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“Douglas O’Donnell writes with infectious enthusiasm about the Wisdom Literature of the Bible. At a time when many Christians wonder how these books ‘fit in’ to the rest of Scripture, O’Donnell’s call to pay close attention to these books and his gripping introduction to them should be widely read.”


Peter J. Williams, Warden, Tyndale House, Cambridge, England


 


“Rarely does an individual combine the precision of an exegete, the passion of a poet, and the pulse of a pastor. But Doug O’Donnell demonstrates all of these qualities in his most recent book. What is even more impressive is that O’Donnell focuses his attention on the Old Testament Wisdom Literature, one of the sections of the Bible most neglected by scholars and pastors alike. His model sermons and the hermeneutical discussions that undergird them are sure to inspire many others to follow the path that he has blazed so well.” 


Daniel J. Estes, Distinguished Professor of Bible, Dean of the School of Biblical and Theological Studies, Cedarville University


 


“I have long thought that the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament is a good grid on which to introduce our unbelieving and troubled world to the gospel—it is so down-to-earth and practical. Douglas O’Donnell does this in an appealing way. His homiletical exercises in Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job, conveyed in fresh conversational prose, lead the preacher from the text to the pulpit to the pew. If a sermon is like a painting, it should always be like a Rembrandt with the famous beam of light that characterizes his portraits. O’Donnell’s model sermons glow with that beaming light of the gospel. And he helpfully instructs his readers on the hermeneutical principles that can engage the text and enlighten the preacher for the awesome task of gospel proclamation, yes, even from the Wisdom Literature!” 


C. Hassel Bullock, Franklin S. Dyrness Professor of Biblical Studies Emeritus, Wheaton College


 


“Since these days I am as likely to be sitting in a pew (or preferably, of course, a comfortable chair) as standing in a pulpit, I am now part of that great hungry multitude hoping for help, heart nourishment for the week ahead, a true word from the Lord that a lively exposition from Holy Scripture can bring, and above all a fresh sense of the greatness of the God we know in and through Christ. These sermons of Doug O’Donnell’s, as well as the practical instructions he provides, have enriched me, as they will surely do for many others.”


R. C. Lucas, Retired Rector, St. Helen’s Church, Bishopsgate, London


 


“Doug O’Donnell’s sermons in this volume are all that a preaching commentary should be—analytic of the biblical text, wide-ranging in biblical scholarship, containing a wealth of ‘bridge building’ to everyday life, and stylistically excellent.”  


Leland Ryken, Professor of English, Wheaton College


 


“The Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament poses one of the most daunting challenges for preachers whose resolve is to preach Christ from all the Scriptures. Pastor Douglas O’Donnell offers invaluable modeling and coaching to help us explore, in practical terms, how to preach Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job in a way that both expounds the biblical texts with integrity and sets them into the larger context of the Bible’s unified witness to Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.”


Dennis E. Johnson, Professor of Practical Theology, Westminster Seminary, California


 


“The church very much needs to hear preaching from Old Testament wisdom, and for that preaching to be Christian, it must be faithful to the text and also point people to Christ. O’Donnell’s vision for wisdom preaching, and the sermons themselves, serve as excellent guideposts for those who want to preach through Old Testament wisdom books. They inspire other preachers to work through the texts on their own with a clear vision for preaching the gospel through the wisdom God has given in Scripture.”


Michael Graves, Associate Professor of Old Testament, Wheaton College


 


“This lively, contemporary introduction to the Old Testament Wisdom books provides an ideal way for today’s Christian readers to share their wealth, learn their secrets, and discern the glories of Christ in their pages. For the biblical preacher, O’Donnell’s book is packed with helpful models and practical advice on how to preach this often-neglected material with fresh power and effectiveness.”


David Jackman, Former President, Proclamation Trust, London, England


 


“In an age of endless self-help courses, books, and psychobabble there are few parts of the Bible more needed than the Wisdom Literature. Christians need to learn from our Creator how to live wisely in his world and, in learning it, discover how this literature leads to the gospel and points to Christ. Doug O’Donnell’s book seeks to show how we may know and enjoy the Wisdom Literature and preach Christ from it. Such an enterprise is timely and helpful for those who wish to live God’s way in his world.”


Phillip Jensen, Senior Minister, St Andrew’s Cathedral, Sydney, Australia; Director, Sydney Diocesan Ministry Training and Development
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To my son, Simeon Joseph, who looks in awesome wonder at God’s power throughout the universe displayed


 


“Look, Da Da, the moon!


