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For the first time, the present commentary brings together all relevant aspects necessary to understand and appreciate this late portion of Old Testament Scripture: textual criticism; detailed philological and literary analysis; the text=s two-fold historical context in its Hellenistic environment, on the one hand, and in the biblical tradition on the other; and ultimately the very innovative theology of the book of Wisdom. Aspects of the book=s reception history as well as hermeneutical questions round off the commentary on the text.

 

Dr. Luca Mazzinghi is professor of Old Testament at the Pontifical Gregorian University, Rome.





Content

Editors’ Foreword

Preface

General Introduction

A Unique Book

Text and Versions

The Unity of the Book

Literary Structure

Language and Style

Language

Style

The Literary Genre: Between the Epideictic Genre and Midrashic Style

Wisdom: A Protreptic

Wisdom: An 

The tyle

Author, Date, and Place of Composition

Author

Date

Place

The Book of Wisdom and the Scriptures

The Book of Wisdom and the Ancient Jewish Tradition

The Book of Wisdom and Hellenism

The Book of Wisdom and the Christian Tradition

The Links with the New Testament

The Problem of Canonicity and the Use of the Book in Christian ­Antiquity

Introduction to the First Part (Wis 1–6)

Literary Structure

Literary Genre: Wis 1-6 and the Encomium

Wis 1:1-15: Love Justice!



Literary Structure of Wis 1:1-15

Wis 1:1-5: Justice, Wisdom, and Spirit

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 1:6-10: Wisdom is a Philanthropic Spirit

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 1:11-12: Do Not Seek Death!

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 1:13-15: God Did Not Create Death!

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 1:1-15

Wis 1:16–2:24: The Godless Summon Death through Their Words and Deeds



Literary Structure of Wis 1:16–2:24

Wis 1:16-2:5: The Party of Death: A Life without Meaning

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 2:6-9: Let Us Enjoy Life!

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 2:10-16: Let Us Oppress the Just Man!

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 2:17-20: Let Us See If the Just One Is the Child of God …!

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 2:21-24: The Mysteries of God

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 1:16 – 2:24: The Identity of the Ungodly and That of the Just

Wis 3-4: The Just and the Godless between Life and Death: Four Contrasts



Literary Structure of Wis 3-4

The First Diptych: The Destiny of the Just and the Ungodly (Wis 3:1-12)

Wis 3:1-9: The Just Are in the Hand of God and Will Govern Nations

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 3:10-12: The Ungodly and Their Descendants

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

The Second Diptych: The Barren Woman, the Eunuch and the Infertility of the Ungodly (Wis 3:13-19)

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Wis 3:13-15: Praise for the Childless and the Eunuch

Wis 3:16-19: The Children of the Godless

Diachronic Analysis

The Third Diptych: Virtue and Children (Wis 4:1-6)

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

The Fourth Diptych: The Premature Death of the Just and the Sad Death of the Ungodly (Wis 4:7-20)

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Wis 4:7-16: The Premature Death of the Just 

Wis 4:17-20: The Sad Death of the Godless 

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 3-4

Wis 5: Concluding Contrast of the Just and the Godless before the Background of the Cosmos 



The Literary Structure of Wis 5

Wis 5:1-3: Introduction to the Second Discourse of the Ungodly

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 5:4-13: The Discourse of the Ungodly

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 5:14-23: The Vain Hope of the Ungodly and the Blessed Destiny of the Just; the Cosmos, in Alliance with God

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 5

Wis 6:1-21: A New Appeal to the Readers



The Literary Structure of Wis 6

Wis 6:1-11: Listen, O kings!

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 6:12-21: Wisdom Searches for the One Searching for Her

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 6:22-25: I Will Explain the Nature of Wisdom to You

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary

Introduction to the Second Part (Wis 7-9)

Wis 7-8: The Elogium of Wisdom



The Literary Structure of Wis 7-8

Wis 7:1-6: Weakness of “Solomon”

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 7:7-12: Love Wisdom

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 7:13-22a: the gifts of wisdom

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 7:22b–8:1: The Nature of Wisdom

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

The Theological Sense of Wis 7:22b-23 in Light of Its Sources

Wis 8:2-9: Wisdom as Spouse, Friend, Counsellor

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Wis 8:2-4: Wisdom, Friend and Counsellor

Wis 8:5-8: Wisdom Is Superior to Every Good

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 8:10-16: On the Gifts of Wisdom Again

Synchronic Analysis

Wis 8:10-12: The Gifts Offered by Wisdom

Wis 8:13: The Gift of Immortality

Wis 8:14-16: Wisdom, the Art of Good Governance

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 8:17-21: A Prayer to Obtain Wisdom

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 7-8

Wis 9: The Prayer to Obtain Wisdom



Literary Structure of Wis 9

Wis 9:1-6: The First Strophe – Wisdom, Creation, and Human Weakness

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 9:7-12: The Second Strophe – Wisdom and God

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Isis and Wisdom

Wis 9:13-18: The Third Strophe – Wisdom, the Will of God, and Salvation

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 9

Introduction to the Third Part (Wis 10–19)

Wis 10: Wisdom’s Work in History from Adam to Moses



The Structure and Literary Genre of Wis 10

Wis 10:1-4: Adam, Cain and Abel, Noah

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 10:5-9: Abraham, Lot and His wife

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 10:10-12: Jacob

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 10:13-14: Joseph

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 10:15-21: Moses

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 10

Wis 11:1-14: The First Antithesis



Literary Structure of Wis 11:1-14

Wis 11:1-5: The Introduction to the Seven Antitheses

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 11:6-14: The First Antithesis. The Water Changed into Blood; the Water from the Rock

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 11:15–12:27: The Divine “Philanthropy”



Literary Structure of Wis 11:15–12:27

Wis 11:15–12:2: Divine Moderation towards Egypt

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 12:3-21: Divine Moderation towards the Canaanites and Its Lessons

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 12:22-27: God’s Mercy and Zoolatry

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 11:15–12:27

Wis 13–15: The Criticism of Idolatry



Literary Structure of Wis 13-15 

Wis 13:1-9: The Religion of the Philosophers

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 13:10–15:13: Criticism of Idolatry

Wis 13:10-19: The Birth of an Idol

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 14:1-10: The Ship of Providence

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 14:11-31: Origins and Consequences of Idolatry

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Wis 14:11-14: The Insubstantial Nature of the Idols

Wis 14:15-21: Premature Grief, Worship of Rulers, Birth of Idols

Wis 14:22-31: The Birth of Immorality

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 15:1-6: Faithfulness of God; Fidelity of the People

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 15:7-13: The Folly of Idolatry

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 15:14-19: Criticism of Egyptian Zoolatry

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 13-15

Wis 16: Three Antitheses: God Punishes and Favours; God’s Word Is Nourishment



The Literary Structure of Wis 16 

Wis 16:1-4: The Second Diptych – The Plague of the Beasts and the Quails

The Literary Structure of Wis 16:1-4

Text

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 16:5-14: The Third Diptych – The Serpent in the Desert

The Literary Structure of Wis 16:5-14

Text

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 16:5-14

Wis 16:15-29: Fourth Antithesis – The Hail and the Manna

The Literary Structure of Wis 16:15-29

Part One of the Diptych: Wis 16:15, 16-19, and 20-23

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Part Two of the Diptych: Wis 16:24-29

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 16:15-29

Wis 17:1–18:4: The Fifth Diptych – The Darkness and the Light



The Literary Structure of Wis 17:1–18:4 

Wis 17:1-6: A Night of Fear

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 17:7-11: The Magicians and Conscience

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 17:12-15: An Infernal Fear

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 17:16-21: Prisoners of Fear

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 18:1-4: Wisdom and Law, Light for the World

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 17:1–18:4

Wis 18:5-25: The Sixth Diptych – The Night of the Passover



The Literary structure of Wis 18:5-25

Wis 18:5-9: Passover Night

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 18:10-13: The Egyptians’ Dirge

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 18:14-19: The Punishing Logos

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 18:20-25: The Trial of the Israelites and the Intercession of Aaron

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 18:5-25

Wis 19: The Seventh Diptych and the Creation Renewed



The Literary Structure of Wis 19

Wis 19:1-5: The Seventh Diptych; the Crossing of the Sea

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 19:6-12: The Crossing of the Sea and the Creation at the Service of God’s Children

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 19:13-17: Egyptians and Sodomites – The Civil Rights of the Jews of ­Alexandria

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Wis 19:18-21 and 22: The Creation Renewed. The Book’s Conclusion

Notes on the Text and Translation

Synchronic Analysis

Diachronic Analysis

Summary of Wis 19. The Theology of Chapter 19 and the Conclusion of the Book of Wisdom

Bibliography



1. Commentaries

2. Secondary Literatur on the Book of Wisdom

3. Other Literature

Indexes

Index of Hebrew Words

Index of Key Words

Index of Biblical Citations

Index of Other Ancient Literature

Plan of volumes





Editors’ Foreword

The International Exegetical Commentary on the Old Testament (IECOT) offers a multi-perspectival interpretation of the books of the Old Testament to a broad, international audience of scholars, laypeople and pastors. Biblical commentaries too often reflect the fragmented character of contemporary biblical scholarship, where different geographical or methodological sub-groups of scholars pursue specific methodologies and/or theories with little engagement of alternative approaches. This series, published in English and German editions, brings together editors and authors from North America, Europe, and Israel with multiple exegetical perspectives. 

From the outset the goal has been to publish a series that was “international, ecumenical and contemporary.” The international character is reflected in the composition of an editorial board with members from six countries and commentators representing a yet broader diversity of scholarly contexts. 

The ecumenical dimension is reflected in at least two ways. First, both the editorial board and the list of authors includes scholars with a variety of religious perspectives, both Christian and Jewish. Second, the commentary series not only includes volumes on books in the Jewish Tanach/Protestant Old Testament, but also other books recognized as canonical parts of the Old Testament by diverse Christian confessions (thus including the Deuterocanonical Old Testament books). 

When it comes to “contemporary,” one central distinguishing feature of this series is its attempt to bring together two broad families of perspectives in analysis of biblical books, perspectives often described as “synchronic” and “diachronic” and all too often understood as incompatible with each other. Historically, diachronic studies arose in Europe, while some of the better known early synchronic studies originated in North America and Israel. Nevertheless, historical studies have continued to be pursued around the world, and focused synchronic work has been done in an ever greater variety of settings. Building on these developments, we aim in this series to bring synchronic and diachronic methods into closer alignment, allowing these approaches to work in a complementary and mutually-informative rather than antagonistic manner. 

Since these terms are used in varying ways within biblical studies, it makes sense to specify how they are understood in this series. Within IECOT we understand “synchronic” to embrace a variety of types of study of a biblical text in one given stage of its development, particularly its final stage(s) of development in existing manuscripts. “Synchronic” studies embrace non-historical narratological, reader-response and other approaches along with historically-informed exegesis of a particular stage of a biblical text. In contrast, we understand “diachronic” to embrace the full variety of modes of study of a biblical text over time. 

