
Old Testament Literature
Session 1  - Wisdom Literature Overview - Dr. Chris Miller

A good life. Which one of us does not want to live a good life? One without worries,
hardships, problems, and difficulties? A life full of blessings, happiness, good times, and
ease? It would not be too far-fetched to say that everyone desires to live the best life they can,
and also strives for it within their means. Despite obstacles and challenges, we all try to make
the best of the lot that we are given in life. Allah says in the Quran:

“Whoever does righteousness, whether male or female, while he is a believer - We will
surely cause him to live a good life, and We will surely give them their reward (in the
Hereafter) according to the best of what they used to do (16:97)

The unexamined life is not worth living. Socrates.

Wisdom literature is all about… How does God want us to live?

What is “wisdom”?
From Dictionary.com (21st century AD):

1) Knowing lots of stuff AND

2) Knowing how to use it

From ancient times (21st century BC):

Almost a universal search, to learn by observation of the world and human

experience how the Creator designed the creation to function and then ordering

one’s behavior in accordance with that plan to achieve life as it’s supposed to be.

In Wisdom literature we see how God has generally designed the world to work (especially in

Proverbs) and where following his ways directs us to human flourishing.
BUT we also see:

1) An exception to the rule, in the story of Job, where good guys don’t always finish first

2) In Ecclesiastes how the curse introduces alien invaders such as pain, suffering and

death which are enemies, but not conquerors, of human flourishing.

The uniqueness of wisdom literature
God gives knowledge directly to Man… “Thus saith the Lord” (62 of 66 books)

With Wisdom Literature… Man connects the dots (experiences) and finds the same

thing happens over and over again. But there are times that don’t fit the pattern. (Jesus

in the temple. Unsaved parents don’t understand being a missionary)

“A wise child (usually) brings joy to her parents” Prov 10:1
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Truth: The sum of all that God knows. The Bible is direct revelation that starts outside of what
we know vs. What man can know: Literature, Psychology, Science - expands as our
knowledge expands. Written Scriptures that let us know Jesus is a savior and not a man that
died on a cross. Wisdom starts with personal observation and then with revelation from the
Spirit… it’s told to a prophet, written down and becomes Special revelation.

Biblical wisdom: foundational assumptions

1) A particular attitude toward all of reality, where there is no dichotomy (contrast) between
secular and sacred. All of life (work, play, romance, speech) is the domain of wisdom.
There are wise and foolish ways to do everything.

2) Assumes that God embedded truth (secrets.. laws & active, functioning principles…
about how things work) within all of reality (physical and spiritual to mention a few).
The Wright Brothers didn’t invent the principles, they only discovered them.

God creates; we discover.

3) Assumes that essential answers can be learned from experience & careful observation.

If you seek it like silver and search for it as for hidden treasures, then you will

understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God.  For the Lord

gives wisdom; from his mouth come knowledge and understanding; Prov 2:4-6

You need to be a person who journals about your life. “Search and dig for
it” doesn’t just mean the Scriptures. Be a careful observer of the causes
and effects in your own life. Notice how God has built the laws into your
life, how you’re violating them and how you’re obeying them, and notice
the difference that makes when you take the time to rest and focus on God.

4) God embedded the universe with order…  if you live in accord with its rules you’ll do
well, if not you have yourself to blame.

Wisdom calls aloud in the streets, she raises her voice in the public squares, at
the head of the noisy street she cries out, in the gateways of the city she (lady
wisdom) makes her speech: “How long will you simple ones love your simple
ways? How long will mockers delight in mockery and fools hate knowledge? If
you had responded to my rebuke, I would have poured out my heart to you and
made my thoughts known to you. But since you rejected me when I called and no
one gave heave when I stretched out my hand, since you ignored all my advice
and would not accept my rebuke, I in turn will laugh at your disaster. I will mock
when calamity overtakes you. When calamity overrated you like a store, when
disaster sweeps over you like a whirlwind, when distress and trouble overwhelm
you. “Then they will call to me but I will not answer; they will look at me but
will not find me.” Prov 1: 22-28
If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse
us from all unrighteousness. 1 John 1:9
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You can’t avoid the consequences (Proverbs 1) of what you have done… but there is
grace from God to forgive you. (1 John 1:9) Example in Psalm 51 - David’s confession
after he kills his best friend and sleeps with his wife… David experiences forgiveness
and consequences for the rest of his life.

5) Classic “hedonism” asks the question, “What is good for humans?’ And from this
perspective “Hedonism” is next to godliness… because God’s ways lead to life, now.
This principle can change the way you live…. How does someone who wants nothing to
do with Jesus live their life in such a way that when they’re 70 they can look back on
their life and see that it was good? You could give them a list of the 10
Commandments… by not following them you’re ruining your life.
For example, a Time Magazine study finds that avoiding lies can improve your health.

Ruth - Judges. God’s Image - Sub-Human. Rational - Irrational. Relational -
Anti-Relational. Physical/sexual - Death & Abuse. Rulers - Abusive Rulers.

6) Persuasion is based upon consensus, appealing to what all know to be true, rather than
Divine directive. Everybody knows this vs. “Thus saith the Lord”. Sin + Stupid.