Look, look, flowers. Look!”
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FOREWORD


 


 


I feel honored that Doug O'Donnell invited me to review his new book, The Beginning and End of Wisdom, and, he said, if I liked it, to write the foreword. I do indeed like the book: it is well researched and written and fills a real need for preachers and seminary students.




The contemporary need is this: Old Testament Wisdom Literature is one of the more difficult genres to interpret and preach. This need is heightened by the fact that many modern preachers do not know how to preach Christ from these books. Many, therefore, think it the better part of wisdom to omit Wisdom Literature from their preaching schedule. 




It is telling that the Revised Common Lectionary in its three-year cycle of some 230 Old Testament readings (not including the Psalms) has only eleven readings from Wisdom Literature: four readings from Proverbs (Year B, sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth Sundays after Pentecost, and Year C, first Sunday after Pentecost); five from Job (Years A, B, and C, Holy Saturday, and Year B, twentieth, twenty-first, twenty-second, and twenty-third Sundays after Pentecost); one from Ecclesiastes (Years A, B, and C, New Year); and one from the Song of Solomon (Year B, fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost). This arrangement suggests the possibility of a three-sermon series on Proverbs and a four-sermon series on Job once every three years. I am not faulting the Lectionary for so few wisdom passages as it seeks to follow the life of Christ through the church year; after all, there are numerous beautiful passages in the Old Testament. But these statistics do indicate that congregations whose preachers follow the Lectionary closely will be undernourished with respect to Old Testament wisdom. This is where The Beginning and End of Wisdom can provide the needed dietary supplements for the church. 




At first reading, the book's title may seem presumptuous, as if this book is the beginning and end of wisdom. But in reading the book you will discover what a wonderfully apt title this is. This title resonates on no less than three levels. First, O'Donnell presents six sermons, one on the beginning and one on the end of three wisdom books: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job. Second, the wisdom passages all begin in the Old Testament and all end with Jesus Christ, the very "wisdom of God" (1 Cor. 1:24), "in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge" (Col. 2:3). And third, in preaching this Old Testament wisdom today, pastors begin with this wisdom so that its end may be transformed lives that live this wisdom. As you read this delightful book, you may discover even more levels where this title resonates.




O'Donnell has a twofold aim with this book: "First, I wish to light a fire beneath you; that is, I desire to help you know and enjoy the Wisdom Literature of the Bible so that you might preach on it more often. Second, I wish to show you how to build a fire; that is, how to preach such literature" (from the preface). He accomplishes both aims. In text, endnotes, quotations, and illustrations, his book witnesses to wide readings and interests (history, theology, biblical hermeneutics, literature, art, current events, preaching), thorough research, and wise judgments. The sound expository sermons are written in a fresh, sometimes witty, oral style, including dialogue with the congregation. But this book consists of much more than six excellent sermons.




In writing these six sermons on Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job, O'Donnell set himself a major task of research, for each of these books is a different form (sub-genre) of Wisdom Literature; that is, each has a different mix of wisdom forms such as proverb, reflection, instruction, anecdote, and autobiographical narrative. Therefore, each book requires a specific hermeneutical approach (see the separate bibliographies on Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Job, and "Other Resources"). Moreover, preaching a sermon on the beginning as well as the end of each book requires a thorough acquaintance with the whole book. In addition, he seeks not only to preach the Old Testament texts in their Old Testament contexts but to link each message to Jesus Christ in the New Testament: "I want us to put on gospel glasses and look at this text again so that we might see clearly how what we have in Christ . . . changes a buried seed into a budding flower." This desire for Christocentric sermons requires additional research into the connections between the Old Testament and the New as well as into the New Testament itself. O'Donnell accomplishes these multiple tasks very well. His sermons are biblical, expository, relevant, and interesting. In fact, they sing! At appropriate times the preacher smoothly slides into a higher key and preaches Jesus Christ. 




These six sermons are model sermons that will inspire and teach you how to preach Christ from Old Testament wisdom. The many endnotes provide further information and insights. The sermons are followed by a seventh chapter, "How Shall Wisdom Be Preached?" This chapter gives specific tips on how to move from an Old Testament wisdom text to Jesus Christ in the New Testament. Since much of Wisdom Literature is written as poetry, an appendix, "Preaching Hebrew Poetry," provides more hints for interpreting and preaching this literature. A final appendix offers a brief summary of each book and valuable suggestions for preaching sermon series on Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job.