This diachronic analysis may include use of manuscript evidence (where available) to identify documented pre-stages of a biblical text, judicious use of clues within the biblical text to reconstruct its formation over time, and also an examination of the ways in which a biblical text may be in dialogue with earlier biblical (and non-biblical) motifs, traditions, themes, etc. In other words, diachronic study focuses on what might be termed a “depth dimension” of a given text – how a text (and its parts) has journeyed over time up to its present form, making the text part of a broader history of traditions, motifs and/or prior compositions. Synchronic analysis focuses on a particular moment (or moments) of that journey, with a particular focus on the final, canonized form (or forms) of the text. Together they represent, in our view, complementary ways of building a textual interpretation. 

Of course, each biblical book is different, and each author or team of authors has different ideas of how to incorporate these perspectives into the commentary. The authors will present their ideas in the introduction to each volume. In addition, each author or team of authors will highlight specific contemporary methodological and hermeneutical perspectives – e.g. gender-critical, liberation-theological, reception-historical, social-historical – appropriate to their own strengths and to the biblical book being interpreted. The result, we hope and expect, will be a series of volumes that display a range of ways that various methodologies and discourses can be integrated into the interpretation of the diverse books of the Old Testament. 

 

Fall 2012
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Preface

The book of Wisdom is the object of renewed interest. Although deeply rooted in the Scriptures of Israel, it forms an interesting bridge between the Jewish and Hellenistic worlds. 

This commentary presupposes two previous works which both constitute solid points of reference for the exegesis of Wisdom: the three volumes of C. Larcher (La Sagesse de Salomon ou le livre de la Sagesse, 1983-1985) and the three of G. Scarpat (Libro della Sapienza, 1989-1999). Begun in 1969 with his pioneering Etudes sur le livre de la Sagesse, Larcher’s work constitutes the best existing work on Wisdom carried out in light of the criteria of traditional historical-critical exegesis. For its part, Scarpat’s work offers a monumental philological analysis of our book which it would be hard to surpass. However, the studies of the last twenty years have contributed to the highlighting of some fundamental aspects which complete and develop these works. First of all, there has been a discovery of a careful literary structure through which the author of the book intends to communicate a precise theological message (M. Gilbert, P. Bizzeti). Then, a broader and more complete view of the style and literary genre of the book has developed. These too are seen to serve the message which the author is intending to offer to his readership. Secondly, there has been a broader and deeper assessment of the relationship which the book displays with the biblical and Jewish world, on the one hand, and with the Hellenistic world, on the other. There has also been a more accurate view of the historical context in Alexandria towards the end of the first century BCE. Finally, there has been closer attention to the particular theological standpoint of our sage. Although taken into consideration in the studies of Larcher, this has not been highlighted sufficiently by the other commentators, however illustrious (Scarpat, but also D. Winston). That is especially the case of the third part (Wis 10-19) which has been rediscovered only since the 1990s. All of this leaves room for a new commentary on Wisdom, certainly one that is more concise than the majority of its predecessors, but also one that seeks to unite exegetical analysis properly so called with the three factors indicated above: structure and literary genre; relationship with the biblical (and Jewish) world and with Hellenism; and the theological perspective of the author.





General Introduction1



A Unique Book

Written directly in Greek, the book of Wisdom displays novel characteristics which render it a unique book in comparison with other texts of its time. Composed towards the end of the first cent. BCE by an Alexandrian Jew well-versed in the Bible and faithful to the tradition of Israel, the book of Wisdom forms an important point of contact between the biblical world and the vast world of Hellenism.

The book also shows itself to be rich in novelties with regard to its content. The strong eschatological perspective, opened up by the announcement of the future fate of the just and the ungodly (Wis 1-6), is bound together with a vision of the past of Israel to which the final part of the book refers (Wis 10-19). There, eschatology is linked to history by means of the role of the cosmos. At the heart of the book stands the praise of wisdom (Wis 7-9), mediator between God and humanity.

The Book’s TitleThe book is known in the Greek manuscripts as ΣΟΦΙΑ ΣΑΛΟΜΩΝΟΣ (S*), or else ΣΟΦΙΑ ΣΑΛΟΜΩΝ (Bc), or even ΣΑΛΟΜΩΝΤΟΣ (A).2 In the codices of the Vetus Latina, the inscription Liber Sapientiae Salomonis appears or sometimes Sapientia Salomonis, or, more simply, Liber Sapientiae. The book is entered in the Latin Vulgate and, thereafter, in the modern translations more simply as “book of Wisdom”. On account of the fact that in the central part of the book (Wis 7-9) the author seems to identify himself with King Solomon – although this identification is never explicit – it is not improbable that it was he himself who called his own text “Wisdom of Solomon”. This would accord with a practice that was not rare in antiquity and frequent in the Jewish tradition which tended to place under the aegis of Solomon a good part of the sapiential corpus: Proverbs, Qoheleth and the Song of Songs. However, already from the patristic period, it was clear that the attribution to Solomon was only pseudepigraphic. That is recognised by Origen, Augustine, and Jerome among others.3 




Text and Versions4


Greek Text The Greek text of the book of Wisdom has been transmitted to us in a good state in the three most important uncial codices which, according to Ziegler, represent the best text possible: Vaticanus (B), Sinaiticus (S) and Alexandrinus (A). The other uncials (V and C in particular) and the various minuscules are of less importance. Some fragments of the book of Wisdom also exist in papyrus. The patristic quotations and the florilegia take on a certain interest for textual criticism.5 The edition of J. Ziegler has ironed out most of the problems of the text which is thus one of the most accessible books of the Old Testament.6 

Vetus Latina and Vulgate The most important of the ancient versions is the Vetus Latina which originated in North Africa, probably towards the end of the second century CE, and was inserted into the Vulgate towards the fifth century.7 Jerome did not translate the book of Wisdom himself because he did not recognise it as canonical.8 The Latin translation is earlier than the oldest Greek manuscript available to us (B) by at least two centuries and turns out to be very useful for the reconstruction of passages that are particularly difficult. It seems probable that the Vetus Latina was translated from a Greek text different from that of the great uncials, more similar to that of S* (cf., for example, the reading preserved in 2:9a: nullum pratum which is probably the original reading).9 The other ancient versions – the Peshitta, the various Coptic versions, the Armenian, Arabic and Ethiopian versions – are all later than the great uncials and offer little interest for textual criticism. 

Original LanguageWe must regard as completely eclipsed the opinion of those who speculated that the book of Wisdom was originally written in Hebrew (or Aramaic) and subsequently translated into Greek.10 The book does not lack Hebraisms, such as the constant use of parallelismus membrorum,11 but such an argument does not appear sufficient for considering the Greek of Wisdom as the translation of a Semitic original. In this connection, J. Reider writes that “[the book of Wisdom] is written in the purest form of Alexandrinian Greek, free from the Hebraisms and anomalies of the Septuagint and full of passages which combine the richest vocabulary with genuine rhetorical eloquence. Compared with the Septuaginta, Wisdom appears to be an original and independent work”12. 




The Unity of the Book13


Already towards the middle of the nineteenth cent., C.L.W. Grimm held that the question of the literary unity of the book had been definitively resolved. For the great German commentator, the book of Wisdom was undoubtedly the work of a single author, even if there were some opposing voices which made themselves heard as late as the beginning of the twentieth century.14 Some contemporary authors do indeed presuppose the unity of the work but think of a composition of the book in successive stages. In particular, Wis 11-19 would have been composed later, even if by the same author as the rest of the book.15 The stylistic unity of the book, as well as the use of the same literary genre (see below), are excellent arguments for postulating not only unity of authorship but also of composition. In the light of the studies of Wright, Bizzeti and Gilbert, however, the main argument in favour of the unity of the book of Wisdom is the discovery of a careful literary structure (see below) which renders it very difficult to think of a composition which is not unitary. In addition, some authors have wanted to find precise numerical correspondences within the book itself, even if, in the case of Wright, the calculations do not seem entirely convincing.16 

Two further reasons in favour of the unity of author and composition are the discovery of the so-called flashbacks and the presence of themes and motifs common to the book as a whole. Flashbacks Within the third part of the book (Wis 11-19), J.M. Reese points out the presence of verbal references and themes typical of the first two sections of Wisdom. Reese describes these texts as flashbacks, that is, as “a short repetition of a significant words or groups of words or distinctive ideas in two different parts of Wis”.17 Reese notes the presence of a good 45 flashbacks, a list which could, however, be extended.18 We observe that it is not just a question of simple literary references. Very often, in the third part of the book, our sage takes up again a thematic element of the first or second part, broadening its significance (cf., e.g., Wis 17:20-21 as a flashback to Wis 7:29-30; see the comment on 17:20-21).19 All this confirms a profound compositional unity which characterises the whole of the book of Wisdom. 

Themes Common to the Whole of the Book Finally, a careful analysis of the book of Wisdom reveals the presence of common themes which are repeated in a coherent way throughout the book. This supports the idea of a strong internal unity.20 

One of these themes is undoubtedly that of justice which, for some authors, constitutes the real pillar of the whole work. In this key, the book of Wisdom actually could be read as a treatise of political theology.21 The wisdom that is praised in the central part of the text (7-9) becomes the means made available to rulers for learning about justice (Wis 1 and 6). The judgement of God is ready to strike the unjust, particularly idolaters (Wis 13-15) but offers salvation to the just. The compass of the theme of justice within the book of Wisdom is not to be undervalued, although the addressees of the book are not actually pagan rulers (cf. below) and although it is wisdom that emerges instead at the centre of the book.

A second theme which runs throughout the book is that of the cosmos. This plays a fundamental role throughout the book. God created everything for life (1:13-14). Wisdom, craftsman of the world, is the point of contact between God and people, precisely because of its presence in the cosmos (cf. 7:1, 6, 21, 24, 27). The cosmos itself will intervene as an instrument at God’s side to reward the just and punish the ungodly (5:17-20), as has already happened in the past (16:17, 24). Finally, the book of Wisdom closes with the view of a renewed creation (19:18-21).




Literary Structure22


The book of Wisdom displays a very careful literary structure. Through the use of hook-words, inclusions, concentric constructions that are often polished, and other stylistic devices, our sage offers his public a pleasing work in which the literary structure is at the service of a precise theological design. Here, for the most part, we are following the proposals of P. Bizzeti and M. Gilbert.23 We shall offer, first of all, a general outline of the book. A detailed treatment of the literary structure will be given in the commentary to the individual sections of the text.

The book of Wisdom can be subdivided into three large sections. First, up to chapter 6 (see the introduction to Wis 6 for the problem represented by 6:22-25), we have what we could describe as the “book of eschatology”. 