Leads to death Strangers take your wealth
Wicked will be cut off from the earth
At the end of your life you groan You’ll be taken advantage of
Wounds, dishonor, disgrace You’ll be broken beyond healing
No returning from it Lose your best years and wealth
God is watching you It consumes your body
Take away honor and leave disgrace      Calamity
Your earnings will end up in a foreigners house
Leads to sheol
Don’t know what the husband will return… face smashed.

How to interpret Wisdom Literature

1. Not Usually Prophecies or Promises. Usually very general. Exceptions do exist.

Always ---- A spectrum on the “guarantee vs principle” scale exists --- Much of the Time
Prov 3:5-6 Prov 10:27

A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger. Prov 15:1

Misfortune pursues the sinner, but prosperity is the reward of the righteous.
Prov 13:21 - JOB

The fear of the Lord adds length to life, but the years of the wicked are cut short.
Prov 10:27 - JESUS

A wise son brings joy to his father, but a foolish son grief to his mother. Prov 10:1

Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding.
In all your ways acknowledge him,  and he will make straight your paths.

Prov 3:5-6
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2. Opposing proverbs occur.

Compare: “haste makes waste” (Prov 21) and “He who hesitates is lost”

“Do not answer a fool according to his folly or you will be like him yourself.”
Don’t stoop to their level.  Prov 26:4

“Answer a fool according to his folly, or he will be wise in his own eyes.” Prov 26:5

Where did this wisdom come from?  Book of Native American Wisdom. General Principles.

Wisdom only comes when you stop looking for it and start living the life the Creator
intended for you.
A brave man dies but one-- but a coward many times.
Beware of the man that does not talk and the dog that does not bark. (passive aggressive)
The good-looking boy may just be good in the face.
Most of us don’t look as handsome to others as we do to ourselves.
Even animals have their taboos.
When a man moves away from nature his heart becomes hard.
Cherish youth, but trust old age.
The one who tells the stories rules the world.
Some are smart but they are not wise.
He who has great power should use it lightly.
Great chiefs prove their worthiness.
Death always comes out of season.
Those that lie down with dogs get up with fleas.
After dark all cats are leopards. (everything is scarier at night)
Those who do not fear God are not strong.
A good soldier is a poor scout. (a scout wants to avoid the battle)
The bird who has eaten can not fly with the bird who is hungry.

Where did this wisdom come from?  Book of Native American Wisdom. General Principles.

Where did King Lemuel reign? He wasn’t from Israel or Judah, he’s not an Israelite.
He wrote… here’s what makes life well. He wrote a massive section of Proverbs… Prov 31.
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The Value of Wisdom - Proverbs 2

My son, if you receive my words and treasure up my commandments with you,
making your ear attentive to wisdom and inclining your heart to understanding;
yes, if you call out for insight and raise your voice for understanding, if you seek it like
silver and search for it as for hidden treasures, then you will understand the fear of the
Lord and find the knowledge of God.
For the Lord gives wisdom;  from his mouth come knowledge and understanding;
he stores up sound wisdom for the upright; he is a shield to those who walk in
integrity, guarding the paths of justice and watching over the way of his saints.
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, delivering you from the
way of evil, from men of perverted speech, who forsake the paths of uprightness to
walk in the ways of darkness, who rejoice in doing evil and delight in the perverseness
of evil, men whose paths are crooked, and who are devious in their ways.
So you will be delivered from the forbidden woman, from the adulteress with her
smooth words, who forsakes the companion of her youth and forgets the covenant of
her God; for her house sinks down to death, and her paths to the departed;
none who go to her come back, nor do they regain the paths of life. So you will walk in
the way of the good and keep to the paths of the righteous. For the upright will inhabit
the land,  and those with integrity will remain in it, but the wicked will be cut off from
the land, and the treacherous will be rooted out of it.

Warning Against Adultery - Proverbs 5

My son, be attentive to my wisdom; incline your ear to my understanding, that you
may keep discretion, and your lips may guard knowledge. For the lips of a forbidden
woman drip honey, and her speech is smoother than oil, but in the end she is bitter as
wormwood, sharp as a two-edged sword. Her feet go down to death; her steps follow
the path to Sheol; she does not ponder the path of life; her ways wander, and she does
not know it. And now, O sons, listen to me, and do not depart from the words of my
mouth. Keep your way far from her, and do not go near the door of her house, lest you
give your honor to others and your years to the merciless, lest strangers take their fill
of your strength, and your labors go to the house of a foreigner, and at the end of your
life you groan, when your flesh and body are consumed, and you say, “How I hated
discipline, and my heart despised reproof! id not listen to the voice of my teachers or
incline my ear to my instructors. I am at the brink of utter ruin  in the assembled
congregation.” Drink water from your own cistern, flowing water from your own well.

Should your springs be scattered abroad, streams of water in the streets? Let them be
for yourself alone, and not for strangers with you. Let your fountain be blessed,  and
rejoice in the wife of your youth, a lovely deer, a graceful doe. Let her breasts fill you at
all times with delight; be intoxicated always in her love.

Why should you be intoxicated, my son, with a forbidden woman and embrace the
bosom of an adulteress? For a man's ways are before the eyes of the Lord, and he
ponders] all his paths. The iniquities of the wicked ensnare him, and he is held fast in
the cords of his sin. He dies for lack of discipline, and because of his great folly he is led
astray.
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