Before Doug invited me to write a foreword for his new book, I did not know him at all. In fact, our life paths have been remarkably different. But now that our paths have crossed, I recognize in him a kindred spirit whose zeal is the same as mine. This stimulating book will drive you from your study to the pulpit in order to preach Christ from "all the Scriptures" (Luke 24:27, 44).


 




Sidney Greidanus




Author, Preaching Christ from Ecclesiastes;




Professor Emeritus of Preaching, Calvin Theological Seminary
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PREFACE


THE BEGINNING OF WISDOM FOR BEGINNERS


My midlife crisis came early. Unless, of course, I live to be seventy; in that case, it came right on time. While it was a "crisis" in the sense of a decision, it didn't involve choosing between buying a red corvette or dyeing my gray hairs brown. I was deciding if I should seek ordination as a Presbyterian pastor. After nineteen years as a devout Roman Catholic and sixteen years as an even more devout nondenominational evangelical, this decision wasn't easy. In my left ear I could hear my dear Scottish Catholic mother's voice, still sad about me leaving the one true church and still going on about those wicked Glasgow Presbyterian boys who tossed stones over the fence at her and the other poor, innocent, minding-their-own-business girls of St. Saviour's. In my right ear was the voice of professional prudence and discretion: "As an established evangelical pastor, are you willing to leave the theological flexibility of nondenominationalism and be publically enjoined with those who fervently defend Calvinism, infant baptism, and the spiritual presence of Christ in the sacramental wine?" Eventually I quelled these voices, cleared my head, and made a decision. I enrolled in "the most perfect school of Christ,"1 and thus began my journey to Geneva.




The road toward ordination, however, was more arduous than expected. It would require college and seminary transcripts, a letter from my church, and then a good deal of personal and academic writing. I had to submit a summary of my Christian experience and call to ministry, paragraphs on thirteen issues in theology, six exams, an exegetical essay, a theological paper, and a sermon manuscript. Once completed, all my work would then be reviewed by the Candidates and Credentials Committee of the regional Presbytery. If approved, I would twice stand before the Presbytery for oral examinations, where I could be asked any and all relevant questions: 


 




How did you come to Christ? 




What is the chief end of man? 




What is justification? 




Name the five points of Calvinism. 




What is a censure? 




When did the PCA and the RPCES become one?




What is the square root of the year J. Gresham Machen left Princeton? 


 




On the morning I took my first three oral exams—on the English Bible, the Westminster Standards (theology), and The Book of Church Order (church polity)—I also handed my sermon manuscript to the Candidates and Credentials Committee and proceeded to preach the text of the manuscript before them. All the members of that committee looked so tired, dour, and slightly irritated, much like that fêted picture of John Knox. They sat on brown folding chairs around a brown folding table, all folding their white arms. A few of them lay back in their chairs. Others slumped forward. I stood as straight as I could behind a shorter-than-I'd-wished music stand, my sermon manuscript seemingly seven miles beneath my eyes. The only positive sign was that one member (the head of the committee no less) had long hair. The almost-always-correct equation (long hair = leniency) quickly soothed my mind. 




I started the sermon. 




I finished. 




Amen and Amen. 




They looked up. I looked up. Our eyes met. 




"Okay, that's it. Thanks. Good job," the long-haired guy said and smiled. I was right about him.




A few hours later, after I stood before the Presbytery for examination, I was asked to wait in the adjoining room as they voted. I leaned nervously at the doorway of a dingy church kitchen (perhaps "dingy" is redundant). The only barrier between their voices and my ears was new drywall and those out-of-date accordion blinds. In other words, when I listened closely enough, I could hear every word of the "secret counsel" of their predetermined-before-the-foundation-of-the-world determination. I felt as guilty eavesdropping on my inquisitors as I had felt that time years ago when I had lied to Father McLaughlin about how many months it had been since my last confession. And so, after overhearing the first four questions they posed about me, which were addressed to the long-haired guy, the one man who now stood as the only mediator between me and ordination, I decided to retreat into the even dingier but well insulated tan-tiled bathroom. The dialogue of the first few overheard questions, however, still rang in my ears: 


 




How was his sermon? 




It was good. 




What did he preach on?




He preached on Job 28. (Pause.) It's not every day that someone preaches on Job 28.