The second part of the book, Wis 7-9, we can consider as the “book of wisdom” properly so called. After the praise of wisdom (7-8), the heart of the whole book is the prayer of “Solomon” to obtain the gift of wisdom (ch. 9).24

The third part, Wis 10-19, we could call the “book of history”. Here, our sage reflects on the presence of wisdom in the history of his people (Wis 10) and, in particular, on the events of the Exodus in seven antithetical sketches in which the Israelites are contrasted with the Egyptians. What emerges is the action of God who makes use of his creation to punish the latter and save the former. Two extended digressions appear in this part: Wis 11:15-12:27, on divine philanthropy, and Wis 13-15, on idolatry.

A Theological ProjectThe general subdivision of the book follows an order that is neither logical nor chronological but rather theological. In fact, the book is introduced by the triumphal proclamation of the salvation which awaits the just (Wis 3-4; but also 1:13-15; 2:21-24). Right from the beginning, the reader is invited to be open to a future full of hope. This future is bound up with the reception of the gift of wisdom (Wis 7-9). This, in turn, is guaranteed by the certainty of the divine interventions in Israel’s history (Wis 10-19). Past, present, and future come together in a brilliant synthesis. Hope in the future provides the motor for the life of the just, but, at the same time, it is history which is the basis of this hope. The link between past and future is wisdom, given by God and present in the cosmos. In fact, salvation moves out from creation.




Language and Style


Language

The vocabulary of Wisdom is indicative of the special nature of the Greek employed by our author. In all, 1734 words appear in the book. Of these, a good 1303 appear once only. Of these, 335 words, approximately 20%, are hapax legomena of the LXX (315, according to Larcher).25 However, we must add a further 126 which appear in the LXX only in late texts such as Sir and 3-4 Macc. There also exist some twenty hapax totius graecitatis which lead us to consider our author as a real creator of language.26 

Many of the terms employed by Wisdom hail from a vocabulary of a learned character: philosophical, poetic, sometimes even medical and scientific. Our author is a lover of compound words which are very numerous in the book.27 There are a good 59 adjectives which are rare, poetic or composed with an α–privative.28 

If some stylistic aspects could make us think of a Hebrew original (cf. the use of the causal ὅτι, especially in Wis 1:1-2:529), others instead, such as the use of the infinitive30 or of personal pronouns,31 differ notably from the style of the LXX and show themselves to be genuinely Greek.




Style

History of Research As far back as antiquity, commentators were aware of the special nature of the style on this book, so different from the majority of the other books of the LXX, and so profoundly Greek. Jerome wrote: “ipse stylus graecam eloquentiam redolet [the style itself is redolent of Greek eloquence]”.32 His judgement has been taken up again by the moderns: Brook Foss Westcott claimed that Wisdom is typical “of the style of composition which would be produced by the sophistic schools of rhetoric”.33 Henry Barclay Swete states that “no other book in the Greek Bible is so manifestly Alexandrian in tone and style”.34 Already, Carl L.W. Grimm provided a first list of typically Greek stylistic usages in Wisdom.35 

Until now, James M. Reese has been the one who has devoted particular attention to the question of style.36 His conclusion in this respect is clear: “this survey of the vocabulary and style of Wis shows that the sacred writer was trained in Greek rhetoric and was subject to a wide variety of Hellenistic influences”.37 The commentaries of Larcher and Scarpat confirm Reese’s conclusions; but research on the style of the book of Wisdom remains a field that is still open. Only recently (2011) was the first study entirely devoted to Wisdom’s style published, that of Alexis Léonas, who discovers a conscious attempt to imitate the style and idiom of the Septuagint, rejecting it when it does not conform to Greek literary use.38

The style of the book is clearly affected by the typical devices of classical rhetoric. Word order is one of the basic characteristics of Greek style. Without doubt, the most significant element in this connection is the use of well-crafted periodic sentences, such as, for example, in 12:3-7:27; 13:11-5; 15:7; and 17:16-19. Prominent in this area is the repeated stylistic use of hyperbaton, which is rather rare in the LXX but present a good 240 times in Wisdom, especially in Wis 10-19. At times, as in Wis 14:18, this is in the form of a double hyperbaton.39 The use of hyperbaton is not dictated by stylistic reasons alone but also by those of content, for example, when it is a question of highlighting a specific term: cf. 17:2a (νύκτα); 17:21b (σκότους).

Our author intends to address his audience by the additional means of the beauty of literary form which he employs. The careful style and the closeness to Greek rhetoric and poetry render the book of Wisdom attractive precisely to those Jews of Alexandria who feel themselves drawn to the Greek world. In this way, the tradition of Israel is re-presented to such readers in more congenial language. 

Rhetorical Figures The author of the book demonstrates a good knowledge of the classical figures of ancient rhetoric. The frequency of such devices is considerably greater compared with the books of the LXX translated from the Hebrew.40 


– Metaphor: let us take note of a single example, the metaphor of darkness employed throughout the fifth diptych (17:1-18:4) which takes on simultaneously a cosmological, psychological, moral and eschatological value. 

– Litotes (the replacement of a term with the negation of its antonym in order to strengthen what is meant: Wis 1:2a (τοῖς μή πειράζουσιν); 1:11b; 3:11bc; 11:7b; 12:9a, 10, 13b; 17:4a; 18:2a.; 19:22b (οὐχ ὑπερεῖδες). 

– Anaphora (the repetition of the same word or group of words at the beginning of multiple successive sentences or clauses): Wis 10 (repetition of αὕτη); 11:18a-d; 17:18c-19d. 

– Paronomasia (the repetition of the same lexical root in different syntactical functions): Wis 5:3b, 10c; 6:10a; 12:25-26; 13:19b; 14:5a. 

– There are also many cases of plays on words: 11:14-15; 17:12-13a, 21; 18:4). 

– Isocolia (ἰσοκωλία identical clauses or similar sounding clauses): Wis 18:1b. 

– Antithesis (juxtaposition of contrary elements): Wis 3:5a; 4:16; 7:6; 9:16; 18:7b. 

– Accumulatio (the accumulation of multiple terms of the same category): cf. the compilation of the 22 attributes of wisdom listed in Wis 7:22-23. 

– Asyndeton (words or phrases in successive order without the use of conjunctions that are regarded as equal and not comparative grammatically and in terms of content): asyndetic construction is used frequently to indicate a new point of view: cf. 4:10, 20; 10:12. 

– Homoioteleuton (the repetition of the same or similar final syllables of words in uninterrupted succession, here in successive stichs): Wis 1:1, 4; 2:3-4; 4:10. 

– Wisdom uses the figure of sorites (σωρείτης: chain syllogism) in 6:17-20.41



A final aspect of the style typical of the book of Wisdom is the use of clauses which recall classical metre. Examples of iambics or hexameters had already been discovered by Gregg (1906) and, with more care, by Thackeray (1909), the only one till now who has studied the poetic aspect of Wisdom, albeit in outline. A good example is Wis 17:1-18:4, where, in addition to a literary style that is typically Asianic, it is possible to recognise, on occasions, the use of the classical metre even if this is not systematic.42 






The Literary Genre: Between the Epideictic Genre and Midrashic Style43



Wisdom: A Protreptic

Among the arguments in favour of the unity of the book of Wisdom, discussion of the literary genre has gained important weight. This debate is not without importance when it comes to the interpretation of the text. To identify the literary genre of a book means to see things from the point of view of the author and to have a better understanding of the purpose behind his work. 

Taking up a proposal of Friedrich Focke,44 James M. Reese has suggested associating the book of Wisdom with the literary genre of the logos protreptikos, well known to Aristotle, and, subsequently, to the Fathers. The logos protreptikos combines the deliberative and epideictic genres. It appears as an exhortation to follow a particular line of conduct by proving the validity and the advantage of following the orator’s suggestion.45 However, Reese hypothesises the existence of lesser literary genres within the various parts of Wisdom.46 

The greatest problem is the fact that we do not have complete examples of a logos protreptikos for this period nor do we have a complete treatise about it. Winston concludes, therefore, in a more nuanced way that “it is thus extremely difficult to determine whether Wis is an epideictic composition with an admixture of protreptic, or essentially a protreptic with a considerable element of epideictic”.47




Wisdom: An Encomium


Starting with the studies of Paul Beauchamp (1963) and, above all, thanks to the work of Paolo Bizzeti and Maurice Gilbert, research has turned in the direction of the epideictic genre in an increasingly convincing way.48

According to the canons of classical rhetoric, it possible to distinguish the “forensic” (genus dikanikon), “deliberative” (genus symbouleutikon, lat: genus deliberativum) and “demonstrative” (genus epideicticum; lat: genus demonstrativum, or laudativum) genres (cf. Aristotle, Rhet. 1358b). The forensic genre deals with the past and is used in law courts to establish the innocence or guilt of the accused. The deliberative genre, on the other hand, targets the future, what we ought or ought not do. From Aristotle’s Rhetoric up to the treatises on rhetoric of Cicero and Quintilian, the “epideictic” or “demonstrative” genre is described, as a discourse which is situated instead in the present and has the aim of praising a specific virtue or criticising some vice; cf. the Paradoxa Stoicorum of Cicero, the Quod omnis probus liber est and De nobilitate of Philo, and the De clementia of Seneca. The epideictic genre has a pedagogic and scholastic character, and so is addressed to the young. It seeks to persuade them by the force of demonstration and, above all, by the encomium of the virtue which it is intended to celebrate. The fictitious “Solomon” who speaks in Wis 7-8 insists heavily on his youth as we see, for example, in 8:10, but also in the reference to the dream of Gibeon (1 Kgs 3) implicit in Wis 9. The emphasis on the metaphor of royalty, which points to a clear Stoic background, presupposes a youthful audience (cf. below).

A comparison between the classical encomium and the book of Wisdom tells us still more about the author’s project. The encomium generally opens with an exordium in which the listeners are exhorted to follow a specific virtue, and – at the same time – the opponents are refuted. Pitted against them are examples of those who have lived out the same virtue. This is the procedure in the first part of Wisdom (Wis 1-6) which opens with an appeal addressed to the listeners that they embrace justice and wisdom (Wis 1 and 6). It follows with a refutation of the points made by the opponents (Wis 2 and 5), and with a series of antithetical examples which serve to illustrate the main thesis, that is, the fate of the just and of the ungodly in Wis 3-4, a text which confirms the soundness of following wisdom and justice. 

The classical encomium then continues with the elogium proper in which the virtue which is the subject of the treatise is celebrated. There has to be a highlighting of the origin (τὸ γένος), nature (ἡ φύσις), and actions (ἡ πράξις) of the virtue, in our case, wisdom. This is what happens in the central part of the book of Wisdom: from 6:22-25 our author will deal with the origin and nature of Wisdom (Wis 7-8); its actions will be portrayed in Wis 10. With regard to the text of Wis 7-8, Alexis Leproux has proposed that these two chapters should be read in the light of the rhetorical elogium dedicated to a particular person, something that was widespread at the start of the imperial period, especially for works of the Second Sophistic.49

The final part of the classical encomium comprises the σύγκρισις (comparatio). Through a series of examples drawn from the past, the orator wishes to convince his public of the advantage of his thesis. Not infrequently, there is recourse to digressions on themes related to the main one. This is the case with the third part of Wisdom (Wis 10-19) which deals with the just/ungodly contrast (Israel and Egypt). This is read against the background of the events of the Exodus and animated by two large digressions, on the philanthropy of God (11:15-12:27) and, above all, on idolatry (13-15). Finally, the encomium closes with an epilogue in which the author recapitulates his arguments and draws his conclusions from them. This is what happens at the end of the book, in Wis 19:10-22. 




