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Chapter One

Introduction to Wisdom Books
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Here is a brief overview of each of the wisdom books in the Old Testament. While many have grown up referring to these books as books of Poetry (which they are), they were classified by the Jewish sages as wisdom. For the ancients, there was generally a threefold division of the Hebrew Bible: Torah/Instruction, Writings, and Prophets. The writings include everything that is not the first five books of the Old Testament or the prophetic writings. Hopefully this will deepen our understanding of each individual book.

Job

The book of Job is a theodicy which deals with the goodness of God verses the existence of evil in the world.​[1]  The background of the book seems to fit well into the Patriarchal period (cir. 1900 B.C.), but no conclusive evidence can be given for dating Job to this era (or any other specific century).  We read where Satan is working behind the scenes (chapters 1-2) to tempt Job into turning away from God.  Satan does so by taking away his family/children (chapter 1), his earthly possessions (chapter 1), and his health (chapter 2).​[2]  Job agrees with the rest of scripture that human suffering is attributed to man’s sin and fall in the garden of Eden (Genesis 3; Romans 5:12; John 8:44; James 1:12-15).  Job laments his suffering (Job 3), and his friends (Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar) suggest that he is suffering due to some awful sin he has committed (see chapters 4-31).  Their logic goes something like this:

All suffering is the result of someone’s sin.

Job is suffering.

Therefore, Job has sinned.

To test the accuracy or soundness of a logical syllogism, one must prove that each premise (in this case, Premise 1 and 2) is true before the conclusion can be shown to be both sound and accurate.  I have no problem with the second premise (Job is suffering, we can all agree upon this statement), but I do disagree with the first premise (that all human suffering is the result of someone’s personal sin).  All suffering is a by-product of sin in the world, but not all suffering is a direct result of a specific sin or action.  We must realize, as Jesus taught His disciples about the blind man in John 9:1-5, that some suffering exists due to no fault of our own (or due to the maliciousness of others).  Because the first premise is wrong, then the conclusion cannot be drawn that Job is suffering because he committed some awful sin.​[3]

Each time (in chapters 4-31) after one of Job’s friends accuses him of suffering due to his own transgressions, Job defends his moral integrity.  Job spends five chapters (27-31) after his three friends finish speaking in defending his honor.  Then a man called Elihu steps in (chapters 32-37) and speaks from wisdom; he reprimands Job “because he justified himself rather than God” (32:3) and his three friends “because they have found no answer, and yet had condemned Job” (32:3).  There also seems to be a hint from Elihu that Job’s answers become a little too boastful and full of pride.  God does not always have to give a ‘why’ or ‘how come’ to mankind’s questions (33:13).  We cannot possibly know the mind of God (36:22-33).  If we cannot know the simple questions in life, how can we understand the more complexities of life?  In the end, Job does not speak words of wisdom (34:35).

God steps in and challenges Job “out of the whirlwind” (38:1).  God demanded an answer out of Job since Job had demanded an answer from God (38:1-12).  These series of questions (38:4-41:33) Job was unable to answer.  If God was unable to answer these simple questions, how could he possibly understand the greatest question of all, ‘why does mankind suffer?’  Job submits to God’s sovereignty and repents of his haughty heart (42:1-6).  God demands that Job’s three friends repent of their error (42:7-9), and the book closes by saying that God blessed Job twofold more at the end of his life than at the beginning (42:10-14) and died at the ripe old age of 140.  As we examine the book as a whole, the great British Old Testament commentator, H.H. Rowley, once noted:


It is true that Job longs for death to escape from his sufferings, but it is incidental to the Dialogue rather than its major theme.  Still less is it relevant to the main message of the book of Job.  Similarly, while Job complains of the injustice of his sufferings, it is a complaint against God rather than against man, and though in the ends his prosperity is restored, it is not because God has yielded to his defence (sic, defense).​[4]



––––––––
[image: ]