How was his exegetical essay?




Good.




What was it on?




He wrote on Proverbs 31.




Interesting?!




Yes.


 




Poets and Poems, Words and Wisdom


I'm not sure why it is that when I feel most pressed to prove myself, I turn to the Wisdom Literature of the Bible. Perhaps it has something to do with my natural disposition. I would, for example, scribble lines of poetry while my high school algebra teacher taught on variables or binary operations or vectors or imaginary numbers or a + b = b + a or whatever else goes on in such a class. And I have continued, without the algebra-teacher background noise, both to write my own poetry and to dwell on the poetry of others, most notably that of God. 


Eleven years ago, I "contributed to scholarship" with my thesis on John Donne's interpretation of the Song of Solomon in light of the history of biblical interpretation.2 My first published book, God's Lyrics, is on the songs of Moses, Deborah, Hannah, David, and Habakkuk. And I am currently working on two commentaries, one on Ecclesiastes and another on the Song of Solomon. In my brief decade of pastoral ministry I have taught through all of Ecclesiastes, much of Proverbs, and some of Job. My library is filled with rows of commentaries on Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Job, the Song of Solomon, and the Psalms, and also with titles such as Gospel and Wisdom, The Way of Wisdom, Old Testament Wisdom, Hear and Be Wise, and Where Shall Wisdom Be Found?




These are indications not only of a passionate obsession but also of an oddity. I say "oddity" because from my survey of available literature and of other pastors' libraries and sermons, it appears to me that most men of the cloth today have left these texts and topics in the closet.3 I find such neglect disappointing yet at the same time invigorating, for if every pastor loved such literature as I do, you wouldn't be holding the book you have in your hands. (And I wouldn't be earning a royalty, which keeps the "wealth" dicta of the Wisdom Literature very much in mind!)


 




Rubbing Sticks and Lighting Fires


The aim of this book, if I may be as forthright (yet unambiguous) as the preceding parenthesis, is twofold. First, I wish to light a fire beneath you; that is, I desire to help you know and enjoy the Wisdom Literature of the Bible so that you might preach on it more often. Second, I wish to show you how to build a fire, that is, how to preach such literature. In short this is a book on what the Wisdom Literature is,4 why we should delight in it, and how we should preach it. 


Since this task before us is not simple, you will be relieved to know that this book is laid out quite simply. There are only seven chapters, a number that is both small and, as you probably know, perfect. If I went with more than seven chapters (eight, nine, ten, or so) or less than seven (six, five, or four), we would then find ourselves in a precarious numerological conundrum, of which no poet (especially of the biblical mind) wants to find himself. I say that, of course, tongue in cheek. I do think and hope, however, (with tongue now out of cheek) that seven chapters will perfectly suffice to achieve my twofold aim. Specifically, I hope that the first six chapters, which were originally sermons on the first and last portions of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job,5 will inform and inspire, and that the final chapter will be a practical aid in your calling to declare the excellencies of Jesus Christ from the whole counsel of God's Word (Acts 20:27; cf. 8:35).6




INTRODUCTION


WHY CHRISTIANS ARE FOOLS


If I knew it would require dropping out of school, I probably would have said no. While in graduate school (but not for graduate school), I vowed to read the entire Works of Jonathan Edwards in a year.1 Yes, the entire works! Stamped on the inside cover of the first volume was this inscription: 


 




These volumes are the gift of John H. Gerstner to Douglas O'Donnell who has vowed to God that he will complete their reading within one year of receiving them. Soli Deo Gloria!


 




That was the deal: Dr. Gerstner gave me the books for free; I vowed to read them. 




When the books came in the mail, I opened them with eager excitement. Free books! Free Edwards! Freedom of the Will! I was converted to Christ when I was nineteen and converted to reading shortly thereafter. My job helped form and feed this new obsession. I worked as an overnight security guard at ServiceMaster's corporate headquarters. Every three hours I did my rounds. This took about ten minutes each time. The rest of the time—other than eating leftover shrimp in the kitchen from some fancy corporate party, playing intercom games with the other security guards, strumming my guitar, and doing homework—I read. For four straight years for at least four hours a night, I read dead theologians. I read Augustine. I read Luther. I read Aquinas. I read Calvin. I read Chrysostom. I read Wesley. I read Boethius, for goodness sake. And, yes, I read America's most renowned theologian.