The Midrashic Style

The subject of the encomium within Wisdom is not so much a moral quality or a human virtue, as in the classical encomium, but is rather the wisdom that comes from God. Moreover, at the centre of the book, there appears a text which does not find any echoes in the classical encomia: the prayer to obtain Wisdom (Wis 9) in which Solomon addresses the Lord directly. Furthermore, within the comparison of chapters 11-19, beside the two antagonists, Israel and Egypt, there intervenes a third element of comparison, the cosmos. It too is absent from the classical encomium. In Wis 9, the subject addressed by the author is no longer his audience but God directly, who is also addressed several times in the second person in the course of chapters 11-19. Joseph Heinemann has already indicated the differences between Wis 11-19 and the classical Greek σύγκρισις in which the analogy is internal to the comparison and not external as happens instead in Wis 11-19. This is achieved precisely by means of the tertium quid of the cosmos.50 

Let us observe again that the constant background of the book of Wisdom is Scripture (see below), which our author continually rereads and re-presents for his audience even if through the lens of the Hellenistic culture of his time. In this way, the typically Greek literary genre of the encomium is embellished with a process which is more characteristic of Jewish literature: what we know by the name of midrash. 

It is impossible to give an exact definition for midrash. We could describe it as an attitude, a way of thinking, which betrays itself in a way of writing in a style proper to Judaism, one which characterises the approach it has to Scripture.51 Midrash is the “search” for the meaning of Scripture which starts out from the conviction that it is contemporary with its readers and that it retains a perennial relevance. It is this relevance that the authors of midrash are striving to search for, bringing the biblical text into the situation in which they and their listeners are living. The perception of the unity of Scripture and its perennial relevance for whomever is listening to it constitute, therefore, the peculiar features of every midrashic commentary which thus has a character at once popular and homiletic. 

In these circumstances, it is possible to speak of the midrashic character of the book of Wisdom, particularly in the book’s third part (Wis 10-19), which takes up again the events of the Exodus. However, already in the first part (Wis 1-6), there is some attestation of the presence of this midrashic style.52 In fact, the aim of our author is to demonstrate the unity of Scripture together with its relevance for the readers of his time, thus creating what Roger Le Déaut has felicitously described as a “sonorisation of history”.53 What makes the book of Wisdom a work that is absolutely original is precisely this close connection between the midrashic style and the use of a Greek literary genre, that is, the encomium. The brilliance of the Alexandrian sage consists in having known how to express in a Hellenistic literary form a content that is profoundly Jewish. The author of the book thus succeeded in setting before his listeners a text which, though remaining faithful to the biblical tradition, succeeded in expressing it in a language that was much more accessible to them.54 We can, therefore, conclude that in the book of Wisdom we find a kind of Greek midrash on Israel’s Scriptures.55






Author, Date, and Place of Composition


Author

The author of the book conceals himself under the Solomonic mask. That transpires from chapters 7-8 and, in particular, from the prayer of Wis 9, even if Solomon is never explicitly mentioned. Some Fathers of the Church still thought of the historical figure of Solomon. The Muratorian fragment (lines 69-71) thinks rather of the friends of Solomon: ab amicis Salomonis in honorem eius scripta [written by the friends of Solomon in his honour].56 Although not seeming to accept it, Jerome records the opinion that Philo was the author of Wisdom. This is the origin of a legend about a hypothetical Christian Philo.57 The position of Wisdom in the canon makes one think also, and perhaps more naturally, of Ben Sira, or his grandson who translated his book, a theory already advanced by Augustine in Doctr. chr. 2.8.13 though subsequently retracted (Retract. 2.30[4].2).58 Later thoughts turned also to the priest Onias, the philosopher Aristobulus, and to Apollos, the Alexandrian mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles (cf. Acts 18). All of these are purely hypothetical attempts at identification.59 

In reality, a precise identification of the author is impossible. We must content ourselves with thinking of an anonymous Greek-speaking Jew from Alexandria with a deep knowledge of Scripture, well anchored in the tradition of his ancestors but, at the same time, linked to the Hellenistic cultural environment which characterised the city of Alexandria.




Date

Time of Caligula? For a long time, the period of the composition of the book of Wisdom has remained a further enigma for scholars.60 In the past, the date proposed has oscillated from the beginning of the second cent. BCE to the time of Caligula (37-41 CE).61 The linguistic arguments do not appear conclusive for dating Wisdom to the time of Caligula.62 The possible connections with Philo play a role in this late dating of Wisdom. If it is admitted that the author of Wisdom knew Philo, the book obviously must be situated in a time close to him. The period of Caligula’s rule constitutes a plausible background on account of the anti-Jewish persecutions to which the text of Wis 2 seems to intend to allude. Wis 14:15-17, a text relating to the divinisation of the sovereign, could also be a precise allusion to Caligula.63 Passages such as Wis 5:16-23 would presuppose a really desperate historical situation which could have occurred only in the time of Caligula.64 However, we observe that the contacts between Wisdom and Philo could be explained by recourse to the hypothesis of a common cultural environment. In fact, the book of Wisdom does not seem to have been familiar with the works of Philo. As for the allusions to possible anti-Jewish persecutions, we should observe that Wis 2 seems to presuppose a typical situation relating to the just man persecuted by the ungodly rather than a real persecution in progress. Alternatively, perhaps our sage intends to refer to previous anti-Jewish persecutions, either in Egypt itself or in Judaea (cf. below). 

Augustan age Within the book we can find clues which lead us to confirm a date during the time of Octavian Augustus, that is, between 30 BCE and 14 CE, probably towards the last phase of his principate. Until now, study of the vocabulary has prevented us from placing the composition of the book before the Augustan period. The classic argument is the presence, in Wis 6:3, of the term κράτησις, “dominion”, a technical term to indicate the taking possession of Egypt by the Romans in 30 BCE after the battle of Actium. However, as Maurice Gilbert has shown, the expression τῆς καίσαρος κρατήσεως, used with reference to the conquest of Egypt by Octavian, appears to have been completely abandoned after the death of the emperor, which happened in 14 CE. The use of κράτησις, therefore, not only constitutes a terminus a quo, but should also be considered as a terminus ad quem for the dating of the book.65

Further clues which bring the book close to the Augustan period are the text of Wis 14:22, which could be an ironic allusion to the pax romana proclaimed by Octavian Augustus in 9 CE, while the entire section of 14:16-22 could refer to the nascent cult of the emperor which was already current in the time of Augustus, not only in that of Caligula. The hostility displayed by the book in its dealings with the Egyptians could be read as a sign of the changed social situation created in Alexandria after the arrival of the Romans, but, above all, of the discontent widespread among the Alexandrian Jews following the institution of the so-called laographía. This was the poll tax already instituted by Rome in the first years of the rule of Augustus for all those who, like the Jews, did not enjoy the totality of Alexandrian citizenship. 

Wis 19:13-17 and the question of civil rights Here we have a polemic which is well reflected in Wis 19:13-17, a text which presupposes that Alexandrian Jews did not enjoy full civil rights. The problem of the struggle for civil rights causes the emergence of a deeper question: the Jews of Alexandria are striving simultaneously both for integration and for the recognition of their own particular identity. If the rich and prosperous Philo feels himself very close to the Greeks and seeks forcefully for equality between the Jews of Alexandria and the Greek element of the population, the author of the Third Book of the Maccabees regards the seeking of Alexandrian citizenship or even the search for any kind of integration on the political and social level as a betrayal of the faith, done “for the sake of the belly” (3 Macc 7:11). In fact, the Jews are a λαός ἐν ξένει γῇ ξένος, a foreign people in a foreign land (3 Macc 6:3).66 In 3 Macc 3:3-4, the Jews considered truly faithful are those who, though maintaining their loyalty in their dealings with their rulers (εὔνοιαν καὶ πίστιν ἀδιάστροφον), conduct themselves (πολιτευόμενοι) according to the law of their God “and for this reason appeared hateful to some”.

It is clear that full integration with the Greek population, beginning with access to the gymnasium, would have set insurmountable problems of faith for the majority of Jews. Is it possible, then, to look for integration with the Greek world and, at the same time, preserve one’s own faith? With various nuances, and with solutions that are often opposed (at the two extremes, Philo and the Third Book of the Maccabees), the Jews of Alexandria want to be, at one and the same time, citizens and yet different. Our sage intends to place himself half-way between the polemical view of the Third Book of the Maccabees and the overtures which characterise Philo a little later. The attitude defended by the book of Wisdom in relation to the problem of the rights of the Jews of Alexandria is that of a Judaism which is conscious of its own special nature but which, at the same time, is seeking a certain amount of integration.67

As in the rest of the book, in Wis 19:13-17 also, our author never yields to the temptation of renouncing his own faith. Even the Egyptians, although pagans, have benefited from the presence of the Israelites and, if there is anyone who has hated guests and foreigners, it has been precisely them. There is undoubtedly some idealism in this position: we would like to maintain our full religious identity, our sage seems to be saying, and, at the same time, receive the recognition of the rights common to the Greek part of the city. For the Greeks, the Jews would remain so privileged as to be hated, as Josephus will write, putting the phrase in the mouth of Apion: “Why, then, if they are citizens, do they not worship the same gods as the Alexandrians?” (C. Ap. 2.65). For the book of Wisdom, on the other hand, it is a question of keeping up good relations with the Greeks although remaining faithful to the law of Moses.68 




Place

That Egypt was the environment of the composition of the book of Wisdom seems indisputable. Together with the Israelites, the Egyptians are the key protagonists of the whole of the third part of the book which, although basing itself on a relecture of the texts of the Exodus, continually alludes to the historical situation of Greco-Roman Egypt. The text of Wis 19:13-17, just mentioned, leaves few doubts about the Egyptian origin of our author. The figure of the ungodly presented in Wis 2 finds its most natural explanation if set against the background of life in the city of Alexandria. With its famous institutions, the Library and the Museum, Alexandria was a cultural and religious crossroads. From the time of its foundation, it was the site of the most numerous and important Jewish colony outside the land of Israel. It is thus the best candidate for the place of composition of the book.69






The Book of Wisdom and the Scriptures70


The author of Wisdom displays a great familiarity with the Scriptures of Israel and presupposes his audience’s deep knowledge of them. The book of Wisdom often follows the Greek translation of the LXX closely, even if direct recourse to the Hebrew text is not to be precluded entirely.71 A peculiar characteristic of our author is that of never citing any biblical book explicitly but only suggesting it or alluding to it. He thus hands over to his audience the effort (but also the joy) of discovery.72 

We offer here a general overview which can serve as a first orientation to the way in which our sage makes use of the sacred text. 