PROVERBS

The structure of Proverbs is laid out like a father imparting wisdom or instruction to a son (just as Moses had commanded the father’s to do so, Deuteronomy 6:3-9).​[5]  One could even say that Proverbs 1:6 is the key verse to the whole book (“the fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge ...”)!  The book of Proverbs was written and compiled, for the most part, by King Solomon.  In fact, the first twenty-four chapters were penned by Solomon himself.  Chapters twenty-five through twenty-nine contain the wise saying of Solomon written down by King Hezekiah’s scribes.  The last two chapters, thirty and thirty-one, were composed by two wise men, Agur and Lemuel, of whom little is known about.  The book records that Solomon spoke 3,000 proverbs and wrote 3,500 songs (1 Kings 4:32).  Some scholars have tried to minimize Solomon’s wise sayings by arguing that there was a great body of wisdom literature throughout the Ancient Near East, especially from Egypt.  Many of us are familiar with the wit and wisdom of Benjamin Franklin.  Sayings such as, “A penny saved is a penny earned,” or “The early bird gets the worm,” or even, “Early to bed, and early to rise, makes one healthy, wealthy, and wise.”  Some might even find a bit of Biblical truth to these sayings (albeit, uninspired) that Franklin coined (or borrowed from others), but that does not make them any less wise or unimportant.  Regardless of any other body of wisdom literature from the same part of the world and from the same time period, we know that what Solomon wrote (spoke) was Divinely inspired.  In fact, Judaism (as a whole) placed great importance upon Godly wisdom.  We find traces of this wisdom literature in the teachings of Jesus and the book of James.

Ecclesiastes

The title of this book in the original is Qohelet, from the verb Qahal, meaning speaker in an assembly.  This word form was used in reference to the “congregation” or assembly of Israel.​[6]  The title in the Septuagint, ecclesiastes, comes from the word in the New Testament meaning assembly, congregation, or church (ekklesia).  So the writer refers to himself as the “Preacher, the son of David, King of Jerusalem” (1:1).  This could refer to none other than Solomon himself.

Ecclesiastes has been called the “most philosophical book in the Bible.​[7]   There are three main views in which this book has been interpreted.  The first view looks at this book from a purely naturalistic perspective.  They argue that Ecclesiastes a fatalistic (doom and gloom, 7:13), pessimistic (4:2), materialistic (3:19-21), hedonistic (pleasure and satisfaction, 2:24), and agnostic (don’t know whether there is a God or not, 1:13ff.) view of life.  Many try to focus on the seemingly negativity of the book (I read an article once which stated that Ernest Hemmingway, upon reading the book and battling cancer, committed suicide).  How sad!  The second interpretation states that Ecclesiastes a partially theistic view of life.  They see the first section of the book (1:3-11:10) teaching how a worldly man perceives life (pessimistic, agnostic), while the second section (chapter 12) gives the way in which the spiritual man views life.  A third view sees Ecclesiastes as being wholly theistic in its outlook on life.  Solomon does teach that at some point in his life he lived a hard life and sowed his wild oats.  Yet I believe that many miss the main point of the book.  Solomon is trying to show two contrasts of life: the one of utter futility in seeking after pleasure and happiness (“vanity of vanities”) Solomon once sought apart from God and the other that sees life through the eyes of God (12:1, 13-14).  
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SONG OF SOLOMON

The first verse of this book describes itself as “the song of songs, which is Solomon’s.”  The phrase “song of songs” is a superlative, meaning the very best song.  This is not just any love song, but it is a love song.  Since Solomon died around 931 B.C., the book would have been written prior to his death.  Solomon’s bride that he speaks of is a Shulamite (6:13).​[8]  Although Shulamites are not found among the list of Solomon’s wives (1 Kings 11:1), the 700 wives and 300 concubines who “turned away his heart” from God (1 Kings 11:3), yet this lovely woman mentioned in Song of Solomon may have come along after the ones mentioned in
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