My fellow security guard, the son of an Iowa farmer, called me a "plower." He likened my reading habits to his father's work. "You plow through books slowly but surely, like a plow overturning the soil," he would say with some affection and subtle admiration. "Next thing I know, you're done with this huge book."




Plower or not, half a year into reading Edwards the plow got stuck. I realized that at the pace I was going—the only pace I could go with such complex and interesting material—my vow would be impossible to keep. Something had to give: the rounds? The shrimp? The intercom? The guitar? School? 




School! I became a grad school dropout in order to remain a full-time security guard/Edwardsian reader. With a thin yellow highlighter wedged atop my left ear and a red pencil in my right hand, I read, marked, and learned. I underlined and asterisked every important sentence, and then, in the back of each volume, I scribbled my favorite quotes. I finished on December 20, 1994, which I know because I joyfully inscribed it on the front plate beneath Gerstner's Soli Deo Gloria.




Just the other day I pulled these volumes off my shelf, and I relived that year for a moment. Like rereading the Bible that I first read cover to cover and marked up with obnoxious colors and mutilating markings, these volumes revealed so much of my early Christian life. In those back pages, I saw how much I valued Edwards's majestic view of God, salvation, and the church:


 




God is the highest Good of the reasonable creature; and the enjoyment of Him is the only happiness with which our souls can be satisfied.


 


The church is the completeness of Christ, the fullness of Him that filleth all in all.


 


Surely, the more the sinner has an inward, an immediate, and sole, and explicit dependence upon Christ, the more Christ has the glory of his salvation from him.


 


The man Jesus Christ, who is the head of all creatures, is the most humble of all creatures.


 


I am bold to say that the work of God in the conversion of one soul . . . is a more glorious work of God than the creation of the whole material world.


 


To take on yourself to work out redemption is a greater thing than if you had taken it upon you to create a world.


 


The gospel of the blessed God does not go abroad begging for its evidence, so much as some think: it has its highest and most proper evidence in itself.


 


There is not so much difference before God, between children and grown persons, as we are ready to imagine; we are all poor, ignorant, foolish babes in His sight. Our adult age does not bring us so much near to God as we are apt to think.


 


That final quote I liked best. (It has five stars next to it.) And today I still like it in its depiction of how we relate to, explain, and apply the Wisdom Literature of the Bible. In all my study of the Christian faith over these last twenty years, and especially in my recent work on Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job, I find Edwards's thought here instructive. I have gained enormous insight about God, his Word, and his world, and yet I know that I know so little. I have plumbed the depths of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God only to learn that I am still but a poor, ignorant, foolish babe in his sight. I have climbed the mountains of his unsearchable judgments and inscrutable ways only to find myself not as near to God as I am apt to think.




 


Where Shall Wisdom Be Found?


The Wisdom Literature is helpful in humbling us before God. It is more helpful, I dare say, than any other part of the Bible. These three books put us in our place. We can dig deep into the recesses of human knowledge. We can mine diamonds from the caverns of human existence, experience, and observation. But we cannot find wisdom, that wisdom which is heavenly—"from above"—from the one who "is above all" (John 3:31). We have "earthly wisdom" (2 Cor. 1:12). But the Lord alone has heavenly wisdom. He alone is wise (Job 28:23–27; 37:1–42:6). 


God's wisdom wearies us if we try to grasp it through humanly means (Prov. 30:1b). Knowledge of the Holy One cannot be found within (vv. 2–3). Knowledge of the Holy One cannot be obtained by climbing Jacob's ladder to peek our heads through the clouds (v. 4a). We cannot wrap our minds around the one who "wrapped up the waters in a garment" (v. 4c), who "gathered the wind in his fists" (v. 4b). We can only see flickers of light in the night sky. Streaks of lightning that dance in the storm. And such light—momentary light—comes only through open eyes and hands and hearts, and with faces to the ground. 




"Where shall wisdom be found?" (Job 28:12b; cf. v. 20). That is the foundational question of the Wisdom Literature. And Wisdom Literature answers: "The fear of the Lord, that is wisdom" (Job 28:28). This wisdom from above comes only "to those who take refuge in him" (Prov. 30:5b).2 This wisdom only comes to those who echo John the Baptist's words about God incarnate: "He must increase, but I must decrease" (John 3:30).




So the Wisdom Literature teaches us that the door to the kingdom is open to those whose childlike faith understands how the wisdom of God comes only from the fear of God. But it also teaches us about the gospel, illustrating the wisdom of God in the sufferings of our Savior.