Wis 1-6 In the first part of the book (Wis 1-6), the author keeps firmly in mind the questions posed by Job and by Qoheleth on the problem of retribution. What is the justice of God about if the just suffer and die while the ungodly seem to have success?73 The response offered by the book of Wisdom, namely, the eternal happiness of the just and the sad fate of the ungodly in the last judgement, arises from a bold relecture of the text of Gen 1-3.74 God’s original plan for man as expressed in the Genesis text is reread, in the key of incorruptibility, especially in Wis 1:13-15 and 2:23-24. We note how the texts of Gen 1-3 are scattered throughout the book. That reveals our sage’s fundamental interest in the theology of creation: the cosmos is destined for life (Wis 1:13-14; 2:23-24); salvation (cf. Wis 19:6-12) will consist precisely in a creation that has been renewed. Idolatry is an overturning of the meaning of creation (Wis 13:13; 15:8, 11). 

The presentation of the ungodly in Wis 2:1-20 takes up many biblical themes (cf. Job and the Psalms); but, already in Wis 1:10-11, the Exodus theme of murmuring had emerged. In the theme of the suffering just man (Wis 2:10-20), our author is rereading Ps 22 and especially Isa 53, the Fourth Servant Song.75 In the announcement relating to the happiness of the just (cf. Wis 3-4), we discover the presence of texts of an eschatological character such as Ps 2 (utilised as early as Wis 1:1) in addition to Dan 7 and 12. The Daniel texts are reproduced within a sapiential dimension and deprived of their messianic content, transforming them into a real sapiential anthropology.76 Finally, in chapters 3 and 4 of Wisdom, the book of Isaiah is well and truly present for our sage (cf. also Wis 5:17-20 in comparison with Isa 59:16-17). Isaiah is one of the principal sources for our sage whereas Jeremiah and Ezekiel are present to a much lesser extent.77 The novelty of Wisdom’s teaching concerning the immortality of the just arises particularly from the deep reflection our sage makes on the Isaiah texts (cf. Wis 2:23 and Isa 54:16-17).

Wis 7-9 In the second part of the book (Wis 7-9), the point of departure is furnished, first of all, by two classic texts on Solomon’s prayer to obtain wisdom: 1 Kgs 3:5-15 and 2 Chr 1:7-12 (cf. 1 Kgs 5:13). These are especially the basis of Wis 9. Here, echoes of texts from Genesis, Exodus, and the prophets also return. In the description of Solomon’s love for wisdom, use is also made of various passages from Proverbs,78 in addition to many other biblical texts. The presentation of wisdom in Wis 7-8 echoes, among other places, Prov 8:22-30 (cf. Wis 7:12, 21; 8:6) but also Sir 24. 

Wis 10-19 In the third part of the book (Wis 10-19), the list of the eight just men, from Adam to Moses, in Wis 10 is a careful and sweeping résumé of many passages from Genesis and Exodus. This list in chapter 10 recalls the praise of the ancestors in Sir 44-50.79

The seven antitheses (Wis 11:1-14; 16:1-19:9) follow the Exodus traditions closely (in particular Exod and Num)80 but also the rereading of these traditions which is already present in Psalms 78, 105, and 107. These psalms do not contribute as such to the general architecture of the book. However, the whole of the book of Wisdom is continually threaded through with allusions to and citations from the Psalms.81

Less present in the book are Leviticus (in fact, our author does not have any great interest in the cult) and Deuteronomy (cf., however, Wis 6:7ab and Deut 1:7; Wis 16:26 and Deut 8:3). Our sage does not award primary importance to the Torah understood as a legislative text. Even with Exod-Num, it is the narrative texts that are privileged. The texts of the Exodus tradition, then, are presented by means of a constant work of actualisation and reread in the light of the situation of the Alexandrian Jews at the end of the first cent. BCE.

In the first digression, Wis 11:15-12:27, the book of Wisdom reflects on why God did not punish the Egyptians as severely as he later did the Canaanites. The stories of the Pentateuch and the book of Joshua are utilised to highlight the divine “philanthropy”.

In the digression on idolatry (Wis 13-15), our author has recourse to the texts of the prophetic and psalmic traditions which polemicise against the worship of idols. Particularly prominent is the use of the texts against the idols typical of Isa 40-55; cf. Isa 44:9-20 but also Ps 113:1-16. 

The concluding section (Wis 19:10-22) is largely a bold rereading of the account of the creation in Gen 1:1-2:4a and serves to set out the principal thesis of our author: the profound link between the history of salvation and the creation. Thus, the events of the Exodus are re-presented against the background of the account of the creation in Gen 1. This reading, combined from Exodus and from the narratives of the creation, becomes exemplary in view of a future marked by a creation that has been renewed.82

In conclusion, the book of Wisdom appears to be thickly woven with continual references to biblical texts. This is not simply a mosaic of allusions placed where they could be helpful. Precisely because he never cites a text directly, our author leaves primarily to his audience the freedom to place every reference he makes within its original context. In this way, they can penetrate still more deeply into the sense of what the text wishes to communicate. 

Our sage is profoundly convinced of the unity of the Scriptures. Hence his anthological style: one biblical text immediately recalls another. Scripture is perceived by him as a divine word which produces a coherent meaning. In his use of the biblical texts, our sage shows himself to be respectful of their context and, at the same time, particularly creative in the direction of a pronounced actualisation of these very texts. In this way, the sage shows his readers that the Word of God is always living and relevant for them if one knows how to read it in new contexts such as the one in Alexandria. All this explains our sage’s peculiar use of the Scriptures.83




The Book of Wisdom and the Ancient Jewish Tradition84


Part of the biblical tradition, the book of Wisdom similarly belongs to the Jewish tradition of its time. A comparison with contemporary texts, such as some parts of the book of Enoch and the manuscripts of Qumran, reveals that our sage is aware of traditions present in these works or, in some cases, perhaps, also of the works themselves. 

Wisdom and Enoch 1. The Enochic tradition.85 Our sage could have known the so-called Epistle of Enoch (cf. 1 En. 91-105; cf. also 1 En 108), probably written in the same period. A good part of the text of the Epistle is focused on the revelation of the “mystery” of the eschatological reward of the just (cf. 1 En 104:2) and punishment of the wicked. Perhaps the book of Wisdom also knew the introduction to the book of Enoch (1 En 1-5) where there is already an announcement of the judgement of God which involves the punishment of the wicked contrasted with the glory of the just. The Epistle of Enoch is significant for its capacity to integrate a typically sapiential perspective with a theological vision that is clearly apocalyptic. The book of Wisdom, on the other hand, offers us a sapiential eschatology, but not one bound up with apocalyptic, and far distant from the dualism, the determinism and the pessimism typical of the Enochic tradition. 

Wisdom and Qumran 2. Qumran. As for the Qumran literature, the book of Wisdom reveals the presence of common themes: concentration on the eschatological dimension; the theme of the glory of the just and the punishment of the ungodly; the idea of resurrection; and the divine “mystery” that has been revealed.86 Today, the growing interest of scholars in the Qumran texts belonging to the sapiential/apocalyptic vein, the so-called “Sapiential works” or “Instructions” (1Q26; 4Q415-418a; 4Q423; cf. also 4Q419 and 4Q424 to which we must add the texts of 1Q27 and 4Q299-301, known also as 4QMysteries) have offered us the opportunity to study more deeply the possible relationship between the book of Wisdom and a form of “apocalyptic” wisdom now attested by these Qumran texts.87

Our sage could certainly have known the milieu and the theology of the Dead Sea community and, perhaps, some of its texts as well. One thinks of the Qumran view of the fate of the just and of the resurrection; cf. 4Q521 5 II 7: “… when he who gives life will [raise] the dead of his people …”; cf. also the text of 4Q418 69 II 4-15 (belonging to the Sapiential Instructions) in which the eternal fate of the just is clearly distinguished from that of the ungodly, precisely as happens in Wisdom. Noticeable is the theme of the eschatological battle contained in Wis 5:17-23, compared with the vision offered by 1QH XIV, 32-39.88 At Qumran too, there is evidence of the use of the history of Israel – the Exodus in particular – as a theme in a sapiential instruction; cf. 4Q185, 1-2 I 14-15.89 However, the theological viewpoint of Wisdom is clearly different from that of Qumran. In fact, in Wisdom, there is an absence of all trace of dualism and determinism, and the vision of creation offered to us by our sage is wholly positive, without any pessimism (cf. 1:14).

Wisdom and the Palestinian-Jewish Traditions 3. The Palestinian-Jewish traditions. What is surprising in an Alexandrian text like Wisdom is its closeness to the traditions of Palestinian Judaism which are known to us from the Targumic, midrashic, and rabbinical literature of the following centuries. In Wis 10-19 the interpretations of the texts from Genesis and Exodus coincide, not infrequently, with the choices made by the Targums and subsequently attested in the midrashic tradition. In some cases, Wisdom also seems to be the oldest witness of biblical interpretations that are characteristic of the Targumic and midrashic literature (cf. the connection made between the story of Abraham and the episode of Babel in 10:5; the tradition in 10:21 about the infants who praise God during the crossing of the sea;90 and the traditions concerning the plague of darkness in Exod 10:21-23, reread in Wis 18:1-4 in the optic of the “light of the Law”). The book of Wisdom shows itself to be really well rooted in the tradition of the Fathers at the very moment in which it is open to Hellenism.

Wisdom and Greek-Language Judaism 4. The literature of Greek-language Judaism. There are very close connections between Wisdom and the Alexandrian-Jewish literature in Greek owing to the origin of the book within that same cultural context. Wisdom shows itself to have known the Letter of Aristeas, sharing its universal and dialogic perspective but with a much more solid link with the biblical tradition and without ever such a clear apologetic style as Aristeas. On the level of vocabulary, there are notable connections with 3 Macc and 4 Macc, although it is difficult to prove a real dependence in one direction or the other. There are notable contacts between the book of Wisdom and the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, but, in this case too, it is difficult to prove in which direction any possible dependence lies.

To speak of Alexandrian Judaism means speaking first of all of Philo. The problem of the relationship between the book of Wisdom and Philo is resolved for the most part negatively, unless one admits a dating for Wisdom later than the Alexandrian-Jewish philosopher (thus D. Winston and G. Scarpat).91 There are thematic links and a common vocabulary between Wisdom and Philo owing to their being part of the same religious and cultural environment. Like Philo, Wisdom too shows a concern with the political situation of the Alexandrian Jews (cf. 19:13-17).

However, the book of Wisdom follows a path that is quite different from that of Philo. Our sage does not employ the allegorical interpretation of biblical texts so characteristic of Philo nor does he seem to know of such a method.92 At the heart of the book of Wisdom is, rather, the rereading of the events of the Exodus through the filter of the sapiential theology of creation and, at the same time, within a perspective that has a clear eschatological stamp. Moreover, although there is a dialogue with Greek philosophy, its influence is much less marked than in Philo’s work. The book of Wisdom is free from the emphasis on the Platonic doctrine of ideas that is so frequent in Philo and from the Philonic reflection of the powers (δυνάμεις) of God.




