no manifestations of salvation within history itself. Certainly,
it can describe acts of guidance and of deliverance, as well as acts of
judgment. But these indications of salvation are actually present to
later readers only in the form of a general instruction to the effect
that God guides events. Basically, all these acts of deliverance which
are described are rather episodic and never reach decisive historical
effectiveness. They are incapable of establishing a new relationship
between Israel and God. But this was no longer required by this way
15 I Enoch 93. x f.
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of looking at history, for the real salvation-event has moved out to the
fringes of history, to the primeval election and determination and to
the dawning of salvation at the end. 16 This divine activity, too, needs
to be revealed to men. But this act of revelation is a non-recurring
one; it lies at the beginning and concerns the whole of history right
through to its eschatological conclusion.17 This eschatological salvation-event is not prepared by God by means of detailed events within
history (such as the role of Cyrus in Deutero-Isaiah), nor does God
take up earlier, historical salvation-decrees (even if this is untypical).
Rather, the end erupts abruptly into a world of history which is
growing darker and darker, and the benefits of salvation which have
long been pre-existent in the heavenly world - ‘until time comes to an
end’ - (Son of Man, the New Jerusalem) make their appearance. If
one compares this conception of history with those produced by Israel
in earlier periods, then one will have to speak of a characteristic
theological or, to be more precise, soteriological depletion of history.
There is surely logical consistency in the fact that Ezra, in his lament
with its historical summary, comes to the conclusion that the whole of
God’s history with his people - and this less as Israel’s fault than
God’s - never reached a goal. It was a plan that had gone wrong.18
If there is anything at all to hope for, then salvation must make its
appearance as something completely new, but the recipient of the
salvation - and this, too, is significant - is no longer an Israel renewed,
no matter in what form, but only a group selected from Israel, such as
the Hasidim, even simply the individual who is being addressed with
words of consolation. In the course of an ever-increasing individual-

ism with regard to salvation, even the concept ‘Israel’ begins to
disintegrate.19
While this soteriological depletion of history was a consequence of
a completely altered doctrine of salvation, in contrast to this, something new appears in the historical summaries, indeed it actually
appears in place of the soteriological decrees, namely the division of
16 D. Rossler, Gesetz und Geschichte. Untersuthungen zur Theologie &r jiidischen
Apokalyptik und derpharisciischen Orthodoxie ,1g6o, pp. 63ff.
17 Dan. 7.13; I Enoch go.2gff.; 11(4) Esd. 8.52; 10.54; x3.36; x4.9; Apocalypse
of Baruch 59.4-1 I. The New Jerusalem, prepared from the beginning of rime, had
already been shown to Adam; Apocalypse of Baruch 4.3.
la 11(4) Esd. 3.4-27; cf. G. Reese, Die Geschichte Israels in &r Au&sung &s
fiiihen Jmfentums (Typewritten dissertation submitted to the Theological Faculty of
the University of Heidelberg, rg67), p. I 3 I.
19 G. Reese, op. cit., pp. 86, 149.
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history into numbered periods. In every instance, this division into
periods has been imposed on the traditional historical material only
secondarily. Sometimes it corresponds to the material to some extent
(Apocalypse of Weeks), at other times it is forced, because the old
material is not capable of such a division (Vision of Clouds).
The decisive question which we had to ask of the older conception
of history in Israel, namely to what extent it was still able to make
God’s dealings with Israel topical, can no longer be asked in this way
of the apocalyptic historical sketches. What measure of relevance
does the past have here ? It certainly requires no lengthy discussion to
realize that the historical presentation of the narratives of the patriarchs or of Moses in the Deuteronomistic History, and even in the
Chronistic History, had a quite different degree of topicality for its
period than one can attribute to the summaries in the apocalyptic
books. Even the Chronicler - even if he must stretch himself a little
for this purpose - is still able to understand his levitical existence entirely on the basis of the salvation-decree which was revealed in
David, and he is, without any hesitation, ready to legitimatize it on
that basis. But this interest in history, that is, this endeavour to
understand oneself and one’s whole existence on the basis of Yahweh’s
great decrees immanent in history, in a word, this outstanding actuality of what is past, is quite foreign to our summaries, and at the
same time - this could scarcely have been avoided - much of the
contemporary significance of God’s dealings with Israel has been lost.
In spite of this, past history is of great importance for the apocalyptists, too. One can recognize God’s total sovereignty over history by
its precise determination, and its division into periods helps the
observer to recognize his own place in history, namely at the end of
the world’s first age and immediately before the dawn of the new. It
has been rightly said that the exact function of these historical apocalypses is to act as a proof. The end is near, and God has things firmly
in hand. With this realization they dispense consolation. In the
historical sketches in the book of Daniel, this change in the way of
looking at history is already in all essentials complete. The recipient
of this historical interpretation does not himself appear in the book;
we can only deduce the kind of person he is. But there can be no
doubt about the fact that from this view of history, consolation and
the exhortation to persevere were supposed to emerge.
There is preserved, however, in the so-called Fourth Book of
Esdras, an apocalypse which speaks to the period after the great
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Jerusalem catastrophe of about AD 70.20 Here the partner who is
attacked takes his full part in the discussion in that, in the great
dialogue with the angel, he stubbornly asks the question of theodicy.
Both from the point of view of the complex of questions raised and
from the point of view of the answers given to them, the book is, like
scarcely any other, a document of the most strenuous theological
endeavour. The great force with which the theodicy question is posed
here anew, but also the dialogue form in which the whole book is
clothed, reminds us inevitably of the book of Job. Of course, Ezra’s
questions are quite different. Unlike Job, he cannot appeal to the
integrity of his relationship with God. Quite the contrary. Ezra is
aware that since Adam mankind is under sentence of death and is
subject to an urge to do evil (both ideas are to be found already in
Sir. 25.24). What is one to make of the plans which God seems to have
had for Israel, if he has indicated no way of achieving the proffered
salvation? He has not taken the evil urge from them (11(4) Esd. 3.20).
‘Of what use is it to us that we are promised eternity if we have done
works of death? ‘(11(4) Esd. 7.119). This divine undertaking had to
come to grief, and for this reason Ezra is incapable of understanding
the terrible judgment which has now come upon the Jews. The
Babylonians - by these he means the Romans - are no better, and
they are not under judgment (11(4) Esd. 3.28, 31). The intensity of
Ezra’s despair, but also its intellectual consistency, makes it difficult
for the interpreting angel to reply. The answer does not come to the
one who doubts in a few, brief sentences. It is not final, because it is
always recommencing its instruction, at a different point and also in
the way in which it argues, it is fairly free. But all in all, in the replies
of the interpreting angel, a reasonably self-contained point of view is
contrasted with that of Ezra. With regard to history - and it alone is
of interest to us here - he is unable to give Ezra much consolation. He
does not contradict him; it is a history of disaster (11(4) Esd. 4.27).
For Israel, at any rate, it provides the opportunity of a trial and then
of receiving-the promised benefits of salvation in the coming age. The
20 On this most recently, W. Harnisch, Verhiingnis und Verheissung der Geschichte.
Untersuchungen zum <eit- und Geschichtsverskkdnis im 4. Buch Esra und in der Syr.
Barucha@ka@se, 1969. The second main section of the book is important for our
question : ‘Die Lehre van der Nezrssitat des geschichtlichen Ablaufs (Der apokalyptische Determinismus)‘, pp. 248ff. “I’he historical apocalypses in 11(4) Esdras and
the Apocalypse of Baruch function only as proofs. By means of them, the proof that
history is now complete is meant to be provided and the idea of the nearness of the
end stimulated’ (op. cit., p. 265).
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promise of life for Israel - Ezra realized - has not lapsed. God did not
create only one age for the world, but two (11(4) Esd. 7.50). That is
the angel’s great word of consolation. The man who sets his sights on
this age can find additional consolation in the fact that in this present
age all events, in sequence, are exactly predetermined by God.
Nothing will happen that God has not long since envisaged.

believe they live) to its final one. In a situation in which one was
aware of standing so close to the liquidation of all previous history,
how could there still have been any interest in introducing historical
material into the present for purposes of self-legitimation? This can
be reduced to a simple formula: There has emerged a way of looking
at history which does not include any praise for God’s historical
indications of salvation. Praise emerges only in anticipation of the
apocalyptic end. 21 The taste for giving contemporary significance to
divine actions in the past is on the wane. History has become material
which one knows and which one must use for instruction; above all,
however, for the correct evaluation of the moment in which one lives.
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He spoke to me, ‘At the beginning of the world,
before heaven’s gates were set up,
I determined it,
and thus it was created by me and no other;
so, too, the end is created by me and no other.’ (II (4) Esd. 6.1-6)
(God) rules the hours and what happens in the hours.
(H(4) Esd. 13.58)
It is unnecessary to point once again to the complete change in
point of view by contrast with the older understanding in terms of
‘salvation history’. The election of Abraham is certainly mentioned
(11(4) Esd. 3.13f.; 5.23ff.). ori another occasion, election is mentioned, but in connection with the creation of Adam (II(e) Esd. 6.54).
On one occasion a divine promise of protection is mentioned (11(4)
Esd. 3. r5f.), so too, briefly, the building of the city of Jerusalem by
David (H(4) Esd. 3.23). The apocalyptist attributes much greater
significance to the revelation of the law to Moses, and this is because of
the promise.attached to it. But in view of the fact that the benefits of
salvation are realized only in the age to come, all these historical facts
appear, theologically, in a completely altered light. Thus, for example,
the election of Abraham happened for the sole purpose of revealing
to him the secrets of the final age (11(4) Esd. 3.23f.). We are, as we
have said, unable to point out the inner compulsions which led to
this complete change in the way of looking at history. Is it, perhaps,
already contained in embryo in the basic ideas of Ecclesiastes, namely
in his refusal to recognize in events orders immanent in history? And
has not Sirach, too, in his ‘Hymn of the Fathers’, already basically
left behind the old way of regarding history as a ‘history of salvation’?
The most interesting point is, however, that the really old idea of the
determination of times has, in the late period, become strongly
theologized and been made a constituent element of a new way of
looking at history.
The conviction must be affirmed that God has the power to transpose history from its second-last hour (in which the apocalyptists