At least that's how Paul saw it. The knowledge of God's plan of salvation—the mystery of the gospel revealed (Eph. 1:7–10)—is found in Christ and his cross. Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom (Col. 2:2–3), brings "wisdom from above"—God's peaceable, gentle, merciful wisdom (James 3:17) down to earth. And such wisdom was demonstrated through Christ's growth in wisdom and his teaching of wisdom, but ultimately through his sacrificial death.3


 




For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written, "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart." Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. (1 Cor. 1:18–24)


 




Christians are fools. That's Paul's argument to the Corinthians. That is, those who trust that God through the crucifixion made Christ "who became to us wisdom from God, righteousness and sanctification and redemption" (v. 30), appear foolish to the unwise—to the overly-wise-in-their-own-eyes—world. Yet he is no fool who abandons human pride and power to find the "secret and hidden wisdom of God" (2:7) now revealed in "Christ and him crucified" (2:2). The seeming folly of a crucified God is God's wisdom perfected. That is where wisdom is ultimately found.


 




Christocentric Wisdom


In his commentary on Isaiah, the church father Jerome wrote, "To be ignorant of the Scripture is to be ignorant of Christ."4 Jerome was right. If we know nothing of the Word of God, we will know nothing of the Son of God. Put positively, the more we know the Bible, the better we will know the person and work of Jesus Christ. 


Jerome's saying, however, can be reversed to make just as pointed a point: "To be ignorant of Christ is to be ignorant of Scripture." For isn't this the claim of Jesus himself? In John 5:39–40 Jesus rebuked the Pharisees with these words: "You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life." Life does not come through Bible literacy. Life comes through Jesus. And a right understanding of Scripture comes through knowledge of Jesus and trust in him. As Paul wrote: 


 




For to this day, when [unconverted Jews] read the old [testament], that same veil remains unlifted, because only through Christ is it taken away. Yes, to this day whenever Moses is read a veil lies over their hearts. But when one turns to the Lord, the veil is removed. (2 Cor. 3:14b–16)


 




Such knowledge understands that just as every book of the Old Testament adds light to our understanding of Jesus, so the revelation of God in the person of Christ enlightens our understanding of the Old Testament. Martin Luther put it this way: "We can only read the Bible forwards, but we have to understand it backwards."5 Jesus spoke of this forwards-backwards reading of the Word in Luke 24:44, where he taught his disciples how every book of the Old Testament canon—the "Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms"—attested to his person and work, notably his death and resurrection. Most significant for our study is when he mentioned "the Psalms," referencing the ketuvim or "Writings," which consists of eleven books, the first being the book of Psalms and the last Chronicles (1 and 2 Chronicles). Also included in "the Psalms" are the books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job.6




So, are the books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job about Jesus? Jesus says so. And this book aims to show how so. In the preface, I stated my twofold aim: (1) to help you know and enjoy the Wisdom Literature so that you might preach on it more often; and (2) to show you how to preach Christ from this genre. I hope by reading and applying this book your mind will be "opened . . . to understand" (Luke 24:45) perhaps something, if not "everything [!] written about [Christ]" (v. 44) in the Wisdom Literature. 




May it be so to God's glory and the good of the church.




1


SHIP OF FOOLS




  

    	 

    	Proverbs 1:1-7

    	 

  





 


The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.


—Proverbs 1:7


 


Thank God I didn't vow to God. Last year I began a decade-long process of reading the Pulitzer Prize–winning novels from the last century. Yet, after drudging through four more recent winners and finding drab protagonists and meatless plots, I abandoned my aren't-I-eccentric? ambition for a less lofty but more rewarding one: The Adventures of Robin Hood, The Jungle Book, Robinson Crusoe, Kidnapped, Sleeping Beauty, and Aladdin and Other Tales from the Arabian Nights. These six children's classics—beautifully bound, sitting patiently, un-eccentrically atop the black desk in my family room—beckoned me. Take and read. Take and read. 




I took and read—six classics in one year. 




And what fun it was. Three cheers for plots and protagonists. Hurray for stealing from the rich. Hurray for shipwrecks. Hurray for talking animals. And hip, hip, hurray Aladdin, my favorite of the six. Hurray for medieval Arabian (Islamic) folktales!