The Book of Wisdom and Hellenism

Speaking of the city of Alexandria, Philo describes it as a μεγαλόπολις or also a πολύπολις (Flacc. 163). It is a cosmopolitan city, but he never calls it a μετρόπολις. Alexandria is, therefore, a city where many peoples live together, but Philo never looks on it as the “mother” city for the Jews who live there. Thus, the relationship between Jews and Greeks in Alexandria is complex. 

Immersed as it was in a world that was totally different, Alexandrian Judaism could not be other than tolerant. To speak of adaptation does not mean per se to speak of apostasy. However, Philo records the presence of apostates from the Jewish faith (cf. Virt. 182; Spec. 1.54-57; Mos. 2.193-208); so, the problem existed even if the phenomenon of apostasy need not have been predominant among the Alexandrian Jews.93 In this connection, we must ask ourselves how the book of Wisdom situates itself in the face of the Hellenistic world. In the past, some authors (Paul Henisch; Johannes Fichtner) inclined towards a minimum influence of Hellenism on Wisdom. Still now, there are those who maintain that the author of Wisdom was an opponent of Hellenism.94 Present day studies, however, have clarified that the relationship between Wisdom and the Hellenistic world is actually very complex and undoubtedly more positive.95 

Wisdom and Greek Philosophy The relationship of Wisdom with Greek philosophy is profound and reveals that our sage was much more than an eclectic author.96 In the praise of wisdom (Wis 7-8 in particular), the use of Stoic categories is evident, cf. Wis 7:22b-24 and 8:1. The Stoic idea of a cosmic pneuma helps our sage to describe the presence of wisdom in the world (cf. also 1:6-7; 9:17). In 7:25-26, the use of Platonism is added to that of Stoicism and is present also elsewhere in the book (cf. 8:19-20; 9:15).97 In Wis 18:4, the idea of nomos is introduced in a way that is not opposed to the Stoic concept but, on the contrary, recalls it. The polemic against the philosophers in 13:1-9 reveals an approach that is not entirely negative to Stoicism. We note again the use of Stoic categories like that of kingship (cf. the comment on Wis 1:1); the use of concepts well known in the neo-Pythagorean treatises on kingship (cf. in connection with 6:1-21); and the recourse to the category of “philanthropy”, familiar to the Hellenistic world (cf. Wis 1:6). 

The relationship with the Hellenistic world concerns not only the world of philosophy. Already the use of a typically Greek literary genre, like that of the encomium, is a clear indication of a positive relationship with this world. This is not to mention the style and vocabulary which reveal a positive and profound relationship with Hellenism. If Philo intends to offer his readers a real interpretatio judaica of Stoic philosophy, the book of Wisdom, rather, makes use of some ideas circulating in its time – in large part those which Philo will take up again later – to express his own conception relating to the wisdom of Israel in a way that is in harmony with the needs of his audience.

Wisdom and Greek Religion Finally, our sage is well aware of the multi-aspect religious view proper to the Alexandrian world. In Wis 14:16b-21, for example, he polemicises against the imperial cult. In many passages of Wisdom (cf. 2:21-22; 6:22; 8:2; 9:4, 9-10; 12:4; 14:1-10; 17:1-18:4), there is clear evidence of the polemic being conducted by our sage in relation to the mystery cults, especially the Isis cults that were so widespread in Alexandria. The wisdom described in Wis 7-9 is really being re- presented in Isiac dress, not only to show the Alexandrine Jews that, in the wisdom of Israel, they could find everything that Isis offered to her initiates but also to revitalise the figure of the wisdom of the Fathers in clothing – that of Isis – much more familiar to the author’s public.98 

Our sage shows himself much harsher in his dealings with the magic which was so widespread in his time; cf. 12:4 and, in particular, the comment on Wis 17:1-18:4.

The Eschatological Perspective As for eschatology, the thesis of the book of Wisdom appears particularly new when compared with the concept which the Hellenised Egyptian Jews are known to have had of death. An analysis of the Jewish funerary inscriptions found at Leontopolis confirms this.99 In fact, the faith expressed by these inscriptions, appears to be more Greek than Jewish and expresses a generic belief in some form of survival in Hades. The Leontopolis inscriptions often leave room for a bitter lament for the life which is fleeting, for the acceptance of death as an unavoidable fact, and for no distinction between the final fate of the just and the unjust. The motif of premature death is really very frequent (we shall return there below in connection with Wis 4:7-17, the premature death of the just man).100 From these inscriptions, it appears that death is the problem of life. The tone is always very sad, and material that is specifically Jewish rarely makes an appearance. This is not the case in the book of Wisdom where the lament over fleeting life is placed in the mouth of the ungodly (cf. Wis 2:1-6). In the light of the Leontopolis inscriptions, they seem to be expressing the opinion of the majority of contemporary Jews! Death is seen as an intrusion into God’s plan, and the final fate of the just is quite different from that of the ungodly.

State of Research The book of Wisdom appears something more than a simple apology for Judaism. By contrast with the apologetic Jewish literature (Demetrius, Artapanus, Eupolemus…), Wisdom is not limited to re-presenting Judaism in the clothing of Greek categories to a cultural environment which is accusing it of being asocial and hostile to foreigners, a people ἀπάνθρωπος and μισόξενος.101

Thomas Finan Thomas Finan emphasises that the fundamental difference between the Greek and Jewish worlds is anthropocentrism contrasted with the theocentrism typical of Israel. “In the single concept of universally active Wisdom, at once transcendent in its nature and immanent in its effects, the author of Wisdom has found a principle which, while affirming Jewish universalism (…) so guarantees the unity of truth in its origins and of history in its progress, that the Hebrew sage is justified in fusing his theocentric wisdom with Greek anthropocentric paideia”.102 God, the author of the universe, is unique with his principle of order and reason in the cosmos, which is wisdom. In this optic, one can state that the book of Wisdom is describing the biblical God, transcendent and Creator, in the light of the immanent Logos of Stoicism.

James M. Reese James M. Reese observes that Wisdom is not limited to “speaking Greek”, that is, to expounding the Jewish faith in a language accessible to the Greek world. The use of a philosophical, literary and religious vocabulary that is typically Hellenistic is all too clear. In reality, the use which Wisdom makes of Hellenism is much more profound. Reese recognises that Wisdom’s inspiration is primarily biblical. Hellenism and biblical revelation are never put on the same level. However, Wisdom’s aim is to address the young Jews of Alexandria to help them and urge them to express their faith in a particular cultural context, that of the Greeks. “By incorporating Hellenistic learning so thoroughly into his work the author intended to actualize revelation in the way that would best encourage them to carry out their responsibilities as believers in a cosmopolitan society”.103 

According to Reese, the use that Wisdom makes of Hellenism is primarily “strategic”.104 The book of Wisdom is really open to the propositions coming from the Greek world, but these propositions are being inserted into the frame of the tradition of Israel. In fact, it is the law of Israel that gives light to the world (18:4), and, although they are only “to be blamed lightly”, the philosophers have not succeeded in finding God (cf. 13:1-9). Wisdom wishes to demonstrate that the values of the Greek paideia are truly present and recapitulated in the faith of Israel which is founded on the Scriptures. Thus, our sage is reacting against the tendency of Alexandrian Judaism to close in on itself in the face of a hostile world, but, at the same time, he does not renounce his own faith. It is this attempt to take the Hellenistic culture seriously and utilise it to advance the understanding of revelation that makes Wisdom a text that is extremely topical. 

M. Gilbert and the Concept of “Inculturation” In this connection, Maurice Gilbert goes so far as to speak of real “inculturation”, showing how the relationship between Wisdom and the Greek world is a real and profound one and not limited to the surface of the problems.105 Wisdom succeeds in not repudiating anything from the biblical patrimony but in re-expressing it and amplifying it by the use of Greek categories. 


“How, then, should one seek to open the eyes of those who are distant and of those who, within this community, are subject to the temptation and fascination of pagan Hellenism? How, then, speak unless having recourse to the very means of this Hellenistic culture, using its methods and schemes of expression and thought yet without denying anything of the religious content received from the Fathers? This seems to have been our author’s plan. His inculturation seems to have been motivated by an authentic care for the community and for its unity in the faith”. “The author never seems obliged to defend his own way of doing things, excusing himself, so to speak, for speaking like the Greeks. He proceeds as if it were natural. In so doing, he is aware of writing a work in the service of God: in Wis 7:15, he asks for the grace to express himself according to the very desires of God. He thus becomes exemplary. With his positive attitude, he is also demonstrating, perhaps, that inculturation experienced like this is wholly natural and is an obligation on the one who is called to transmit the authentic message of faith”.106






The Book of Wisdom and the Christian Tradition


The Links with the New Testament

The problem of the links between the book of Wisdom and the New Testament has not yet been satisfactorily resolved. After a long period of scepticism in which the main tendency was to deny a direct knowledge of Wisdom on the part of the authors of the New Testament, more recent studies lean towards paying greater attention to the possible clues which could testify to a use of the book of Wisdom within the Christian Scriptures, especially Paul and John.107 

Wisdom and PaulWithin the Pauline corpus, there is no lack of possible points of contact with the book of Wisdom. A text as theologically important as Wis 13:1-9 resembles Rom 1:18-23 without it being possible, however, to prove Paul’s real reliance on Wisdom. According to S. Lyonnet, the Letter to the Romans actually contains a series of important references to the book of Wisdom.108 In particular, it is possible to compare the view of paganism in Rom 1 with the perspective opened up by Wis 13-15. The way in which Paul rereads the events of the Exodus in 1 Cor 10:1-4 is very close to the midrashic method in Wis 11-19. Passages like 1 Thess 5:1-11 demonstrate the existence of many points of contact with the fifth and sixth diptychs (Wis 17:1-18:4 and 18:5-25). These connections would find their natural explanation in the acknowledgement that Paul actually knew the book of Wisdom. 

Wisdom and JohnGreater attention has been devoted to the relationship with the Gospel of John. Both John and Wisdom mention the miracles of the Exodus as a model for the signs operated by wisdom (in Wis) and by Jesus (in John). Both John and Wisdom present these signs in the same order, which is not that of Exodus. John 2:1-11, the marriage at Cana, recalls the first antithesis of Wis 11:4-14, underlining the theme of thirst. John 4:43-54 and 5:1-9a, are centred on the theme of healing which appears in the third diptych of Wis 16:4-14. The diptych of the manna (Wis 16:15-28) finds its correspondence in John 6 (the bread of life). Finally, the diptych of the darkness (Wis 17:1-18:4) can be set in relation to John 9 (the man born blind) while John 11, the resurrection of Lazarus, corresponds to Wis 18:5-25, the death of the firstborn and the saving of the Israelites. To conclude, in John as in Wisdom, the historical facts become symbolic, signs, that is, of spiritual and eschatological realities. Thus, the darkness of the Egyptians in Wis 17:1-18:4 is the sign of the darkness of Hades which will strike the ungodly (Wis 17:21). In its turn, the cure of the man born blind is the sign of the spiritual blindness of the Pharisees. The light which illuminates the world (Wis 17:20) is the light of the law (18:4), just as Jesus himself is the light of the world (John 8:12; 9:39). It is certainly possible to hypothesise the existence of a common midrashic tradition, but it is equally legitimate to think that the Gospel of John knew and made use of the book of Wisdom.