This brief investigation which we have carried out into the apocalyptic literature was concerned only with the idea of the determination
of times. It was, of course, immediately apparent that we were dealing
with an idea which was absolutely constitutive for all apocalyptic
thinking. It is another question, however, whether we must describe
it as specifically apocalyptic. That all that happens is predetermined,
that God knows beforehand about all that is created, that he has
determined days for all things, that he has chosen times, that he does
not disturb them, that he does not anticipate them - could all this,
at least as far as the basic conviction is concerned, not also have been
said by Sirach, indeed perhaps even by Joseph with his double sevenyears scheme ? That the times are unalterably determined and that
God’s eye sees everything before it happens, we have already read, at
all events, in Sirach (Sir. 23.20) and, similarly, in the book of Judith
(Judith 9.5). It must be admitted that the idea has developed more
strongly in respect of details and that, thereby, its fundamental
significance for historical thinking has become essentially clearer. But
this was surely more a question of advancing, theological penetration
than a real didactic difference. One must also ask whether, within the
framework of his teachings, Sirach ever had the occasion to spread
himself more extensively on this subject.
This does, not of course, mean that we are trying to understand
Sirach as an apocalyptist; but, rather, the apocalyptist as a wise man.
When Sirach says that God ‘declares what is past and what is still to
come and reveals the depths of hidden things’ (Sir. 42.rg), this is an
exact definition of the area within which apocalyptic will then
21 I Enoch 90.40; Syriac Baruch 75; Dan. 7.14.
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develop further. The attempt, convincingly to derive the essential
characteristics of apocalyptic from another tradition (such as the
prophetic) has not hitherto been successful. If one considers the extension of the range of vision to include universal history to be one of
its essential characteristics, that is, that interest in the succession of
world powers and its causes, then for this subject, too, we find in
Sirach an idea which, especially in the reference to hubris, already
anticipates much that is in the great apocalyptic sketches (Dan. 2; 7;
II(q) Esd. I rfl).
Rule over the world lies in the hands of God,
and he sets over it the right man for the time.
Power passes from one nation to another,
because of arrogant acts ofviolence. (Sir. 10.4,8)22
Of absolutely central significance for apocalyptic is the looking to
an end to the present course of events, to a judgment and the dawning
of a time ofsalvation, that is, its thoroughgoing eschatological orientation. One can, of course, scarcely describe as eschatological the idea
that events which are predetermined happen in due course, nor the
prediction of specific times, nor the division of history into periods. It
is, rather, the expectation of a great culmination of history which is
already fixed in the divine scheme of determination and in which, as
we have seen, the salvation event is realized. But even this idea is not
so entirely new that it could be described as the specifically apocalyptic factor.23 Already Sirach prayed in a lament,
22 The idea of the divine translatio imperii has an interesting prehistory in the Old
Testament. K. Baltzer has pointed out the profound change which occurred in the
messianic idea with the end of the state of Judah (‘Das Endc des Staates Juda und
die Messias-Frage’, in Studien zur Theologie der alttestamentiichen uberlieferungen, I g6 I,
pp. 33ff.). Alrea y
dm
. Jeremiah,
’ and then m Deutero-Isaiah and in the Chronistic
History,this new conception came to the fore: Yahweh gave Nebuchadnezzar world
dominion (Jer. 27.5ff.) ; he awakened the spirit of Cyrus (II Chron. 36.22), he even
authorized Cyrus, as his anointed, to be a world ruler (Isa. 45.rff.). Here, then, the
idea suddenly appears for the first time that Yahweh gives universal power to a
great monarch for a time. Whether this idea ‘arose’ at this period is debatable.
There was originally no connection between the idea of a succession of world empires and the doctrine of world ages (Hesiod). The combination of the two in
Dan. 2 and 7 is a traditio-historical problem on its own.
2s Against P. Vielhauer, in E. Hennecke, W. Schneemelcher, R. McL. Wilson,
New Testament Afiocrypha, Vol. II, ET 1965, pp.5g7f. Vielhauer considers the
eschatological element to be the fundamental one in apocalyptic, with the wisdom
elements as an outer layer. This impression may indeed be given by individual
apocalypses; from a traditio-historical point of view, the situat;on is very probably
the opposite: the wisdom element is the fundamental one.
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Rouse your anger, pour out your wrath,
overthrow the adversary, destroy the enemy,
hasten the end, establish the time. (Sir. 36.7K)
The absolute usage of the term ‘end’ (@) permits of no other conclusion than that Sirach already knew of and shared in the expectation of a culmination of history. Similarly, Tobit, too, looking into
the future, speaks of the temple being rebuilt ‘until the times of the
future are completed’ (Tob. 14.5). 24 One cannot, of course, compare
Sirach with the great apocalypses, for the reason that we are dealing
there with works of quite varied literary purpose. Quite different
branches of knowledge are unfolded in them from those in Sirach.
One must certainly also take into consideration an intellectual
development in the time between Sirach and the apocalypses, perhaps specifically in the domain of eschatological ideas. Here we encounter the literary form of the testamentary address in which
perceptions which were originally secrets are made public. Here is the
idea of world ages and of a final judgment which concludes the world
ages with an event which is not warlike but solemnly forensic. Here are
broadly developed cosmological ideas, both angelological and demonological, in which it is, in part, quite evident that extensive material
from Irano-Chaldaean syncretism found expression also in late Jewish
writings.25 It remains only to ask whether all this would not, after all,
best be understood as a relatively organic process, that is, as the
branching out of wisdom in the direction of widely varied intellectual
spheres.26 It would not have been the first time that Israelite wisdom
had laid itself open to foreign intellectual material. Nor do we know
the period when this Irano-Chaldaean material was taken over.
Sirach, too, already knew a considerable amount about Enoch, whose
role has obviously been confused with that of legendary wise men of
24 The sentence in Tob. 14.5 runs as follows : LJS &J~OJ~GJW tcarpoi TOO a&os (BA)
On this, cf. B. Reicke, RGG3, Vol.
III, S.V. ‘Iranische Religion, Judentum und Urchristentum’, col. 88 I ff.
25 On this, cf. the detailed discussion in Bousset-Gressmann, Die Religion des
Judentums im sptithellenistischen zeitalter, I 926, pp. 46gff.
2s The role played by the idea of divine determination in the religious thinking
of the ancient Egyptians - especially that of their teachers - has been indicated by
S. Morenz, Untersuchungen zur RolLe des Schicksals in der &yptischen Religion (Abh. d.
Sachsischen Akad. d. Wissensch. zu Leipzig, Phil. Hist. Kl. Bd. 52, Heft I , 1960).
From ancient Ugarit, too, a wisdom text has emerged, the refrain of which is: ‘By
Ea the (primeval) plans are drawn. According to divine pleasure the fates are
shared out.’ Nougayrol, op. cit., pp. 294f. See above p. IO, note 8.
&JS 706 xpdvo~ 06 dv nh~pwt?jj d KpdVOS t& Katpdv (S).
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the past, as someone who had knowledge of all earthly and heavenly
secrets. He calls him ‘a marvel of knowledge for all generations’ (Sir.
4.16). ‘For all generations’ means, however, that his knowledge had
topical significance far beyond his own lifetime. Is it then no more
than probable that this thematically wide-ranging material was taken
over only in-an age in which it had already appeared in literary form
in great encyclopaedic works ?
It would, of course, be important to know whether in Israel, too,
the foretelling of coming events, particularly through the medium of
dreams and through the interpretation of dreams, belonged to the
sphere of activity of the wise men. Unfortunately their literary legacy
offers no proper clues. But did collections of rules for individual lives
afford either room or occasion for such activity? The Joseph story,
which was put together in wisdom circles, celebrates Joseph as the
authorized interpreter of dreams and of coming events, and Daniel,
too, walks in his footsteps. That, to a great extent, we are dealing
with uaticinia Post eventum need not disturb us, for uaticinia post euentum
are nevertheless only imitations, in fixed literary form, of real predictions. On this subject a whole group of ancient Egyptian texts, namely
the so-called Prophecies, could acquire a new significance for us. Till
now, they have been compared, one-sidedly, only with the predictions of the Old Testament prophets, with predominantly negative
results.27 Their authors, however, are wise men, that is, in each case a
teacher ‘who predicts before it has happened, who sees before it has
occurred’. This form of prediction - also of a political type - belonged,
in Egypt, to the sphere of activity of the wise men. Interestingly
enough, in the famous practical wisdom of Merikare a passage of a
quite different type has been inserted, in which there is the statement,
‘Troops will harass troops as the ancestors have predicted’.28 Here, as
has been rightly said, we are dealing not with a particular charisma
which is capable of unveiling a future which is otherwise concealed,
but with ‘the conviction that the world progresses in accordance with
recognizable rules’, ‘ that account is taken of a plan in history, a plan
which has long since been determined and which can be discovered’.29

In this connection, one cannot but think of apocalyptic. On the other
hand, the difference between the wisdom element in individual rules
for life and that involved in looking to the future does not now appear
to be so great, for both of them are concerned to read events and both
are searching for rules. Perhaps behind the apocalyptic predictions of
warlike devastation and the like, for which there are parallels also in
the much older Egyptian texts, there lies essentially older, traditional
material. If one thinks it probable that prediction of the future, at
least occasionally such as in times of distress, also belonged to the
sphere of activity of the wise men in Israel, that is, that there were
also those ‘who knew the times’ (Esth. 1.13), then one must accept
the fact that the fruits of this activity, for whatever reason, were not
collected together. Only the rules of life which were meant for the
individual have held the field. Nevertheless, the traditions behind the
picture of the four kingdoms in Dan. 2, which are certainly preMaccabean and pre-apocalyptic, give us a clue as to the kind of
interpretations of the future with which the wise men dealt. Not until
apocalyptic did this probably basically old function of the office find
literary expression, and this has survived in the form of didactic
material.30 We will be unable to have a clearer picture until a careful
comparison between the ex eve&u predictions of apocalyptic literature
and the widely varied form of ‘political’ predictions which are found
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27 S. Hermann, ‘Prophetie in Israel and Agypten: Recht und Grenze eines
Vergleichs’, SVT IX, 1962, pp. 47ff.
ss Me&are 68-69.
20 On this range of questions, see H. Brunner, ‘Die “Weisen”, ihre “Lehren”
und “Prophezeiungen” in altlgyptischer Sicht’, ,@!Z 93, I 966, pp. 2gff. The suggestions and quotations here are taken from him: ‘I examined and foretold what
would happen. I understood when I looked to the future, for I had examined yester-
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day and had thought of tomorrow and knew how to deal with what would happen.’
A tutor to princes describes himself as one ‘who foretells before it has happened,
who sees before it has occurred’.
30 The dream in the Apocalypse of Clouds in Syriac Baruch 53 is, as far as its
imagery is concerned, comparatively simple. Baruch sees a cloud rise out of the
sea, full of white water and black water; on its upper edge he sees something like a
flash of lightning. This cloud sweeps over the earth and lets the black and the white
water rain down upon it. Finally, it hurls the lightning flash on to the earth, and it
shines over the whole world. From this dream picture, the description of which
occupies I I verses, an interpretation is woven which includes the whole of history
from Adam to the coming of the Messiah (chs.5674 = 134 verses). Does this lack
of a quantitative relationship between dream and interpretation not show us what
we have already learned from the dreams in Daniel, namely that we have to
separate dream from interpretation ? The dream picture is not, as far as its plot is
concerned, derived from political history, but surely arises from older, traditional
material, individual elements of which had@rst to be expanded and particularized
before it could be applied to later history. I find such a particularization of the
picture in, e.g., the suggestion that the change between white water and black
water lasted for twelve periods, for this element provides the scaffolding for the
whole interpretation.
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in late Egyptian, Greek and Roman literatures has been made.31
The idea of the determination of times is, then, pre-apocalyptic.32
Unfortunately we can say nothing about the particular causes which
led to such a far-reaching change in historical thinking. In this case
one finds that the great literary hiatus between 400 and 200 BC is
particularly distressing (we cannot name with certainty any literary
work which emerged in those centuries).
In so-called apocalyptic, the idea of the determination of times
becomes strongly theological and develops in various new ways. Here,
however, it appears also in close connection with a strongly eschatological type of historical thinking which, as we have seen, was originally not at all constitutive of it. Another new element is its connection
with the much discussed doctrine of the two ages of the world. Probably under the influence, in the last resort, of Iranian ideas, two world
ages were distinguished, one which is approaching its end and one ‘to
come’ in which the hitherto concealed rule of God would appear with
all its salvation benefits. This, however, completed the break with the
whole earlier way of looking at history in Israel, for while, for the
older way of looking at history, the salvation bestowed on man by
God lay in the past and was determinative for the present, now it was
expected in the future; to be precise, at the dawning of the new age.
In the course of this completely altered idea *of divine salvation, the
interpretation of history was, so to speak, subjected to a revolution
of a hundred and eighty degrees, for now it was interpreted not from
the past but from the eschaton.
By way of a footnote, let us add a brief word about a quite different
way in which wisdom circles presented history, namely about the
course of history as sketched in the Wisdom of Solomon from the first
man to the miracle at the Red Sea (Wisd. 10-19). This way of looking
at history lacks the eschatological aspect and the division into periods
31 On these political, ex eventu prophecies, see M. Hengel, Judentum und Hellenismus, I 969, pp. 330ff.
3s There is an explicitly deterministic statement in Ps. x39.16. Hab. 2.3 and
Ezek. 2.9 also belong, from a terminological point of view, to a deterministic range
of ideas, cf. P. v. d. Osten-Sacken, Die Apokalyfltik in ihrem Verhiiltnis zu Prophetic und
Weisheit, 1969, pp. 48ff. But were they actually understood in this way? In spite of
his ‘heavenly book’, Ezekiel’s preaching is extremely indeterministic. Such reminiscences say no more than that deterministic ideas, probably more than we think,
were current in Israel too. On the other hand, there is the fact that the proclamation
of the prophets had no bearing on this range of ideas. In this respect, a slight change
may have taken place in the post-exilic prophets.
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and, if seen as a whole, the idea of allotted times.33 Above all, one
cannot in this case speak of the disappearance of a sense of the contemporary significance of history. Quite the contrary. Everything that
has happened, even with respect to the details, is available for interpretation, everything had a meaning which can be deduced from
the events themselves. This has happened for instruction, that as a
warning, a third event as consolation or as judgment. Every individual
event readily provides, even for the latest generations, a clearly delineated teaching. The motives of divine action are clear for all to see;
history has become, rationally and morally, completely transparent.
Thus, the author also succeeds in making it contemporary with a
forcefulness which had not hitherto been granted to Israel. Spanning
a millenium, history speaks with amazing directness. If one considers
how difficult it was for the Yahwist and even still for the Deuteronomist to grasp a divine significance on the basis of the great bulk
of traditional material which was available to them, if one considers
above all that these two did not do what the author of the Wisdom
of Solomon continually does, namely that they did not interpret the
individual narratives feature by feature but left them with all those
difficulties which they contain and which can never be rationally
solved, then one can see how far-reaching in this case, too, the change
is which has taken place in the way of looking at history. In the way
in which it uses old historical traditions, the Wisdom of Solomon is
very close to apocalyptic. In both, history has become teaching
material from which one can derive, with comparative ease, knowledge for the present. The question is, however, then justified whether
what we have in the Wisdom of Solomon is history made contemporary or simply teachings which can be detached from history. The
knowledge of man and of the human psyche which finds expression
in this presentation of history is, of course, very subtle, astonishingly
so. Especially in the descriptions of how men are ensnared by blindness, anxiety and other dark things, the author ventures into regions
which were not accessible in this way before to Israel’s psychological
knowledge.34
33 On one occasion - thinking about the punishment of the Egyptians - the