The Disney version leaves out anything and everything Islamic (too bad). Yet, like the book, the movie covers Aladdin's discovery of the magic lamp, the emergence of an all-powerful genie, and that genie's willingness to fulfill his master's every wish. How exciting! With the ability to request anything, Aladdin asks for what most sensible single men would ask: to marry the most beautiful woman in the kingdom, the sultan's daughter. Yet he takes a roundabout way. I would have commanded that genie, "Give me the princess now!" and let the genie work out the details. But Aladdin asks for riches to impress the princess's father. He gets the riches, which opens the door to the sultan's approval. Our hero gets the girl. Now, there's more to the story (much more), but that's the first and most important half of it. 




I begin with that folktale because an Aladdin-like moment occurs in King Solomon's life. In 1 Kings 3:5 we read not of some magic genie but of the Lord God Almighty coming to David's son, the author of the book of Proverbs.1 In a dream, God speaks to him: "Ask for whatever you want me to give you" (NIV). Now, that's not "Your wish is my command," but it's fairly close.




And how did Solomon reply? Did he say, "Show me the money"? No. How about, "Give me the girl"? No. Solomon wanted wisdom. After praising the Lord for the Lord's steadfast love, he asked for the ability to discern right from wrong—for wisdom. He wanted wisdom so that he might govern his life and his kingdom in a fitting manner. 




This so pleased the Lord—that Solomon didn't ask for long life, riches, or military victory (or for Pharaoh's daughter or any other "sultan's" daughter)—that God bestowed upon him "a wise and discerning mind" (v. 12b) and gave to him "wisdom and understanding beyond measure . . . so that Solomon's wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all" (4:29–30a).2 




 


We All Need Wisdom


When I was a newborn Christian (for me—age nineteen), I remember the first time I came across James 1:5: "If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him." At the time, I considered wisdom to be the icing on the cake of Christian discipleship. I reasoned, "Oh, things are going pretty well in my Christian life, but now and then I need a bit of wisdom to make an important decision—what girl I should marry; what college I should attend—and so that's when I'll ask for it." That's when I rub the lamp, if you will. Yet now I realize, as Solomon did much earlier, that I need wisdom like I need oxygen and water—and love.


Isn't this true for you? We all need wisdom. And not just wisdom in the massive decisions of life but in our everyday relationships with their moment-by-moment choices—at home, in the workplace, in our neighborhoods. Thankfully, our gracious God has not left us to our own devices. He has given us the Wisdom Literature of the Bible, especially the book of Proverbs, where its short and salty Solomonic sayings teach us God's mind on many matters under the sun. 




How do I find a good wife? It's in there. How do I raise godly children? It's in there. Why should I deal honestly in business? It's in there. What I am to do with this tongue, which sometimes likes to fib, gossip, and yell? It's in there. Why is it important to roll out of bed each morning and work hard? It's in there. How do I become a wise and respected leader within my community? It's in there. 




Here at the very start of Proverbs (1:2–6), Solomon calls everyone who needs everyday wisdom—the young, the simple, and those already wise—to listen up. Do you need practical wisdom: "instruction in wise dealing" and "prudence . . . knowledge and discretion" (vv. 3–4)? Well, then, listen up. Do you need intellectual wisdom: insight into insightful words (vv. 2b, 4b)? Well, then, listen up. Do you need moral wisdom: "instruction . . . in righteousness, justice, and equity" (v. 3b)? Well, then, listen up. And do you need mysterious wisdom: "guidance" and the ability to understand or comprehend "the words of the wise and their riddles" (vv. 5–6), difficult or complex concepts and sayings?3 Well, then, listen up. If you want wisdom—practical, intellectual, moral, and mysterious wisdom—well, then, listen now to what God's Word has to say. Listen to what Proverbs has to say about where to begin.4


 




In the Beginning


If you closed your Bible but kept your mind open, where would you begin? What would be your starting point? What would be your first controlling principle?5 Just fill in the blank:


 


____________ is the beginning of knowledge.6


 




Perhaps you would jot down natural intelligence, or acquired intelligence, or experience. Is it the man with the high IQ, or the woman with the elite education, or the kid with street smarts? The Bible says it's none of the above. Its answer: genuine wisdom begins with the fear of the Lord.




In Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job, this is the answer we are given. At the very end of Ecclesiastes, after Solomon speaks of the frivolities of this life, he writes in 12:13: "[This is] the end of the matter. . . . Fear God." In Job 28, the thematic middle of this narrative poem, the dialogue between Job and his friends is interrupted with a question: "Where shall wisdom be found?" (v. 12; cf. v. 20). What is the answer? "Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom" (v. 28). Then in Proverbs, right from the start, we are introduced to this foundational concept: "the fear of the LORD" (1:7)—that's the beginning.7 If we don't start here (and stay here) we'll get nowhere. 




You see, the book of Proverbs is not God's version of Ben Franklin's Poor Richard's Almanac—"Early to bed and early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise." Proverbs is not ancient Israel's version of the ancient Chinese sayings of Confucius. Confucius says, "Silence is a friend who will never betray." And Proverbs is not just a less humorous version of Murphy's Law—"Never argue with a fool, people might not know the difference." Proverbs has some of the characteristics of these other famous compilations of practical wisdom, but what sets it apart is its teaching that knowledge begins with an appropriate disposition toward God. This is not to say that Proverbs contains no practical truisms, but rather that it sets these truisms upon the foundation of a relationship with a specific God, "the LORD" (Yahweh), the true and living God who has covenanted with Israel. Proverbs claims that the acquisition of true wisdom comes from a right relationship with Yahweh and an appropriate attitude toward him: fear.


 




The Beginning of Wisdom


Okay. Fine. That's the "beginning." But what then does it mean to fear the Lord? Well, let me give you my definition, which I derived from studying all the references to "fear of the LORD" exclusively in Proverbs. I will give my definition, briefly explain it, and then thoroughly illustrate it. Here's the definition:


 


According to the book of Proverbs, "the fear of the LORD" is a continual (23:17), humble, and faithful submission to Yahweh, which compels one to hate evil (8:13) and turn away from it (16:6) and brings with it rewards better than all earthly treasures (15:16)—the rewards of a love for and a knowledge of God (1:29; 2:5; 9:10; 15:33), and long life (10:27; 14:27a; 19:23a), confidence (14:26), satisfaction, and protection (19:23).


 




So the fear of the Lord isn't as fearful a concept as it sounds. (Although, don't take all the fright out of fear.) It is simply a way (both an Old and New Testament way; see Acts 9:31) of talking about one's attitude toward God, an attitude of submission, respect, dependence, and worship.8 




 


The Fear of the Lord—Illustrating the Idea


As I thought about illustrating this idea, human-angelic encounters came to mind. In the Bible, what often happened when an angel appeared to a human being? What was Mary's response to the angel Gabriel (Luke 1:29–30)? Fear. And how did the guards who saw the angel that rolled back the stone of the tomb react? Fear. Matthew tells us that they "trembled and became like dead men" (Matt. 28:4). Do you remember what Samson's father said after the angel of the Lord visited him? He said, in great trepidation, "We shall surely die" (Judg. 13:22). Angelic encounters are fearful, and that is why it's not uncommon that the first words an angel says are, "Fear not." 


As I thought about those angelic encounters, I thought they might be the perfect illustration of what it means to fear God. The point being: if we fear even angels, mere creatures, how much more ought we to fear God?9 But since such encounters involved fear mostly in the sense of fearing for one's life—i.e., "I'm scared"—I decided against that. It gets part of the idea, but not all of it. It touches on the holiness aspect, which demands our respect and awe, but touches little on faith, which is also necessary for "fearing" the Lord.




So, next, I thought about using one of the many examples of encounters with God from the Old Testament narratives. I thought about Moses at the burning bush (Exodus 3). I thought about Isaiah's vision of the thrice-holy God in whose presence the purest of angels veil their eyes (Isaiah 6). I thought about Daniel's vision, where he describes himself as having "no strength" left in him and falling with his face to the ground (Dan. 10:8–9). I thought about righteous Job's repentance after he "sees" God in his holiness and sovereignty over creation (Job 38–41), where he says, "I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes" (42:6). 




These divine theophanies—better than the angelic encounters—illustrate the balance of fear (fright of God) and faith (trust in and obedience to God). So they work well to illustrate the idea. Yet I have found that the best, fullest, and clearest pictures of "the fear of God" occur in the incarnation, when people encountered God in the flesh, the Lord Jesus Christ. So, it is to the Gospels we turn next. 




Although Jesus's humanity often veiled his divinity, we nevertheless have scenes in the Gospels where the brilliant light—the terrible majesty of God—shines through. What does it mean to fear the Lord? Well, let's look to Jesus and at Jesus. Let's look at when the Lord became a human and dwelt among us.
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