The Problem of Canonicity and the Use of the Book in Christian ­Antiquity109


The Church Fathers knew and made use of the book of Wisdom. It seems to have been used as Scripture that was considered inspired (Irenaeus, Cyprian, Eusebius). In any case, Wisdom seems to have been the most utilised deuterocanonical book in the first three centuries of the Christian era.110 In the ancient Jewish world too, Wisdom does not seem to have encountered much opposition, even if was not received as a canonical text.111 

The first to have used Wisdom seems to have been Clement of Rome (1 Clem 3:4, which alludes to Wis 2:24a; 1 Clem 27:5, which alludes to Wis 11:20-21) together with Melito of Sardis (peri Pascha, 22-23, which alludes to Wis 17,112 followed, later, by Irenaeus of Lyons (Haer. 4.38.3 which alludes to Wis 6:19) and by Clement of Alexandria, who cites Wisdom as Scripture (Strom. 5.108.2 [Wis 2:12]; 6.92.3 [Wis 9:17-18]). It has been hypothesised that the book of Wisdom was read not only as a sapiential book but also as a real Solomonic prophecy, a type of reading which perhaps already had a Jewish origin.113 

At Alexandria, Origen made use of the book, particularly texts like Wis 7:25-26, applying it to the generation of Christ (Comm. Jo. 13.25; PG 14,444). Christ is the image of God as wisdom is the mediation of God. This is a key passage in Origen’s theology.114

From the end of the third century, however, discordant voices were raised. Already, Origen mentions some doubts on the canonicity of the book (Princ. 4.4.6; PG XI, 407). The reasons seem to have been bound up with fidelity to the Hebrew canon but probably also with perplexity relating to the authenticity of the Solomonic authorship. Cyril of Jerusalem forbade the reading of it because he did not consider the Wisdom of Solomon a canonical text (PG XXXIII, 497-501). Athanasius speaks of Wisdom as a non-canonical text (cf. PG XXVI, 1436-1440) even if elsewhere he considers it Scripture.115 

Among the Latin Fathers, Jerome pronounces clearly against the canonicity of the book. Bound to the hebraica veritas, Jerome limits himself to the Hebrew books of the Palestinian canon, excluding Wisdom from the canon of inspired Scriptures (Praef. in libros Ps. PL XXVIII, 1241-1242; XXIX, 404-405). The Muratorian fragment seems to indicate a non-canonical status for Wisdom.116 In the great uncials (B, S, A), Wisdom is placed after Prov – Qoh – Song and before Ben Sira, so after the books of the Hebrew canon.117

It was Augustine, above all, who was to make a powerful defence of the canonicity of the book of Wisdom, appealing chiefly to the apostolic tradition, to liturgical usage, and to the continuity of the ecclesial tradition.118 Among the Fathers, Augustine is the one who seems to make most use of our book, though with the third part (Wis 10-19) much less in evidence. One of the texts most used by Augustine is Wis 9:15 which, instead of being read pessimistically, expresses for Augustine an established fact of the human condition, that it derives from sin. For Augustine, Wisdom is primarily a theological, Christological, and pneumatological treatise as we see from his interpretation of 7:27 and 9:17 (cf. Trin. 4.20).119

Writing in 405 to the Bishop of Toulouse, Pope Innocent I sided with the Augustinian position. However, the weight of Jerome’s authority continued to make itself felt. In fact, we do not have any patristic commentary on the book of Wisdom, and the debate over its canonicity remained open until the decision of the Council of Trent in 1546 with regard to all the books which would thereafter be called deuterocanonical, among them the book of Wisdom itself (cf. DS 784). The Catholic Church has never neglected to make use of the book of Wisdom within its liturgy. The lectionaries in use today in the Roman rite are evidence of an extensive use of the book, with the significant exception of the texts of the third part.120

As for the Orthodox Churches, they have never pronounced on the canonicity of the book of Wisdom although it is usually included in the Orthodox editions of the Bible in view of its being part of the LXX. Following Luther’s choice of limiting himself to the Hebrew canon, the Reformed Churches excluded the book of Wisdom from the canon of Scripture although they have always regarded it with great esteem. One of the first great modern commentators on the book of Wisdom was actually a Protestant author, Carl Grimm (Das Buch der Weisheit, Leipzig 1860), but non-Catholic commentators on Wisdom remain rather rare. The commentary of Hans Hübner (1999) is the first after that of Johannes Fichtner which was published in 1938.121 









Introduction to the First Part (Wis 1–6)

The protagonists of the first part of the book of Wisdom are the just and the ungodly, but only the latter appear as active characters. The just appear to be totally passive: they undergo the violence of the ungodly and experience only death (Wis 2). Our sage is thus reflecting on the eternal reality of violence and evil which had already led to Job’s courageous rebellion and to the bitter and disenchanted conclusions of Qoheleth and wishes to offer a response.1 Human life appears as a drama in which the ungodly seem to emerge as protagonists.2 However, in the heart of this first part of the book (Wis 3-4), a wholly new perspective opens up, one which neither Job nor Qoheleth imagined: the just have the prospect of eternal life. The immortality given to the just is immediately transformed into the defeat of the ungodly. Their plans, expounded and so criticised in 1:16-2:24, are contrasted with their knowledge of their own tragic failure (Wis 5). In both cases, speech is given to the ungodly. In the outer frame (Wis 1:1-15 and 6:1-25), the author addresses his audience, the Alexandrian Jews, exhorting them to follow justice and to learn wisdom in order to find life. Justice, wisdom, and life thus become a triad which runs through the whole of the book: “Justice, Wisdom and Life are the universe offered by God whereas injustice, error and death are the way of the ungodly. Not for nothing, the author sets his hand to dramatic forms and speaks in a pathetic tone”.3 


Literary Structure


We limit ourselves here to some general observations, noting first of all that Wis 1-6 offers an elegant concentric structure: 


A – Initial exhortation (1:1-15): the pericope is identified by a double inclusio: δικαιοσύνη (vv. 1a, 15) and γῆς (vv. 1a and 14c). The book opens with an appeal to listen, addressed to those who “govern” so that they may embrace justice and wisdom. 




B – Life project of the ungodly (1:16-2:24): cf. the inclusio on the term μερίς, “part / party” (1:16 and 2:24), the only occurrences of the term in the whole of the book of Wisdom except for 2:9 at the centre of this passage. Wis 2:1-20 presents the reasoning of the ungodly surrounded by the negative judgement of the author in 1:16 and 2:21-24 which, at the same time, recalls God’s plan for creation (cf. 1:13-15).




C – Wis 3:1-4:20 forms the centre of the first part of the book and contains four antithetical diptychs which highlight the different destiny of the just and the ungodly:




C1. The eternal bliss of the just with God (3:1-9) is contrasted with the misery of the ungodly (3:10-12); the key word “hope” (ἐλπίς), in vv. 4 and 11, binds the two parts of the passage together.




C2. The bliss of the sterile but virtuous woman and of the eunuch who is also virtuous is contrasted with the misery of the children of the adulterers (3:13-19).




C3. The sterile person without children is worth more than someone who has many children but is without virtue (4:1-6).




C4. For the just, premature death is the passage to eternal life (4:7-16; cf. the inclusio on γῆρας, “old age”, in vv. 8 and 16), while the misery of the ungodly is assured even if they live a long time (4:17-20).




B’ – Final account of the ungodly (5:1-23); the author’s thought is laid out in the frame represented by vv. 1-3 and 14-23. Verse 14 and v. 23 are characterised by the repetition of the rare word λαῖλαψ, “hurricane”, present only here in the book. This frame encloses a second discourse of the ungodly (5:4-13) similar to that of chapter 2, but relating, this time, to their miserable destiny at the moment of judgement.




A’ – Concluding exhortation addressed to the “governors” that they may follow wisdom (6:1-21). A good example of the keyword is “all the earth” (πᾶσα ἡ γῆ), which links 5:23 with 6:1. Two inclusios with the beginning of the book, “examine” (ἐξέτασις: 1:9 and ἐξετάσει: 6:3) and “seek” (ζητέω in 1:1 and 6:12, 16) link this final exhortation with the opening one (1:1-15).



The text of Wis 6:22-25 makes up the conclusion of the first part as well as the announcement of the second. The author is preparing to speak of wisdom, its nature, its origin, and its history. The term “wisdom” (σοφία; 6:21 and 22) and the verb παιδεύω, “educate” (6:11 and 25) link the introduction to the previous section.




Literary Genre: Wis 1-6 and the Encomium


Transumptive Narration From a perspective of the literary genre employed, David Seeley has an interesting proposal: Wis 1-5 would constitute a “Transumptive Narration”,4 that is, a new narration, which is based on previous stories and which intends to respond to the great questions of life. In fact, our sage is combining the Servant Songs of Isaiah, as well as other biblical sources (cf. Introduction, p. 31-32), with themes from the Graeco-Roman philosophical sphere. A common topos in the philosophy of the time is the accusation made against Epicureanism of leading from hedonism to violence (cf. the comment on Wis 2:10). Another topos is that of the philosopher who is opposed because of observing the laws (cf. the comment on 2:12). Our sage is thus constructing a story relating to a pious Jew which is actually following Hellenistic philosophical models.5



Wis 1-6 as Exordium Within the literary genre of the encomium, chapters 1-6 have the precise function of representing the exordium of the encomium itself.6 Wis 1:1-11 constitutes the exordium as such. There is an appeal to the listeners (1:1-2), and the subject (wisdom associated with the spirit) is introduced, incorporated (1:3-5, 6-11) within a polemical warning against the opponents. Wis 1:(12)13-15 contains the first announcement of the theme which will be at the heart of this exordium: God did not create death, and justice is immortal. Then, the opponents, the ungodly, come into the scene (2:1b-20), as happens in the exordium of some classical encomia (in his De amicitia, Cicero fields the Epicureans). The author’s judgement (2:21-24) closes the presentation of the ungodly, returning to what was anticipated in 1:13-15. The rejection of the opposing theses is illustrated by four paradoxical antitheses presented in Wis 3-4. The paradox is typical of the literary genre of the encomium and is introduced by our sage here precisely at the heart of the exordium. Chapter 5, with its presentation of the ungodly post mortem, is not part of the literary genre of the encomium but forms a logical pendant to chapter 2 within a concentric literary structure (cf. below). 

The text of Wis 6:1-11 takes up the same themes as 1:1-11, introducing more clearly the basic theme of the book: wisdom. 