author admits, ‘You have arranged everything by measure, number and weight’
(Wisd. I I .20). This shows once again how familiar this idea was to the thinking of
the age. One cannot, however, say that the author’s whole presentation of history
was coloured by it. It is, rather, an incidental argument.
34 A passage from Wisd. I 7 is translated above on pp. I 32f.
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A

able to say something by way of summary withoul
prejudice to the variety of the material dealt with or to thf
variety of the questions it has raised ?
In the first place we must justify the special position accorded tc
the wisdom texts from which our investigations, apparently uncritic
ally, took their point of departure. They were confined to the groul
of explicitly didactic writings which are usually described as wisdon
writings. It is not our purpose to ask whether the circle of wisdon
writings should be enlarged, that is whether the term ‘wisdom’ itsel:
should be widened in one direction or another. If the question were
actually to confront us seriously in a new form, then in our opinior
it can certainly be properly answered only once we have understood
still better the way of thinking, the specific questions and the percep.
tions of a wisdom which appears in an explicitly didactic guise. Un.
fortunately there is much to suggest that the ‘wisdom books’ whir2
have found their way into the Old Testament are to be regarded a:
only a perhaps small selection from Israel’s didactic productions
Ecclesiastes says of himself that he intended ‘to search out all thal
happens under heaven’ (Eccles. I . I 3). He has presented us with only
a fragment of these studies. And this will be true of many wisdom
teachers. One can therefore assume that only a specific selection oj
didactic books, especially those which appealed to a fairly general
circle of readers, that is, particularly the so-called ‘practical wisdom’,
have survived over the centuries. To what sources will the poet oj
the divine speech in Job 38f. have gone in order to be able to display
such a varied ‘nature wisdom’ ? He must have had at his disposal a
wealth of literary material. Job and Sirach certainly used onomastica.
None have survived. But did not specific rules for the interpretation
of the future, that is the science of omens, not also belong to the province of the wise men? Apocalyptic, wisdom’s immediate successor,
RE WE NOW
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certainly did not produce such and similar material out of the blue.
In the Wisdom of Solomon, at one point, the fictitious Solomon
writes about the significance of wisdom for men. The sentences are
interesting because they have precisely the character of a definition
which paraphrases the subject.
Self-control and understanding she teaches,
justice and courage,
and there is nothing more useful in life for men than these.
But if anyone asks for wide knowledge,
she knows the things of old and infers the things to come;
she understands the forms of proverbs and the solution of riddles,
signs and wonders she knows in advance and the outcome of times and
seasons. (Wisd. 8.7b, 8)
In the first half of the text one can easily recognize, behind the
Hellenizing diction, the interests of old practical wisdom, the training
in composure, understanding, justice, etc. Then, however, there are
mentioned areas of knowledge, the science of omens, interpretation of
the future, which accrued secondarily to the teachers only in the latest
period.1
On the one hand, therefore, we are forced to consider the range of
sciences pursued in Israel as considerably larger; on the other, however, for lack of extant literary material, we are not in a position to
define that range any more closely. That philology, which had been
studied in Babylon from ancient times, was cultivated in Israel too, is
unlikely; it is, to say the least, uncertain whether the mention of a few
constellations allows us to deduce a serious concern with astronomy.
An interest in zoology is suggested by some lists of animals and by the
precise description of exotic animals. The tables of nations (Gen. IO)
are to be attributed to the area of political geography. Here Israel can
actually produce an astonishing achievement. The genealogical enumeration of all the nations in the form in which they appear in
history is unique, not only in the ancient Near East. The fact that
the table of nations exists in an early (Yahwistic) and a late (Priestly)
form, permits us to assume a whole tradition of scientific work of
which only the results have come down to us. But, of course, we do
not know whether this work was in the hands of the wise men. But
one could seriously ask whether the ‘science of history’ which, as is
1 One would also have to bear in mind the ‘catalogue’ of fields of knowledge
which is found in Wisd. 7. I 8-20 and which has been briefly discussed above pp. I 6,
1’9.
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well known, was pursued in Israel on a very broad basis, is not to be
included in this catalogue. But however ready we are to correct the
faded term ‘wisdom’, a term which has become no more than a
formal label, at this point there arise considerations to which we must
first turn.
I
Like all nations, Israel was on the search for the ‘rational rule’.2
‘Rule’ means something permanently valid, something by which one
can reckon, on which one can rely. ‘Rational’ means that this rule is
supported by general evidence which can be controlled and confirmed by the mind. That this validity and this evidence are not
absolute, excluding any discussion from the outset, that conflicting
opinions are also possible, that, therefore, if need be the rule must be
modified or, in the last resort, even replaced by a better one - all this
is of the essence of the subject. Here, then, we find ourselves faced
with a first, though still very general definition of the natyre of wisdom. Of all the texts with which we have been concerned it can be
said that they were in search of the rational rule or that they were
reflecting on that rule.
This definition, of course, already produces a deep gulf between
the intellectual striving of the wise teachers on the one hand and that
of the narrators, theologians of history, etc, on the other. And this is
justifiable, for the intellectual activity of these two types was quite
different, as were the subjects with which they were each concerned.
In the one case, Hebrew man examined his sphere of life closely for
reliable orders and gathered together whatever could be expressed in
the form of rules. In the other case, he came upon Yahweh’s irreversible historical decrees, which certainly could not be expressed in the
form of rules and which, at least at first sight, were actually unique
in character. In the one case it was a question of stating what was
eternally valid, of noting general, human experiences; in the other, of
occurrences which established unique political and cultic facts. There
was yet another difference in that in the one case reason, searching
for rules, found itself beginning to acquire knowledge of the human
environment and to achieve mastery of life, but that in the case of
events in history, as Israel conceived of them, the initiative Jay with
Yahweh. With his salvation decrees (covenant with the patriarchs,
exodus, Sinai covenant, Davidic covenant, etc.) he had surprised
2 13. FrPnkel, Dichtung und Philosophic desfriihen Griechentums, 1962, p. 293.
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men, and, as he guided them, they were the object of his visitations.
Of course, even in Israel’s awareness of history, reason was active in
an enquiring and formative capacity. The characteristic element in its
contribution is to be seen in the fact that as time went on it became
less and less satisfied with the presentation of the episodic and the
anecdotal, that is, of isolated facts, but that it sought, with increasing
audacity, to encompass longer and longer periods of time. None of the
many individual narratives which report an event from that sphere
in which man was confronted by God, stands on its own. They must
all be understood as part of a larger context. This attempt to see a
continuity is so obvious already in the smaller ‘compositions’ such as
the Gideon story (Judg. 6-8)) in the description of the events of
Israel’s settlement (Josh. 2-10) right through to the extensive sweep
of the Deuteronomistic and the Chronistic Histories, that one need
say no more about it.3
If these large complexes were also characterized by quite unparalleled interventions on the part of Yahweh and by a recognition, which
was unique in the ancient Near East, of the contingency of all historical events, a contingency which could not be explained away by
any ideological theory, Israel, as she tried to find her way in such
large historical areas, found herself increasingly faced with a new
question, namely the question about the constant factor in history,
that is, the question
whether the confusion caused by the unique
_
event is not after all only apparent, whether recurring features are
not also discernible. It is characteristic of Israel’s encounter with
history that the awareness of a constant element in history was a
second stage for Israel, while the conceptions of history in thk rest of
the ancient Near East, on the other hand, had the typical and the
schematic as their starting point and scarcely succeeded in getting
beyond that stage.4 Not until a comparatively late period did Israel,
3 That Israel’s neighbours were also aware of the intervention of gods in history
has never been contested. But did there exist there, too, that obstinate need to
recognize extensive historical continuities ? No one can maintain that these nations,
too, felt themselves forced to legitimatize their existence and their relationship to
God in constantly fresh and more ambitious historical sketches. What is surely a
very important side of Israelite historical thinking is not discussed at all in B.
Albrektson, History and the Gods, 1967. We look in vain there for the specific,
theological relevance of history. One cannot, then, see why this idea of history
which was constantly developing in Israel should not be a ‘necessary idea’ for the
biblical scholar if he wishes to understand how Israel encountered ‘revelation’
(against J. Barr, Old and New in Interpretation, x966, pp. 65ff.).
4 H. Gese, ‘The Idea of History in the Ancient Near East and the Old Testament’, JournaLfor Theofo~ and the Church I, 1965, pp. 4gff.
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too, dare to express the constant elements in history in schematic
terms. An example of this is the prologue to the deuteronomistic book
of Judges (Judg. 2.6-3.6), in which the author attempts to bring
divine judgment into relationship with the constant, recurring disobedience of the people. It was surely Ezekiel who went furthest in
such schematism in his outline of Israel’s early history (Ezek. 2 0 ) .
Here, too, Israel was in search of a ‘rational rule’.
But it is impossible to connect this very specific question, on the
one hand about the unique element in history and on the other about
the recurring element, a question which the Deuteronomist: for example asked himself, with the search for knowledge on the part of the
teachers with which we are dealing here. In addition - and this is an
important argument - these two groups use a very different language
and a very different set of concepts.
Recently the suggestion has been repeatedly made that the term
‘wisdom’ should be understood in a wider sense and that the older
narrative works should also be included in it.5 Wisdom, it is said,
does not indicate a definite literary form of speaking and thinking.
That is, of course, correct. But if we take wisdom, with its specific
form of thought, seriously, it is precisely then that it becomes difficult
to include in it without further question the early ‘historical works’, for
with such an extension of the term, we would certainly not encounter
a specific form of common thinking. The teachers’ search for knowledge was, as we have already shown, thus specific, but its literary
expression was also so specific that we are well advised to regard all of
this as a phenomenon on its own. Otherwise where would it be possible to draw a line? It is, of course, true that wisdom perceIjtions
have been widely disseminated and have, occasionally, found expression in the presentation of history. But that is not at all surprising, for
these teachings did not arise from any secret doctrine but became part
of the common cultural stock. More than elsewhere, this way of
thinking seems to have permeated the presentation of the Succession
Narrative, which was certainly written by someone at Solomon’s
court. In spite of this, the religious problem and the objective of these
works was different. We mu$t make clear this difference in two respects only.
I. Wisdom teaching was in need of legitimation. In the one case
the instructor acquired it in appealing to the tradition with which he
5 Especially by J. L. McKenzie, ‘Reflections on Wisdom’,JBL 86, I 967, pp. I
J. Barr, op. cit., pp. 72ff.
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found himself in accord. It was similar with regard to the voice of
primeval order whose call the teachers transmitted because it had
invested them with authority. Still more effective, of course, was the
appeal to Yahweh himself. Eliphaz and Elihu appealed, at considerable length, to the divine origin of their advice. In doing so, of course,
they were dependent on prophetic ideas. What is interesting here is
simply the fact that they felt obliged to justify themselves in this way.
Also, the statement that the fear of Yahweh is the beginning of wisdom, which is programmatically prefaced to the book of Proverbs,
was, in its way, a legitimation of the individual teachings that followed. They could be included only in so far as they contributed to
knowledge about Yahweh. What is the situation in this respect, however, with the larger and smaller narrative works? Nowhere do we
see any attempt at self-legitimation on the part of an author. That is
nevertheless remarkable, for the traditions which are presented were
of incalculable significance for Israel. But obviously there was inherent, in a recognizable form, in what was narrated, in the actualized
tradition, sufficient evidence to make a legitimation on the part of the
narrator superfluous.
2. In the preceding sections much has been said about the sober
business of discovering rules and about the didactic evaluation of all
the experiences of God’s guidance. We also saw, however, how carefully the teachers noted the limits which were imposed on their search
for knowledge. The world, knowledge of which they strove to acquire,
was included within God’s great mystery. It was a world in which it
was ‘God’s glory to conceal things from men’ (Prov. 25.2), a world in
which God did inscrutable deeds, wonders without number.
Dominion and fear are with him
who creates peace in his heights.
Are not his hosts without number,
and upon whom does his light not arise ?
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God thunders wonderfully with his voice,
he does great things beyond our comprehension.
Hear this, Job,
stop and consider God’s wonders.
Do you understand how God orders them,
so that light shines above his clouds ?
Do you understand the soaring of the clouds,
the wonders of one who has perfect knowledge,
you, whose clothes become hot
when the earth lies quiet under the south wind ? . . .
Teach us what we should say to him.
We cannot produce anything because of darkness.
. . . Him, the Almighty, we cannot grasp;
he is exalted in power and justice. (Job 37.5, 14-17, Ig, 23)
These accompaniments to the advice of Job’s friends are important for us, for they are also part of the picture which they had of
the world. Reason has little room for manoeuvre. It is surrounded by
the insurmountable wall of the inexplicable. These teachers, who have
often been credited with trite rationalism, are also hymnists of the
divine mysteries. Still more, the divine mystery has itself become a
subject of instruction. 6 It was part of these teachers’ duty, then, to
speak not only of what could be known but also of what could not be
known, for what is known has no connection at all with what is hidden
from men.
See, these are (only) the ends of his ways,
and how soft a whisper do we hear of him.
But the thundering of his mighty deeds,
who can understand it? (Job 26.14)
There is much that is more incomprehensible and mightier than this.
1 see (only) a few of his works. (Sir. 43.32)

