
Overview of Wisdom Literature 
 
 
Why do bad things happen to good people? Does it pay to be honest and fair? Is God basically 
kind and loving or demanding and retributive?  And how can we tap into the “good life,” 
however we define that? Ah, that is the question and quest of mankind throughout his lifespan.  
 
The Israelites sought to answer these existential questions in a genre of scripture known as 
“wisdom literature.” Unlike most scripture in which God speaks to God’s people either directly 
or through messengers (think Moses and the prophets), wisdom literature often draws upon 
the life experiences and learned knowledge of ordinary people: a father to his son, a 
discouraged teacher, friends to one who is suffering.  
 
So ill-defined is the category of wisdom literature that scholars disagree on which biblical books 
should be included in the classification. Three Old Testament books are generally included: 
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job. Two books from the Apocrypha are included: Wisdom of 
Solomon (or just Wisdom) and Wisdom of Sirach (or Ecclesiasticus). Some lists include portions 
of the Psalms and Song of Songs, both from the Old Testament.  
 
What is common among these books is that they are largely instructional, sometimes delivered 
through short, pithy sayings, sometimes in long monologues, sometimes poetical.  They are 
often attributed to or associated with Solomon because of his legacy of being a wise king, but 
whether or not he was the actual author is questionable. Hence the Wisdom of Solomon may 
not have been written by Solomon himself. 
 
David Penchansky, in “What is Wisdom Literature?” identifies three types of wisdom literature: 
• Village wisdom/folk wisdom, characterized by short, pithy statements, with examples drawn 
from nature and framed as instruction from parents to their children:  “The lazy person does 
not plow in season; harvest comes, and there is nothing to be found” (Proverbs 20:4). 
• Royal wisdom, written by sages as instructions to junior bureaucrats on the intricacies and 
treachery of palace politics:  “When you sit down to eat with a ruler, observe carefully what is 
before you, and put a knife to your throat if you have a big appetite” (Proverbs 23:1-3).  
• Theological wisdom of deep reflection, pondering great mystical questions: “What a heavy 
burden God has laid on mankind! I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of 
them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind. 15” (Ecclesiastes 1:13-14). 
 
Unlike most of the Old Testament, wisdom literature does not concern itself with Israel’s 
salvation history - the Exodus event and the Sinai covenant are not the focus. Rather its starting 
point is the quest for meaning, for order, for understanding  human life. Why is there suffering? 
Why do the wicked seem to prosper while bad thing happen to good people? Why is there a 
seeming arbitrariness of divine blessing on people? 
 
In the end, wisdom is found to be a gift from God and part of the very nature of God. God is the 
one who creates and sustains the earth and its creatures. 



 
Much of wisdom literature is presented through the personification of Sophia: the Greek 
translation of the word “wisdom.” Indeed, the voice of wisdom most often appears as feminine. 
In Proverbs she sits at the city gates - the entrance to the busyness of the city marketplace -  
and calls out to young men to listen to her advice: to trust in God who holds the key to meaning 
in life and to pay attention to her teachings. In this, says Katharine J. Dell in “Wisdom Literature 
Makes a Comeback,” wisdom speaks to our own age. We have become people who trust 
ourselves and our own experience over religious instruction; we have need of listening to the 
voice of wisdom that calls to us from the busyness of our lives.  
 
The early Church knew wisdom as Sophia, but over time her presence as a distinct characteristic 
of God declined. The reason are three, says Joyce Rupp in her article “Who is Sophia in the 
Bible?” At the time of the early Church, many Greek and Egyptian goddess cults existed 
including a goddess of wisdom. The early Christians did not want to be associated with these 
“pagan” cults. At the same time, the movement of Gnosticism - that had special devotion to 
Sophia - was gaining popularity. The Gnostics did not recognize the Incarnation of God in Jesus 
and put all emphasis on salvation through the knowledge of the inner self. Eventually, the 
movement was declared heretical. A third reason for disacknowledging Sophia as a 
personification of God was the influence of the first-century philosopher Philo of Alexandria. At 
first, Philo taught that Yahweh had created Sophia first and then Logos, and envisioned the two 
working together to shape creation - thus a masculine influence and a feminine influence. But 
Philo’s theory got lost as the Church fathers increasingly portrayed God as masculine and 
eliminated God’s feminine voice. 
 
How do we find wisdom?  Joyce Rupp in “Who is Sophia in the Bible” suggests beginning by 
reading, studying, and meditating on the Sophia passages in the Bible;  take a metaphor or a 
name for Sophia in the verses, breathe it in and out, letting it permeate your whole being. 
“Most essential of all,” says Rupp, “is to ask Sophia to reveal herself to you.” 
 
In our study “Exploring Sophia; Seeking Wisdom,” we will consider where and when and how 
Sophia/wisdom reveals herself in our ordinary lives. We will seek guidance rather than answers 
as we respond to God’s invitation to  continue growing into the persons God created us to be.  
 
- Marjorie George 
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