(Job 25.2-3)

Behold, God is great beyond our comprehension,
the number of his years is unsearchable.
When he draws up the drops of water
they are scattered in his mist as rain ( ?),
which the clouds pour down
and drip on many men.
Who fully understands the course of the clouds,
the clap of thunder from his tent . . . ? (Job 36.26-29)

The mysteries, so the teachers believe, lead the thoughtful man to
adoration. As a rule the mystery is spoken of in the style of the hymn.
6 Even in the later didactic literature there is, from a terminological point of
view, no word for ‘mystery’ that is accorded particular preference. What is meant
is, as we could so frequently affirm, described but not defined in conceptual terms.
Only in Sirach does the concept of the ‘hidden’ acquire any weight (nist&5~ 4.18 ;
42.19; 48.25. Cf., however, with Sir. 3.2X-24, Deut. 29.28). The wise man thinks
about the ‘secrets’, according to Sir. 89.7. R. E. Brown, The Semitic Background of the
Term Mystery in the New Testament, 1968, pp.8ff. For the eschatological mystery, the
book of Daniel uses the Persian loanword r6z.
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Seldom does it depress man as a hardship, seldom does it ever drive
him to the verge of despair.

I have endeavoured, God, I have endeavoured, God,
to be able to grasp it.
For I was more foolish than a man,
and human understanding was not in me.
I have not learned wisdom
so that I might have knowledge of the Holy One.
Who ever climbed up to heaven,
and who ever came down from there again ? (Prov. 30. I-4a) 7

And once again we ask: At what point does one of the history writers
ever let us suspect even only a little of this way of understanding the
world? Where does he ever say that round about the events narrated
there is a fringe of vast, divine mysteries and that he, the narrator,
moves in an area of what is explicable and also of what is inexplicable? And where does a narrator ever let us suspect that he has also
taken account of the possibility of his failing in his objective? Events
are crystal-clear and sharply delineated in the light of human understanding. The events narrated never appear simply as elements of a
divine rule which again and again vanishes into mystery. From this it
is again possible to conclude that the wise men thought differently
about the perceptibility of their subjects from the ‘historians’. These
subjects were by no means so clear to them. In the evaluation of the
general course of events in the world, the divine incognito was obviously more troublesome, the range ofinterpretative possibilities greater,
and in this way the dimension of mystery achieved such great theological relevance.8
All this affords us greater support in distinguishing the wise men’s
intellectual endeavour from that of those who present Israel’s historical experiences .9 We must resign ourselves to the fact that the
7 The translation given here is the one closest to the Hebrew text. Many scholars,
however, doubt its originality and emend; cf. G. Sauer, Die Spriiche Agurs, 1963,
PP. 97ff.
s Here, too, apocalyptic reveals that its roots are in wisdom. It cannot do enough
in the expounding ofthe divine mysteries.
Q What, however, is the position with the Yahwist who has always been placed
in close proximity to ‘wisdom’ (most recently H.-J. Hermisson, op. cit., pp. 126f.,
133) ? Undoubtedly thcrr is much in his work that recalls characteristics of wisdom
teaching: his enlightenrd way of looking at man’s environment, his interest in
psychological factors, his distance from the world of the cult, etc. One must, however, bear in mind that the freethinking atmosphere in the vicinity of Solomon’s
court can scarcely be regarded simply as the product of wisdom. Many different
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intellectual endeavours of the wise men, this discovery and evaluation
of rules, was a unique type of activity which was nurtured in the
schools. In addition, this dualism is to be found among the ancient
Greeks, and there, too, the point of unity can be discovered only
indirectly and by way of supposition.10 If we remain aware of these
differences, which were obviously deeply rooted in the subjects themselves, then one must also mention common elements, for these exist
particularly in the manner and way in which, by both types, the
subjects are approached intellectually. Historical decrees and historical guidance, too, could be presented only in a context of knowledge
about Yahweh; thus here, too, ‘the fear of Yahweh’ was the unalterable presupposition for knowledge. And the guidance and decrees of
Yahweh were the ever-changing objects of knowledge. Again and
again they present themselves in new forms, so that Israel was sometimes quite unable to adapt them. Is not the late Deuteronomistic
History comparable to the later ‘theological wisdom’ in that it was
obliged to present history once again from quite new aspects, that is,
that the encounter with history had to be worked through afresh?
factors are at work here, that is, we have to reckon with stimuli which, in turn,
also affected wisdom. As far as the Yahwist’s ‘kerygma’ is concerned, his references
to Yahweh’s saving activity which has been operative from the very beginning of
Israel’s history, there is certainly no bridge from there to wisdom (H. W. LYolff,
‘Das Kerygma dcs Yahwisten’, Gesammelte Studien, 1964. pp. 345ff.). Rather, one
can examine specific material which has been reworked by the Yahwist and ask
whether and in what respect wisdom influences can be discerned in it (esp. Gen.
2f., etc.), although there is other material where there can be no question of this.
Thus, as things stand today, it is advisable to stress the differences rather than the
resemblances.
A strange mixture is presented by the so-called Song of Moses in Deut. 32 with
its retrospective examination of the nation’s history. It begins with a teacher’s
opening summons and calls Israel a foolish and senseless people (vv. 6 and 29) ; this
would correspond to wisdom language. And yet not, for the poem is addressed to
the nation as a whole, which is quite unlike wisdom, and the teacher’s opening
summons is not addressed to human listeners but to heaven and earth, and the
people are promised (in the form of a divine address) a destructive judgment
(vv.37ff.). This, and above all the prrsentation of history as proof of Israel’s
unfaithfulness, clearly stems from prophetic tradition. Precisely because of this
unmistakable prophetic influence, the early dating of the song which is sometimes
attempted (tenth century) cannot be maintained, so most recently LL’. Beyerlin in
Tradition undsituation (Fe.tt.rchrift for A. Wpiser, 1963), pp. I 71X Deut. 32 is, therefore,
no proof of the fact that the teachers worked with historical materials.
10 K. v. Fritz, ‘Der gemeinsame Ursprung der Geschichtsschreibung und der
exakten Wissenschaften bei den Griechen’, Philosofihia naturalis 2, 1952, p.200. In
Israel, the discovery of the common point of origin would be still more difficult.
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Thus, history too was not simply the passive object of knowledge; it
was itselfendeavouring to set Israel to rights, it addressed Israel.
II
That we have such difficulties in defining appropriately the phenomenon of wisdom as a specific form of human intellectual endeavour is
largely due to the fact that we cannot shed any light on it by means of
a comparison with present-day intellectual life. The question how
man should use his reason in his life in community with his fellow
men and in all that happens to him in life - especially in a situation
of crisis - weighed heavily on ancient man, and he was of the opinion
that in this matter he needed to be trained and constantly guided
afresh. In Sophocles’ Antz@~e, this question is never far away: In
what, in specific cases of conflict, does the right activity of reason
consist? What would be the right thing to do, in what way would lack
of judgment become apparent ? These were questions which clearly
afflicted men, and to be able to give illuminating replies to these
questions was one way in which a man could achieve public esteem in Greece no less than in Israel.11
It is worthwhile considering for a moment how wisdom could lose
this position of great worth in intellectual life. Israel and other
ancient peoples proceeded from the conviction that in the real, objective world and in its movements truth could be grasped, in fact that
this truth was concerned with men. The real problem was not its existence but how one could find one’s way to it, for it was, beyond all
doubt, a source of knowledge. In the vocabulary of the wise men of
ancient Israel there is no single term for human intellect corresponding
to logos or ratio or ‘reason’. ‘Reason’, which has pushed its way forward to become part of wisdom, was for them not simply part of the
natural equipment of each single man, but was, rather, basically
something like a charismatic gift which was not available to everyone.
(Thus the late wisdom teachers were not so wrong when they
interpreted wisdom as a charisma; see above 54ff.) A wise and
understanding mind, a ‘listening’ mind - that was the content of
Solomon’s royal request (I Kings 3.9). What he, the paradigm of the
wise man, wished for himself was not the authoritative reason which
reigns supreme over dead natural matter, the reason of modern
consciousness, but an ‘understanding’ reason, a feeling for the truth
11 Sophocles, Alzfigone, ll.683,721,727, 1027-30, 1051, 198.
I
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which emanates from the world and addresses man. He was totally
receptive to that truth, but this was not passivity, but an intense
activity, the object of which was response, prudent articulation.12 The
discovery of truth on the basis of the modern concept of reason, on
the other hand, is, rather, an experience of power. It produces an
ability to control in which, basically, everyone can participate. Our
reason is technically determined; it is knowledge about what one can
do and, as such, is in opposition to the receptivity of wisdom and
equally hostile to any attainment of trust. Nevertheless, there has
survived, even when today we speak about a ‘wise man’, something
of the understanding of reason which the ancients had. We mean by
this a man who has at his disposal knowledge which can be used for
other than merely technical ends and who actually also has no method.
The judgment of Solomon in the well-known story of the quarrel
between the two women about the child can certainly not be attributed to any specific method of discovering the truth; but the king
succeeded - we would say intuitively - in removing the veil from an
extremely difficult situation and revealing the truth (I Kings 3.16-28).
The way by which the wise man arrives at his knowledge remains in
obscurity, but in an obscurity that is full of promise. One runs no risk
if one trusts it in advance; on the contrary, anyone who refuses to do
so, will not even win from it what can, in an objective sense, be
known.
The Solomon of I Kings 3 could - regarded objectively - have
said that he would yield to Yahweh so that the world might not remain dumb for him but that it might be understood by him. The
understanding of reason and of the world of course correspond to one
another. Thus the answers which the wise men of old gave only
become comprehensible when we understand them, as exactly as
possible, from the point of view of the understanding of the world
which they presuppose and without which they really are non-commital. All truth is inscrutable; only to the uncritical man does it
appear so clear and unequivocal that he thinks he is able, without
further ado, to measure the ideas of other peoples and other religions
against his own. Israel regarded the reality around her considerably
differently from Sophocles. The doctrines with which Israel answered
the questions of life arose from an intellectual power which had wholly
12 The fine saying about the ‘listening heart’ seems to come originally from
Egyptian wisdom. There the heart was ‘the organ by which man takes in the
meaning and order of the world’. H. Brunner, Altci~pische Erziehung, I 957, pp. I I I f.
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freed itself from belief in mythical powers immanent in the world.
This is a search for knowledge with which a keen rationality approached a demythologized world. But with this demythologization of
the world, Israel only appeared to approach the modern understanding of the world, for to this radical secularization of the world there
corresponded the idea of an equally radical domination of the world
by Yahweh, that is the idea of the world as a creation of Yahweh.
If the word ‘creation’ is deliberately understood in its specifically
theological sense, then the statement that Israel’s search for knowledge was directed at creation already basically encompasses the
problem in all its uniqueness. We recapitulate the three most important points which we have encountered again and again.
I. Creation is, in an ontological sense, something other than ‘world’
in so far as it is, for the man who observes it, not a neutral object
whose ‘meaning’, whose advantages and disadvantages he could contemplate from the standpoint of an observer. As an object of the
highest quality - ‘everything was very good’ (Gen. 1.31) - it stimulated man in all its manifestations. At the point where the wise men
began their endeavours, this was no longer open to discussion. For
them it was firmly established that creation was not only worthy of
all possible trust, but also that it vindicated every form of trust. The
question of trust, we saw, was of absolutely central importance, for
there were also forms of false trust - trust in possessions, in one’s own
wisdom, etc. - which led to destruction. The teachers knew very well
that the search for wisdom and for mastery over life could unexpectedly come to grief. How otherwise were the arts of persuasion which
they proclaimed to be explained? And it would come to grief - such
was the firm conviction of the wise men - if it was not rooted in the
proper trust. When Jeremiah says that that man is blessed who trusts
in Yahweh (Jer. I 7.7), then he is, as far as his thinking is concerned,
wholly within the sphere of the sentence which states that the fear of
Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge (Prov. I .7; etc.). The ‘fool’
was not simply an imbecile, but a man who resisted a truth which
presented itself to him in creation, who, for whatever reasons, did not
trust in an order which would be beneficial for him, but which now
turns against him.13
2. That creation was an unlimited sphere of activity for the divine
will, that God’s attitude towards it could be one of either blessing or
refusal, that he could conceal himself in it but also reveal himself 13 See above pp. 64f.
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this, too, was no longer a subject of debate among the wise men.
Equally certain was the fact that the divine will was discernible and
here, as we have seen, mystery was accorded its rightful place. It
can thus be easily understood that everything that happened in this
life that was granted by Yahweh was at the disposal of Israel’s search
for knowledge. How could the teachers have arrived at the idea of
directing their search for knowledge only by those orders which were
perceptible as, so to speak, ‘inherent laws’ in the sphere of things and
men and of leaving out of account Yahweh’s activity which was, after
all, indissolubly linked with everything else ? Were Yahweh’s blessing
and refusal not thought to be experiences? Did not they, too, stimulate the search for knowledge? But how could they talk about the
government of the world and its being moved by God in a language
a.ppropriate to pure reason ? It is only with this question that we
approach the specific, theological endeavour of the wise men. The
idea that God manifested himself in his world by means of miracles or
other occasional incursions had lapsed.14 What - and this is a fascinating question - what was left, if the possibility of giving divine activity
a special place alongside events in the world disappeared? Whatever
possibilities may have offered themselves, of speaking of a divine
CORCUTSUS, of a divine ‘accompaniment’, in no case could the idea of
the hiddenness of God in the world be avoided.
The business of knowing (and that, as we can now clearly see,
always included the duty of speaking about God) was divided in
Israel, as we can deduce from the didactic literature, on the whole
into two clearly differentiated ‘processes’. If one regards, from a certain distance, the work accomplished in both of them, then it is not
difficult to realize that the object of knowledge remained basically
the same. The results of the one ‘process’ are to be found above all
in the sentences in Prov. 10-29. Here the objects, particularly the
experiences of community life, are understood in a predominantly
‘secular’ way, or, to be more precise, the environment is addressed,
in characteristically dialectic terms, as a secular entity governed by
Yahweh. One could say that the victory is achieved through good
advice (Prov. 24.6), but one could also say that it comes from Yahweh
alone (Prov. 2 I .31). But in the vast majority of the sentences, the
order which is discovered in set down as a kind of neutral pattern
immanent in the world. Hardly anything was said about ‘cooperation’ or ‘accompaniment’ on the part of Yahweh. One knew about
14 See above pp. $f, g7f.
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him, but in this business of discovering an order, Yahweh only appeared, on the whole, more in the sense of a limitation imposed on
men.15 At any rate his participation in events was not the real object
of the intellectual endeavour. The situation, however, was completely
different in the other process of intellectual discovery, for here (primarily in Prov. r--g, in the speeches of the friends in the book of Job
and in large sections of Sirach) the question is, ‘In God’s dealings
with men, is it not possible to discover orders which can be recognized
as such by reason ?’ There must have been circles in Israel, or a period,
in which it became necessary to rethink the old questions on a more
definite, theological basis. On can recognize the shift in the question
in the treatment of the act-consequence relationship, but especially
in the evaluation of the events to which man is exposed. Formerly,
the act-consequence relationship was a more or less objective law,
but now it is regarded as involving a personal act of God, directed
at the individual. In the one case, knowledge about Yahweh enabled
one to understand the world as world, in the other it enabled one
to order the experiences which were made available through God’s
guidance and to examine them with a view to finding rules. On the
frontiers of its jurisdiction, reason was at work in the one case as well
as in the other. The frequently raised objection, that later wisdom
has been ‘dogmatically’ hardened, would have to be based on the
texts with more precise exegesis. It would appear as if the hardness
lay more with the exegetes who have drawn up a scheme against
which they then examine the teachings of the ancients.16 This brings

15 See above pp. g8ff.

1s We were not concerned with ‘saving’ the opinions expressed by the teachers,
but with looking for proper standards and with warding off inappropriate judgements imported from outside. Thus, I am unable to find corroboration in the texts
for the main thesis of H. H. Schmid’s book, namely the transformation of an early,
genuinely living (i.e. still genuinely related to existence) form of wisdom into a
dogmatic system divorced from history (op. cit., p. 196). On what solid basis could
the reproach be founded that ‘verification by empirical reality was abandoned’? If
one tries to interpret the texts against the background of an understanding of
reality appropriate to them, then it would be very difficult to show from them such
a profound ‘shift in structure’, for the very reason that each text has an intellectual
‘context’ and every didactic complex requires a background against which it has
to be understood and through which it can find expression. Often it will be impossible to pin it down to one meaning, for it is to be understood not from one standpoint alone. It seems to me to be impossible to point to the break, i.e. the step to
secondary, dogmatic wisdom, as Schmid tries to do (op. cit., pp. 155ff.) already
within the sentence groups in Prov. 10-29. Could one not see in the ‘theologization’
of wisdom, i.e. in the endeavour to bring the life of the individual and the movements of his environment back once more to the centre of Yahweh’s sphere of
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us to the third point in the ontology of the wise men which has
particularly caught our attention.
3. The confrontation is almost unbearable for the modern exegete
between the idea of reality in which he himself lives and the one
which he encounters in the old teachers. Again and again, by means
of some kind of criticism, he tries to rid himself of the tension involved.
This criticism generally amounts to the reproach that the whole of
reality has been rationally violated, particularly by later wisdom.17
Now, such judgments do not really lead very far as long as the person
doing the judging is not also subjecting his own understanding of
reality to criticism, for perhaps objections (possibly quite similar ones
at that) could be raised against it, too. But it is a serious matter, for,
unquestionably, the uncritical absolutism of our modern, popular
conception of reality is one of the greatest obstacles in the way of a
proper understanding of our texts. One cannot be sufficiently careful
in one’s use of the term ‘reality’, for Israel was fascinated by quite
specific realities which have become lost to the modern range of
vision, and she reckoned, accordingly, with different eventualities in
the sphere of reality. The most characteristic feature of her understanding of reality lay, in the first instance, in the fact that she believed
man to stand in a quite specific, highly dynamic, existential relationship with his environment. Man - and it was always the individual regarded himself as bound in a circle of the most varied, outwardlooking relationships, in which he was sometimes a subject and sometimes an object. If we occasionally spoke of Israel’s search for
knowledge being directed at the objects of her environment, that was
only one side of the matter. One could equally well say that her search
for knowledge was first of all the response to a stimulus, that it only
arose from the fact that it felt itself forced to take up a position with
regard to circumstances and movements in its environment which
were stronger than man. Man was, at the ‘same time, always the
object of movements which reached him from men and also from
activity, a new attempt to relate the teaching to existence in a new way? The unalterable characteristics of Israel’s teachings, which we have encountered along the
way and which are rooted in the very origins of her way of thinking, occupy much
too small a place in Schmid’s book. Schmid does, in fact, say that the understanding which can be derived from Egyptian wisdom cannot be transferred without
modification to Israel’s wisdom (op. cit., p. 198); but it was there that he worked
out the basic idea of the two ‘stages’ (op. cit., pp. 7gf.; etc.).
17 W. Zimmerli, <A W 5

I,

1933, p.

204; H. H. Schmid, op. cit., p.

197.
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things. But these movements of the environment - and this is the
most important factor - did not disappear into an unrelated outer
sphere in accordance with some strange law; they were, rather, turned
quite personally and in unending mobility towards man; indeed, they
corresponded to his behaviour even in areas which we would call
‘natural’. In all the endlessly varied forms which they could assume,
they were ready to accept man. Everything that ,happens to you is
appropriate to you. The man who has brought his relationship with
God into order is himself in league with the stones of the field and is
befriended by the beasts of the field (Job 5.2off.). The environment
is not only the object of man’s search for knowledge. In so far as it is
turned towards him, man is the object of its advance on him. We
need only recall the great poems about the fate of the oppressor.l*
All at once, all the elements in his environment rise up against him
to destroy him. ‘The heavens will reveal his sin, and the earth rises
up against him’ (Job 20.27). To put it the other way round: If God
is pleased with a man, he can even make his enemies be at peace with
him (Prov. I 6.7). No one has expressed this experience, this benevolent attitude of the environment, more comprehensively and more
precisely than Paul, ‘We know that to those who love God everything
works together for good’ (sunergei, Rom. 8.28). The ancients also knew
that this attitude, this working together of ‘everything’, could take on
for man very complicated forms. Disturbing experiences could also
be had of this wisdom of the world which acted benevolently towards
man and which we have called primeval order:

At first she walks in disguise with him,
brings fear and trembling upon him
and tests him by her discipline
until she can trust him,
and tempts him with her statutes ( ?).
Then she comes to him again by a straight path
and gladdens him
and reveals to him her secrets. (Sir. 4.17-18)

At whatever point we approach the teachings of the wise men, we
always encounter this experience of the world, this belief that events
are controlled, especially, of course, in the idea of the act-consequence
relationship. Creation - so the teachers were convinced - has something to say to man. It is certainly not impossible to read her tracks.
18 See above pp. 38ff, 3 I f.
I
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In the great divine speech (Job 38f.) God leaves it to his creation to
bear witness to him. In the teaching of primeval wisdom’s clear
testimony to herself, this conviction found its keenest expression, in so
far as here, reality not only advances towards man but actually
addresses him and woos him. To the man who entrusts himself to this
order, it is not only that the movements of his environment appear
different to him (this we could still understand), but it is actually
different things that happen to him. This existential relationship, this
turning of the world towards man, first had to be made known by
means of special considerations; as a fact, as a reality, it was subjected
to all kinds of thought-processes. Thus, this idea was not the sole prerogative of the wise men; their task was simply to give expression to
it in didactic terms. Anyone who fails to be aware of the constitutive
idea of this reciprocally determined sphere of action between man and
his environment and who appraises the sentences by means of the
modern understanding of reality, will, of necessity, misunderstand
from the outset much of what the wise men say, will indeed feel that
their sentences are foolish and capricious postulates. But they were
not postulates; they were statements of experiences.19 This does not,
of course, mean that the experience was the same in each of them or
that it was always unambiguous. Here there was considerable scope
for all sorts of reflections. Indeed, such reflections were indispensable,
for Hebrew man laid himself open, with great care, to these movements which advanced towards him, he tried to interpret them for
himself, he faced them with great hopes, and he was, correspondingly, of course, open also to specific disappointments and attacks.
The scepticism of Ecclesiastes actually arises from the very fact that
this living, existential context had become questionable for him.20
But the modern observer who is so decisively in sympathy with the
(in his day unique) ideas of Ecclesiastes, must also listen to the other
19 On the basis of this ancient understanding of reality, all modern criticism of
the act-consequence relationship would need to be revised, for it is dealing with
something more than ‘wisdom dogmatics’ (H. H. Schmid, passim). One could,
rather, speak of a ‘dogmatic’ preoccupation on the part of exegetes. On the destruction of the primacy of the ‘real’ by the ‘possible’, on the authority of the ‘possible’
from the point of view of systematic theology, see most recently E. Jiingel, ‘Die
Welt als Moglichkeit und Wirklichkeit’, Evlh 29, 1969, pp.41 7ff.
20 The author of the Wisdom of Solomon felt obliged to provide remarkable
explanations for his readers in order to make clear for them, living as they obviously
did with the Hellenistic idea of physics, the miracle of the exodus event: ‘The world
fought for the righteous’ ( I 6. I 7) ; creation can ‘exert’ itself in judgment and ‘relax’
in salvation (16.24) ; ‘the elements changed places with one another’ ( I g. 18).
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voice which in so many different forms can be heard behind the
actually dispenses
teachings : The world has something to say;. she
.
truth. How could there be, then, an objectively valid standard for
what a man hears in the environment which advances towards him?
In her ‘wisdom’, Israel has made the attempt - with.the help of a
highly flexible set of rules - to make this voice contemporary from the
point of view of her religious presuppositions. The exegete must always
be on his guard against the nai’ve error of thinking that ‘reality’ and
the experience of it is something objectively given to all men equally,
something against which the teachings can then be measured with
comparative ease. If he adopts that position, then, as exegete, he has
already obstructed his view of what Israel’s concern here really was.

It is difficult, from our complicated precognitions, to see correctly
what the teachers say about death and what they leave unsaid. Are we
not already speaking of something else when we speak so objectively
about ‘death’ ? In their teachings they often spoke of having to die,
but almost always meant by this the premature death which the fool,
the lascivious and the lazy bring upon themselves. One can do something to prevent this death, and one can escape the ‘snares of death’
by living wisely (Prov. 13.14). But death could also approach man in
the form of a great fulfilment (Job 5.26). Death was not part of
creation; it was not an ordering power. It was not a ‘power’ in any
sense, but an event and, as such, was ambivalent. It could be ‘bitter’,
but it could also be ‘good’ (Sir. 4x.rf.). But let us always remain
conscious of the limits of such information. For it is a highly problematic undertaking to start from sentences which are aimed in a specific
didactic direction and ask about the general, religious principles
which lie somewhere in the background. The fact of ultimate death
first finds expression as a real intellectual problem in the teachings at
the point where faith in Yahweh’s support of life begins to disappear.
This new situation, with all its disturbing consequences, is depicted in
very impressive terms in the book of Ecclesiastes.22
We can retain this: The world contains nothing that could confront man ontologically as an objective evil factor hostile to God. It
has been correctly asserted that the division of the world into a benevolent world ruled by God and a malevolent world ruled by evil first
becomes discernible in the Hellenistic Wisdom of Solomon. Death is
;L reality which does not come from God. God has created man for
good, but through the envy of the devil, death came into the world
(Wisd. I. I 3 ; 2.24). The frail sphere of the flesh is contrasted with the
creative wisdom-spirit. 23 One should be clear about the fact that Job,
too, for all his despair, still stands on the far side of such metaphysical
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But we must take a decisive step further in our discussion of the
wisdom teachers’ understanding of reality. When we said that the
teachers conceived of reality as having been created by Yahweh, that
they looked on it in non-mythical ways, this means that they were
completely incapable of even seeing in the world the existence and
activity of any evil powers hostile to God. To be more precise, they
know nothing of a mythically or speculatively objective evil power.
Israel really knew a great deal about evil, and one cannot say that the
teachers had wilfully played down a whole dimension of reality. The
world which they show to their pupils lacks hardly any of the great
misfortunes by which men are constantly being worn down: poverty,
illness, folly, strife, etc. All this is experienced and recorded by the
teachers in essentials no differently from the way in which it has always
been experienced by men. The teachers’ experience of the world has,
then, no decisive gaps from which one could deduce any deficiencies or
perversities in their teachings. They are aware of all the misfortunes,
but they understood them in their own way.
This is equally true of what they have to say about death. Israel
experienced death quite differently from the way in which modern
man experiences it. Much more than by the mere fact that men must
eventually die, Israel was assailed by the irruption of death into the
sphere of life. Death could thrust deep into life, for even illness,
imprisonment, indeed any serious impairment of life were, as the
psalms of lament show, already a form of death.21 Thus, on the whole,
the teachers, too, are not greatly concerned with ultimate mortality.
21 Chr. Barth, Die Errettung vom Tode in den (individuellen) Klage- und Dankliedern
des A. T, 1947, PP. 53ff-
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clualism. There is not even the slightest attempt to convince the friends
of the existence of an evil power outside of God. He does not look for
!hc discordant note in the world; it is with God that something is
wrong. It is true that the proximity of death troubles him, but only
f-or- the reason that it deprives him of the opportunity of coming to
terms with God. In no sense is ‘death’ for him the great evil. If he
could only come to terms with God then everything else would be
22 W. Zimmcrli, Das Buch &s Predigers Salomo, 1962, pp. I 35f. ; N. Lohfink, D a s
“ifgeslied am Schilfmeer, I 965, pp. 2 I I ff.
23 D. Georgi in <eit und Geschichte (FestschriJt for Bultmann, 1964), pp. 270ff.
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restored to order of itself. In this conviction he is in agreement with
his friends. The disagreement arises only with the question how and
by whom this order has to be restored. But in this respect all who have
ever had to react to such questions are in agreement: In any confrontation between man and any of life’s great misfortunes, only God
is competent to deal with it. The world has no contribution of its own
to make. The world is not a battlefield between God and any of the
evils found in it. There is no split in the world. From all parts of it except from the underworld - there arises praise, and all its parts and
opportunities are, in their turn, once again the objects of enthusiastic
praise. It is a world that is thoroughly worthy of trust, and the understanding of man in these teachings is unquestionably a non-tragic
one. Even if life is subject to many different limitations, they are
nevertheless not imposed by fate, but can always be accepted.

tests Israel’s faith could be involved as a result of this monism is
sufficiently shown by Job’s struggle and despair. But in this matter,
Israel had no choice, and in the long run Job also had to admit that
his life, too, was in Yahweh’s safe-keeping, even if this was one of
Yahweh’s impenetrable mysteries. We recall the remarkable fact
that the wise men had a great deal to say about mysteries, but not
about the mysteries of the world. They were all mysteries of God.24
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He has established the powerful acts of his wisdom.
He is one and the same from everlasting.
There is nothing to be added and nothing to be taken away,
and he has no need of anyone to instruct him.
Everything lives and lasts for ever,
and for every purpose they are all ready.
All things are different, one from the other,
but he has made nothing that is incomplete.
The one confirms what is good in the other,
and who can have enough ofobserving his glory?

(Sir. 42.21-25)

What a view of the world this is! It is no wonder that the teachers
who felt obliged to meditate on these things were so often led to
expressions of praise. How easily the dry enumeration of the world’s
resources in the onomartica passed into hymnic style! How small a step
it was from knowledge to adoration! Of course, the price which Israel
had to pay for this refusal to split the world dualistically, to regard it,
instead, as a good creation, open, in each of its movements, towards
God, might appear to be a high one. Israel was now forced to understand all the disruptive misfortunes as statutes or decrees of Yahweh.
On one occasion Sirach broods on the wickedness of the human eye.
Nothing more wicked has ever been made. And why was the wicked
friend made (Sir. 31.13; 37.3) ? Do such sentences betray the first
signs of the metaphysical dualism represented by the Wisdom of
Solomon? On the contrary, they are the last consequences which
had to be wrested from the ‘monism’ of Yahwism. In what breaking
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III
In view of all this, only a brief answer is still required to the question
which we had to raise right at the beginning of all our discussions,
namely what Israel’s ‘wisdom’ really was and how it was to be defined. We can begin with the assertion that the wisdom practised in
Israel was a response made by a Yahwism confronted with specific
experiences of the world. In her wisdom Israel created an intellectual
sphere in which it was possible to discuss both the multiplicity of
trivial, daily occurrences as well as basic theological principles. This
wisdom is, therefore, at all events to be regarded as a form of Yahwism, although - as a result of the unusual nature of the tasks
involved - an unusual form and, in the theological structure of its
statements, very different from the other ways in which Yahwism
reveals itself. But Yahwism was thoroughly imbued with this specific
unique quality from the very beginning. In it the responses are laid
down in rules which worshippers of Yahweh, challenged by the world
around them and confronted by ‘life’, have made for themselves. The
presupposition for being allowed to speak in this matter was knowledge about Yahweh. The presupposition for coping with life was
trust in Yahweh and in the orders put into operation by him. Particularly characteristic of the fact that in the teachings of the wise men
everything comes from Yahweh and is, in the last resort, directed
towards him, was the theme of proper trust, a theme to which the
wise men return again and again, and the warning against false trust.
All that the wise men say, especially also what they have to say about
the beneficent turning of the world towards men, only has meaning
if one places one’s trust in the orders, and that means, in the last
resort, in Yahweh. This is a trust to which Yahweh is entitled and
which has long since been justified by experience. The warning not to
consider oneself wise pointed in the same direction. The man who
24 See above, pp. I o&If.
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lived and thought in partnership with Yahweh could never insist
upon his insights but must, rather, always be ready to let his actions,
even if they emanated from tested perceptions, be crossed.
To speak of Israel’s ‘wisdom’, as if there were only one kind of
wisdom, is always risky. We recall that Israel did not have a comprehensive description which included the whole of her didactic, literary
efforts which spanned many centuries. She did not, therefore, regard
the productions of the wise men as an entity, nor did she differentiate
them theologically from other expressions of Yahwism. Nevertheless,
one can discern an important common factor which bound all wisdom
efforts together: What was wisdom, if not Israel’s attempt to unfold
her humanity in the very sphere of a reality which she experienced
quite specifically, that is, a humaneness on Israel’s part? What goal
was served by the many efforts, so characteristic of wisdom, to master
the contingent? There was surely only one goal, to wrest f?om the
chaos of events some kind of order in which man was not continually
at the mercy of the incalculable. One requires this room for manoeuvre
in order to be able to live at all and to make something of one’s life.
If this room as such, as the wise men believed they had discovered
and experienced, was determined by orders in which man could feel
secure, then man’s humanity was threatened all the more by man
himself, by his own lack of order and his own folly. Mysterious,
anonymous forces were not, as we have already mentioned, believed
by the wise men to be at work. All that lacked order and all that
destroyed life emanated from man himself. It was at this point that
effort had to begin.
Let us be clear, once again, about what the teachers used and did
not use in order to help man to become himself. There is no talk of
the divine spark which man alone has within him, as has been taught
from the days of the ancient Greeks until today; nor, and this would
have been more likely, of his being made in the image of God. One

disregard of which endangers man’s humanity, with the limitations
with regard to God being treated with particular attention? From a
quite different direction - and this was a unique feature - Job was
aware that the humanity which had been conferred on him by his
creator was being threatened, and that by God himself,
The function of the prophets was different. They, too, were concerned with man, but in a quite different sense, for through them God
gave specific messages to man. God had set out to find man. In wisdom,
however, man was in search of himself and took things into his own
hands without being able to appeal to a specific, divine commission.
In the unbroken chain of situations of conflict (and the longer it was,
the more he became involved in ultimate questions which threatened
existence) he endeavoured to discover what was right in any given
situation; but in the last resort he strove not simply to acquire perceptions, but for something that was a totality, for a total attitude, for
culture. In a word, he strove to discover his humanity in the sphere
which had been allotted to him by God. This endeavour has established itself in the shadow of Yahwism, perhaps because Yahweh
started it off or because he taught man the limits of his opportunities
or because he trained man to fashion his life through a critical collecting of religious experiences.
In the form of wisdom instruction a certain liberality - perhaps in
contrast to the ‘apodeictic’ divine law - has long been noted. It is
directed towards the understanding of the person being instructed; it
cannot and will not take away from him the power of decision. Even
when man was being urgently addressed, an area was always left
which the teacher never entered but which he left free for the pupil
to use as he wished; one could in fact say that it was left for a kind of
intuition which helped the pupil to transfer correctly the general
instruction to his own particular situation, for here it was man who
intervened, whether he was endeavouring to hold his forces together,
to utilize his opportunities or to cultivate relations with his fellow men.
But this humanity could not be protected by a handful of clever
rules. Again and again it had to be established anew from the very
heart of Yahwism. More and more we saw the wise men involved in a
struggle with fundamental problems which threatened to darken
their relationship with God and which called for fairly decisive theological reflection. And finally we even saw them - bordering on hubris summoned and wooed by the mystery of the world itself and responding to that wooing with an intellectual love. Thus wide, then, was

can but marvel at the sobriety with which the teachers set to work.
They certainly do not feel themselves called upon to protect things
sacred. But they summon the pupil’s reason as an ally in order to
convince him that he does well not to destroy himself, but to trust
himself to the power of good and to fear that which lacks order. They
do not appear to have at their disposal any controlling and guiding
idea. Have they, then, much more to contribute to the preservation of
humanity than here a word advising moderation, there a word about
calmness or a few important words about the many limitations, the
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the theological framework stretched within, which the wise men in
Israel believed they could begin to understand themselves correctly.
To live intellectually in such spheres, to be able to handle such knowledge, really required a r+ab Ztb, a ‘width’, a ‘breadth’ of heart and
mind (I Kings 5.9). In this concept, what was both the task and, at
the same time, the presupposition of Israel’s humanity found admirable expression. As weapons in the conflict with theological problems,
in later wisdom especially, hymnic traditions were mobilized against
the attacks.
Any attempt to try to understand this picture of man from a
constitutive point of unity and to try to describe it from that point of
view, would, however, come to grief. And this not only because the
patterns changed with the times. That of the early monarchy was
vastly different from that of Sirach. What lasted was only the general
demand that man, through knowledge of Yahweh, must learn to
become competent with regard to the realities of life. It can certainly
be said that the atmosphere of the school unmistakably surrounds the
teachings of the wise men. The young man who is open to instruction
is the man that the teachers primarily see before them. But this is
also true in a wider, more basic sense. The man who listens, who
reflects and who then entrusts himself to his perceptions; that is the
highest form of human existence in the eyes of the wise men. But that
this picture of man had to remain open in many directions was already
clear from the presuppositions from which these teachings began, for
this desire for education was also aware of God and of the unpredictability of his actions. For this reason, all objects of human
knowledge were on the one hand knowable and, on the other, subject
to a divine mystery to which God could at any time recall them, thus
concealing them from man. Under such circumstances could even a
single perception be satisfactorily achieved or a problem acquire ultimate solution? That ‘no wisdom, no understanding, no counsel’ was
valid in Yahweh’s eyes is surely one of the most illuminating sentences
in the whole book of Proverbs (Prov. 2 1.30). But it brings out sharply
an awareness which lay, more or less, behind all of these teachings.
This did not lead to the belittling of what could be and had become
known, but certainly to a reticence towards attempting great, sweeping explanations. The theoretical attempt at a total illumination of
the world could no longer have been attempted in the face of the
specific, intellectual presupposition of the wise men. The perceptions
achieved are not built into a comprehensive system. On the contrary,
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they are basically left in the form in which they were originally
expressed, and, without the slightest need for harmonization, perceptions of a different kind could be placed alongside them.
Did not the juxtaposition of different teachings right on until the
final composition of the individual collections - we emphasize here
yet another characteristic - preserve an element of discussion and
debate which belonged to these teachings? The phenomena are never
objectified; they are always conceived only from the point of view
of their relationship to the man envisaged in each particular case.25
These relationships, however, were always extremely variable and
could certainly never be evaluated unambiguously. Behind the
teachings of the wise men there lies, therefore, a profound conviction
of the ambivalence of phenomena and events. As a proposition, this
scarcely finds expression, but it is practised all the more keenly.26
Here, too, and not only in her historical thinking, Israel, with great
openness, gave precedence to the contingent event over the logos
achieved by means of abstract calculation. Obviously it created no
intellectual difficulties for the teachers to supplement an experience
which they had turned into a teaching, by means of another one,
sometimes even a contrary one. Certainly wealth is a good thing, but
it can also be harmful; certainly poverty is a bad thing, but it can
also be good. 27 Every sentence was, in principle, open to any possible
amplification. It always had its truth only in a specific sphere in life
and in a specific range of comparable circumstances. It was then the
pupil’s task, one might say, correctly to recognize the time in which
the sentence is true or in which it becomes false.28
25 ‘The strong interest which wisdom has in man and his world, does not have

as its foundation a point of view whereby man is the measure of all things, but the
reverse: man is measured against the world in which he is set’ (H.-J. Hermisson,
op. cit., pp. t sof.).
26 See above, pp. 72,247.
27 A cautious use of words can be a sign of wisdom; but it can also conceal folly
(Prov. 17.27f.). Wealth is always something worth striving for, but it is of no use
on the day of wrath (Prov. I 1.4). Wealth and a large income can open the way to
good, but also to sin (Prov. IO. I 6). The man who is sated despises honey, but to the
hungry anything bitter tastes sweet (Prov. 27.7). A blessing which is spoken too
loudly can be taken for a curse (Prov. 27.14).
2s How dangerous this awareness of ambivalence could be is shown by the Old
Babylonian dialogue between a master and his slave. The master informs the slave
of various plans, but immediately revokes them and says that he will do precisely
the opposite on each occasion. Each time, the slave is able to give good reasons for
the original plan and for its opposite (cf. Pritchard, AJVET, pp. 437ff.). The interpretation of this dialogue as a humorous skit on blind obedience is, in my opinion,
a serious misunderstanding of this bitterly serious poem.
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This was not basically different in later wisdom either, for it, too,
began from experiences. While the wise men taught the actconsequence relationship and the ‘synergy’ of a world turned towards
men, Ecclesiastes challenged that fact. While the teachers of old
wisdom devoted themselves to the discovery of knowledge and order,
later teachers, in the doctrine of the self-testifying of creation, were
aware that they were the objects of a desire for order which was
directed towards men. The two pictures of the Job who, in spite of
the most extreme suffering, is still protected by God, and the Job
who falls into the lowest depths of despair, cannot be made to coincide. Thus, it is rooted deep in the nature of this way of thinking that
the human dialogue in the book of Job breaks off still unfinished. The
question envisaged by the partners in the Job-dialogue is left unresolved. Only Yahweh can, by his decision, put an end to the to and
fro of opinions, and it is interesting to note that even this divine
decision, for its part, does not take up the themes of the dialogue and
lead it to its conclusion.
In all our study we have encountered this element of discussion
and dialectic. Man sees himself faced with orders which can be recognized; but he also sees himself faced with God’s freedom, in the face
of which any attempt of his to think he is wise vanishes. While old
wisdom gave instructions as to how property and honour could be
acqzlired and secured, later wisdom understood these worldly goods
to be the gifts of primeval order. This means, therefore, that the element of discussion and dialectic which is so clearly a feature of individual works, is also to be found in this literature as a whole. Can one
then understand all these works, with their varied teachings, other
than as parts of a great dialogue in which truth can be opposed to
truth? If one only took seriously the fact that these teachings can be
understood only on the basis of their own understanding of God and
reality, then (but only then) there is nothing to contradict the assertion
that this way of thinking was always subject to doubts into which it was
inevitably led by its own presuppositions. We have said that the understanding man is always in conflict with the reality which surrounds
him, but the wise men’s understanding of reality did not possess the
kind of evidence which could satisfy everyone in every situation. The
question then was whether what remained unmastered could still be
coped with in the face of the orders that were known, whether it
could still be calculated - even in terms of mystery - or not. In
the case of Job, the friends were of this opinion, while Job, on the
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other hand, regarded his suffering as an unbearably discordant
fact.
‘Zeal kills the fool’ (Job 5.2). To this perception of theirs the wise
men (including those in Job) certainly did not always remain faithful.
In the long run one will have to recall the fact that Israel took great
pains to learn from experience, that she could not, however, also
escape the unavoidable opposite tendency, for perceptions gained can,
by contrast, prejudice experience. But, in such teachings, in which
the zeal of the wise men threatens to overreach itself, can the exegete
still not recognize the truth which they are zealously seeking?
It would also be possible to judge the thinking of these teachers
from the general standpoint of the history of philosophy. It cannot
be denied that tangible limitations were imposed on it. Compared
with Greek thought, the lack of method strikes one at once. But
caution is advisable here, too. It may well contain more method than
we can observe. At any rate, here, as everywhere, the defects should
not be separated from the virtues. Presumably only in this way could
Israel tackle the exacting task of looking for rules in a world that was
entirely open to God. If anyone thinks that only the Western method
of acquiring knowledge, a method which, as everyone knows, goes
back to the questions asked in ancient Greece, can be called ‘science’,
if, that is, he equates pre-Greek thinking with pre-scientific, then he
will have to invent some other name for what transpired in Israel.
But there is no-reason why one should withhold that description from
the efforts of the wise men, provided one is clear in one’s own mind
that Israel had a different way of approaching objects in order to gain
knowledge from them.
These wholly pragmatically orientated teachings, as we further saw,
were not intended to improve man, but, rather, to humanize him.
Thus, these rules must be regarded as only a part of ancient Israel’s
search for culture. In the teachings of the wise men, there speaks a
humanity which in no sense tries to liberate itself for a new and better
existence, either in a socio-political respect or from the point of view
of the individual. Nowhere is man trained to find himself in an ideal
picture which transcends his own being. He is, therefore, not a man
split within himself, who must first work towards a liberation for an
existence which still lies in front of him. From an educational point of
view, all of these teachings lack any sense of liberation.
One may ask whether this last statement is still applicable to certain
teachings of later wisdom. In the teaching about primeval wisdom
CONCLUSION
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the concern, in fact, was not with this or that instruction which might
be useful to man in his-life, but with an ultimatum to the whole man;
it was a question of life or death. The voice which spoke in these
terms was not that of some teacher or other; it was the voice of the
world-order itself which called man to itself and offered to him every
imaginable fulfilment. In fact, the concern here is with the redemption of man, and what the teachers taught in this respect has all the
signs of a doctrine of salvation, though perhaps not of a ‘doctrine of
liberation’. The teachers here are working out only one perception
with great keenness: Constitutive for man’s humanity is the faculty
of hearing. If he is not constantly listening to the order established by
God, then he is lost.bBut, basically, this perception was not new either;
for the earlier teachers, too, were convinced that the orders are benevolently turned towards the man who takes refuge in them.
If one speaks here of soteriology, then it would be a soteriology
which, in this particular form, could appear to be almost heretical
from the point of view of the traditional ideas of the cult and of the
historical salvation-decrees. For here, salvation is not brought about
by Yahweh descending into history nor by any kind of human agency
such as Moses or David or one of the patriarchs, but by specific factors
inherent in creation itself. This seems to set up a theological tension
with traditional Yahwism: a harsher one could hardly be imagined.
It is true that we then also saw the teachers, in Sirach, for example,
and in so-called apocalyptic, concerned with history, even with world
history. The competence of the wise men at interpreting the future
has, at a late period, imposed new tasks on this concern. But however
vast the historical sketches drawn by apocalyptic, history could no
longer be credited with the specific importance of being the interpreter, unique in its sphere, of decrees which bring about salvation.
But the thinking of the wise men was never, from the very beginning, stimulated by signs of divine activity in history. Rather, they
felt themselves stimulated above all by the much older question of
humanity. In her practical wisdom, Israel was subject to the ancient
stimulation of the world, that is, she asked one of the most elementary
questions of human existence. She answered it in a way of which she
felt capable, thanks to the particular form of her understanding of
God and reality. Without being able to achieve a total picture, the
thinking of the wise men circled round the problem of a phenomenology of man, not of man as such, but a phenomenology of man tied
to an environment in which he found himself both as subject and
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object, active and passive. Without this environment to which he is
turned and which is turned to him, an understanding of man was
just not possible in Israel. Israel only knew a related man, related to
other men, to his environment and, not least, to God. Even the
doctrine of the self-testifying role of creation is to be understood solely
as a contribution to the phenomenology of man and of the world
around him. This doctrine is, indeed, perhaps Israel’s last word on
this subject.
If we look back to the ‘subjects of instruction’ with which we have
dealt here, then one can say that the number of basic perceptions
with which Israel was concerned was not at all large. But they were
constantly being reflected on and always being expressed afresh, with
great fluidity, in the face of the ever-changing possibilities of application. We ought to remain conscious of the fact that in this sphere of
man’s intellectual life - especially in the ancient Near East - perceptions as such were peculiarly stable. The variable factor, on the other
hand, was the stage of reflection at which they were given expression,
the background of theological understanding against which they were
set and the subjects to which they referred. It is clear that, reflected
on in this way by later generations, they were occasionally capable of
revealing new and exciting aspects.
As we said right at the beginning of our discussion, the teachers
turned towards the perception of what was new, of the wellknown,
the everyday, what everyone knows and no one tries to prove. We
can now say that the teachers did not waver from this task of theirs
right to the end, at any rate not until Jesus Sirach. They did, of
course, in the process, range fairly far afield, through many different
circles of questions. In their efforts to give expression to their knowledge of experience, they became more and more involved in specifically theological problems. There arose teachers who could no longer
restrict themselves to keeping the question of God on the fringes, more
as a ‘limit’. Even the term ‘wisdom’ - in the older teachers understood comparatively simply and unambiguously as the ability to shape
life - now had to prove itself against a more complicated theological
background. There was no way back. Thus, opinions in the later
period became remarkably richer in contrasts. The evidence for a
teaching was now confronted, in dialogue, with other opinions, the
evidence for which could not simply be denied. It is impossible to
overlook the role of Ecclesiastes as a danger signal. We have, however, declined to see in him the great guardian who led wisdom back
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to an awareness of her limitations.s9 This dialogue could never be
brought to an end. Particularly in later wisdom, it was carried on with
great poetic feeling. Its spokesmen, including Job and Ecclesiastes,
are carried away by the greatness and majesty of their subject matter.
Even the enigmas and terrors of God are invested with majesty. But
in old wisdom, with its, in part, less pretentious questions, this was
basically no different. There, too, knowledge, the expression of what
was known, was always something beautiful, something which one
could freely enjoy. The teachers were aware of primeval wisdom’s
sporting with man (Prov. 8.31) and, in their own way, participated in
that sport. The expression of what was true required poetic form; for
Israel, too, it was an aesthetic phenomenon.30 But no one was so filled
with praise for the majesty which had been poured out upon creation
as was Sirach.31 The step from teaching to praise became in him a
very small one.
In view of all this, Israel’s practical wisdom cannot be described
as a self-contained entity, or, still less, as a completed intellectual
structure. We have reasons for believing that of Israel’s didactic
endeavour only parts have been preserved. But even if the whole had
been more clearly discernible, we might not have appraised it very
differently. We believe that we have shown that an intellectual endeavour, working with the presuppositions that obtained in Israel,
could never have achieved a comprehensive vision, that this undertaking could not but ‘remain a torso. The intellectual sphere within
which this thinking and knowing operated was certainly of an imposing breadth, but the individual subjects of instruction operate within
it peculiarly unrelated to each other.
However, within Israel’s didactic achievement one can discern a
movement which has a certain logical consistency. Dissociating itself
sharply from a sacral understanding of the world, this way of thinking
a@ So W. Zimmerli, ‘Ort und Grenze der Weisheit’, Guttcs O~&rburung, 1963,

PP. 3r4f
so ‘Pleasant words are like a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing for the
body’ (Prov. 16.24). ‘Pleasant words’ (‘z&Z n&m) please God and men (Prov.
I 5.26). We still lack any sound criteria, however, which would enable us to appraise
the poetic forms used by the wise men from the point of view of the history of style.
Was there not, in their case too, something like a change of style from ‘classical’ to
‘baroque’ or ‘mannerism’? This would be not at all surprising in productions which
were so concerned with cultivating the form of expression and which nourished
this art over centuries. Is, perhaps, the polished rhetoric of Elihu (Job 32-37) to be
considered at this point ?
31 H. U. v. Balthasar, HerrlicMt (Eiti thologi.xhe hthctik), Vol. III, Part 2/r,
1967, PP. 3r9ff

CONCLUSION

317
placed man and his created environment in a measure of secularity
with which Israel had never before been thus confronted. With
wonderful open-mindedness, the older teachers’ way of thinking circles
round a man who has been, to a certain extent, newly discovered,
man with all his psychological realities and imponderables, his possibilities and his limitations. In later wisdom, on the other hand, there
appears what can almost be called a counter-movement. More specialized, theological questions had arisen, and later wisdom saw itself
faced with the task, without sacrificing to the secularity of creation
the knowledge that had been acquired, the task of bringing the world
and man back once again into the centre of God’s sphere of activity.
This, of course, raised new and difficult questions which demanded
answers. It is difficult to decide which of these two movements was
threatened with the greater dangers, the placing of creation within
the sphere of secularity or the bringing of it back within the sphere
of direct, divine action towards man and the world. One could, of
course, speak of such a movement, something in the nature of a
diastole and a systole, only with great reservation. On closer examination, in both of them, many lines of thought run parallel or even
contrary to each other. Sometimes a line of thought never moves
away from its original starting-point, for the simple reason that it was
never taken up and carried any further.
But almost more important than the differentiation of strong movements within wisdom, is what has continued in it from the very
beginning, namely the unwavering certainty that creation herself will
reveal her truth to the man who becomes involved with her and trusts
her, because this is what she continually does. It is this self-revelation
of the orders of creation, and not the convictions of the teachers nor
their zeal, that has the last decisive word.
To a greater extent than is the case in any other intellectual or
religious sphere, Israel’s wisdom has borrowed from neighbouring
cultures. Indeed, she perhaps first learned, through her familiarity
with foreign wisdom, to see correctly the real importance of many
of the basic human questions. But what she borrowed she incorporated
into the sphere of a belief in God and an understanding of reality
which were different from those of her neighbours. Thus Israel had
to accomplish this task faced both with unique opportunities and
with unique difficulties. Unique, too, was her confidence that she
could recognize God’s ways in the world around her as well as the
limitations she encountered in this task. Unique was her confidence
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in the world; unique, too, however, were the attacks to which she
was subject. In a word, a whole unique world of experiences was
opened up by the wise men of Israel. It would certainly be interesting
to reappraise, from this standpoint, the characteristics of other forms
of ancient Near Eastern wisdom, especially those of Egypt and
Babylon.
Let us, finally, turn back once again to the ‘negative’ features of
Israel’s wisdom, which we had occasion to point out above and which,
in the long run, are perhaps more characteristic of it than its positive
‘achievements’. There is no attempt to achieve a theoretical, selfcontained picture of the world, no ideal picture of man to which man
was to be led out of himself, no scientific construction of a system,
but, rather, a noticeable caution with regard to comprehensive
attempts at explanations; in contrast to this, there is an unfinished
and even unfinishable dialogue about man and world on the basis
of an awareness of the ambivalence of recorded phenomena, preference
for the (sometimes contingent) event over any logos, etc. But are these
entirely negative factors ? Did there not lie behind them all a basic
knowledge which Israel put into practice with regard to the opportunities presented to her and to the limitations imposed on her? There is
the fact that the truth about the world and man can never become
the object of our theoretical knowledge; that reliable knowledge can
be achieved only through a relationship of trust with things; that
it is the highest wisdom to abstain from the attempt to control wisdom
in abstract terms, that it is much wiser to let things retain their
constantly puzzling nature, and that means to allow them to become
themselves active and, by what they have to say, to set man to rights.
Equipped with this knowledge, Israel scarcely took any serious part
in the philosophical debate, perhaps because she found no partner
for dialogue within the popular philosophical movements of the late
ancient world, perhaps out of a growing feeling that any complete
agreement was no longer possible, linked with an increasingly certain
awareness of the unique nature of her own intellectual and religious
assets. Without claiming complete knowledge, Israel believed that she
had knowledge of a unique kind of truth.
She has not been heard of in Canaan,
nor has she been seen in Teman.
Even the sons of Hagar
who look for knowledge on the (whole) earth,
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the merchants of Merran and Teman,
the authors of proverbs and those who strive for understanding
did not discover the way to wisdom,
nor had they knowledge of her paths. (Bar. 3.22f.)aa
32 The contrast is still sharper in the prophets, for they see the wisdom of the
other nations already under the shadow of divine judgment: Isa. x9.1 off.; 44.25;
Ezek. 28. I 2ff. ; Obad. 8.
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