In 6:12-21, we are once again in language typical of the exordium, but there are beginning to appear themes which will form part of the following elogium of wisdom. The text of Wis 6:22-25, a bridge between the first and second parts (see below) announces that the author will be speaking of the nature of wisdom (τί δέ ἐστιν σοφία; 6:22a) and of its origin (πῶς ἐγένετο) along the lines of the classical style of the encomium which takes its inspiration from the ἀρχή and the γένος of a person.7







Wis 1:1-15: Love Justice!





Literary Structure of Wis 1:1-151


Introduction to the Work Here we have the introduction to the whole work, an initial appeal addressed to the recipients of the book (those who “govern on earth”). It will be taken up again in Wis 6 in accordance with the concentric structure which we have outlined above. It is not strange, therefore, to find anticipated here many themes which run through the entire book: justice, the wisdom associated with the spirit of God, the presence of this spirit in the world, the contrast between the just and the ungodly, death and immortality, and the cosmos. Despite the presence of polemical points, the general tone is positive and, towards the end, almost joyful. Everything that exists has a salvific value, and there is no dominion of death on the earth. 

Verse 1 opens with three imperatives in positive form (ἀγαπήσατε, φρονήσατε, ζητήσατε). The same verbal form is taken up again in vv. 11-12 where there appears a second series of four imperatives, in negative form or with a negative sense (φυλάξασθε, φείσασθε, μὴ ζηλοῦτε, μηδὲ ἐπισπᾶσθε). Verses 1-12 thus constitute a fairly unitary section. Its internal arrangement can be outlined as follows: 

Wis 1:1-5 An urgent invitation to seek wisdom and justice. Cf. the quasi-inclusio δικαιοσύνη – ἀδικία (v. 1a, 5c). In 4a and in 5a, the two terms σοφία and πνεῦμα appear separately while in 6a they are associated with each other, something that suggests the existence of a certain caesura between v. 5 and v. 6.

Wis 1:6-10 The emphasis is shifted on to the theme of the word, something which gives unity to this short pericope. The terms γλώσσης (v. 6e and 11b) and γογγυσμῶν / γογγυσμόν (v. 10b and 11a) constitute two keywords with the following section.

Wis 1:11-12 With its four imperatives, this concluding exhortation recalls the text of 1:1 (cf. above). Two imperatives urge the avoidance of wrong behaviour (v. 11), and two are openly negative (v. 12). 

Wis 1:13-15 These verses present characteristics which distinguish them from the rest of the pericope: between v. 12 and v. 13, there exists a certain break, even one of a thematic character2. This short section attests the existence of notable contacts with Wis 2:23-24 at the end of the discourse of the ungodly (cf. 1:16-2:20). Like 2:23, v. 13 also opens with the expression ὅτι ὁ θεός followed by the verb ποιέω, which does not appear again before 6:7, and by κτίζω, which does not reappear before 10:1. Further points of contact are the presence of κόσμος (only used before 5:2) and of θάνατος (only used before 12:20). We note, however, that 1:13 is also linked with the previous verse (1:12) precisely by the presence of θάνατος which thus acts as a hook-word with the preceding material, and, at v. 14, by the repetition of ὄλεθρ-. We can therefore consider Wis 1:13-15 as the conclusion of the section which began in Wis 1:1 (namely, Wis 1:1-12) and, at the same time, as a preparation for the following section, that is, 1:16-2:24.3






Wis 1:1-5: Justice, Wisdom, and Spirit


1 Love justice, you who govern on earth,

reflect on the Lord with a soul that is well-disposed

and seek him with simplicity of heart,

2 for he allows himself to be found by those who do not test him

and he reveals himself to those who do not lack faith in him.

3 For devious thoughts separate one from God,

so that, when put to the test, divine power punishes the foolish.

4 Because wisdom will not enter a soul that is plotting evil

and it cannot dwell in a body that is the slave of sin.

5 For the holy spirit of discipline will flee from the deceitful one

and will take itself off from foolish thoughts

and will be driven away at the arrival of injustice.




Notes on the Text and Translation



v. 1. The three aorist imperatives ἀγαπήσατε, φρονήσατε, ζητήσατε are stronger than the simple present imperative. The three aorists suggest a punctual and ingressive aspect, and so express “the realisation of an action by contrast with that which lasted up to that moment”;4 the nuance is that of “begin, at last, to love…!”.

v. 2. The two stichs are constructed in clear parallelism. The form εὑρίσκεται should be translated with the intransitive nuance proper to the middle voice, “allows to be found”, and corresponds to the niph. of the Hebrew מצא. The use of the present underlines the perennial value of the maxim: the Lord always allows himself to be found by those who seek him. 

Εμφανίζεται is used with a reflexive/passive nuance (cf. Wis 16:21; 17:4; 18:18), chosen with care to avoid the use of ἀποκαλύπτειν which would have had clear echoes of the mysteries in an Alexandrian context. Cf. Philo who, in Leg. III, 27, employs ἐμφανίζω precisely in relation to the manifestation of God to the faithful soul.5

As for τοῖς μὴ ἀπιστοῦσιν αὐτῷ, the reading of codex A should be rejected since it seems to be a lectio facilior or else a theological correction: τοῖς μὴ πιστεύουσιν.6 The verb ἀπιστέω here takes on the nuance of “not believing”, “not trusting”, “distrusting” (cf. Wis 10:7; 12:17; 18:13). It is absent from the LXX (8x, on the other hand, in the NT), with the exception of 2 Macc 8:13, a passage which is very useful for understanding the sense of the verb in a context analogous to this one: “those who did not trust (ἀπιστοῦντες) in the justice of God”.

v. 5. The verbal form ἐλεγχθήσεται created difficulties for the ancient interpreters.7 It is not necessary to correct the text (cf. Ziegler, critical apparatus); Larcher leans towards a provisional solution giving the passive form ἐλεγχθήσεται a middle sense (“transforms itself into a judge”) and referring the verb to the action of the spirit which disciplines man. Vílchez proposes to translate with “will be accused”, in the sense that the holy spirit is being accused by the ungodly.8 However, Scarpat’s solution seems better: he preserves the force of the middle voice of ἐλεγχθήσεται as in v. 3 (where he renders it with “confuse”) and translates with “will be rejected”, “will be driven away”.9 The idea is that the spirit of God is driven away by human wickedness. 








Synchronic Analysis

1:1: Love Justice “Love justice”. No other book in Scripture opens with an imperative. Our author chooses to open his work with two terms the first of which (ἀγαπάω) is typical of the LXX, the other (δικαιοσύνη), rich with resonances for Hebrew ears as well as Greek ones.10 In Wisdom, the verb ἀγαπάω always has a religious nuance, indicating the fundamental attitude of God towards people (cf. Wis 11:24)11. The imperative ἀγαπήσατε thus introduces us within a dynamism of reciprocal love between God and humanity. 

The incipit of the book presents itself as a reference to the texts of Ps 44:8 LXX (ἠγάπησας δικαιοσύνην) and Isa 61:8 LXX (ἐγὼ γάρ εἰμι κύριος ὁ ἁγαπῶν δικαιοσύνην); cf. 1 Chr 29:17 (δικαιοσύνην ἀγαπᾶς). Wis 1:1a also contains a reminiscence of Ps 2:10 LXX where κρίνοντες translates the Hebrew שׁפטי הארץ, synonym of “governors”. In our case too, οἱ κρίνοντες indicates “governors” according to LXX usage. From its very beginning, therefore, Wisdom presents itself as a collection of delicately interwoven allusions to Scripture. However, no biblical text is cited explicitly. Our sage presupposes an excellent “biblical memory” on the part of his readers as well as the ability to recognise the texts which he employs. 

In Wis 6:21, in a great inclusio at the close of the first part of the book, the invitation to the rulers “to love justice” is transformed into that of “to love wisdom”, and it is precisely the latter, wisdom, which is the protagonist of the central part of the book (Wis 7-10). It is thus possible to claim that in our book we have a reflection on wisdom which is made concrete as “justice” in the daily life of the wise.

Addressees of the Book Who are those whom the sage is addressing? Some think of the Roman rulers.12 In this case, “justice” would be considered as a political virtue. In fact, Wis 1:1 forms part of that “royal” metaphor typical of biblical wisdom which, not infrequently, is presented as the art of good governance (cf. Prov 8:15-16). Thus we are faced with a royal fiction, an interesting variation of that same royal fiction which opens the book of Qoheleth (Qoh 1:12-2:26). The rulers, therefore, are the actual recipients of the book of Wisdom, those Jewish young men of Alexandria who are being invited to live out a “political” virtue, that is, justice. This is necessary for them if they are to take on their responsibility as leaders of their local Jewish community. There is more. From the typical standpoint of Stoicism, there is a common idea that the sage is the only true king because he is free and is his own master.13 From this perspective, the addressees of the book are being called to be sages and, for this very reason, to be “kings” as well. 

In 1:1b, the theme of justice moves on to that of faith. The syntagma φρονήσατε περὶ refers to the sphere of man’s mental activity: “form thoughts for yourself”, that is, “reflect”. This expression is generally followed by an adverb but here by the form ἐν ἀγαθότητι, a Semitism with modal value (cf. also ἐν ἁπλότητι). This is an invitation to reflect on who is truly Lord (περὶ κυρίου): the God of the faith of Israel (cf. Wis 14:30) who, in v. 3, alternates with θεός according to a use typical of the LXX (cf. also vv. 6, 7, 9, 13). Ἀγαθότης is generosity of soul, and is recalled with reference to God in Wis 7:26 and 12:22. For Philo, it is one of the supreme attributes of the divinity (Cher. 27). Referring to people, ἀγαθότης can be understood as a good disposition of the soul in its relations with God.14

Seeking the Lord The addressees of the book are invited to “seek” the Lord (1c). The stich is constructed in a close parallel with the previous one: (1b) φρονήσατε (verb) περὶ τοῦ κυρίου (object of the verb) ἐν ἀγαθότητι (modality) // (1c) καὶ ἐν ἁπλότητι καρδίας (modality) ζητήσατε (verb) αὐτόν (object of the verb).

Here, the verbal form “seek him” (ζητήσατε αὐτόν) has the whole import of the “seeking God” that is so frequent in the Scriptures. Cf. Deut 4:29; Zeph 2:3 LXX; Amos 5:4-6 LXX; 1 Chr 28:9; 29:17; see ζητέω in Wis 6:12, 16; 8:2, 18; 13:6: 19:17, always with a religious tone. 

The mention of ἁπλότης καρδίας is striking. It is understood as the right attitude for seeking the Lord.15 Ἁπλότης indicates something that is not double. In the LXX, the term often translates the Hebrew תם and refers to rectitude of life, understood in both a cultic and a legal sense, to the characteristics of one who wishes to fulfil only the will of God: cf. 1 Macc 2:37; Noah in Gen 6:9; Abraham in Gen 17:1 (δικαιοσύνην ἀγαπᾷς); and Job in Job 1:1. In the prayer of David (1 Chr 29:17-19 LXX, a text already echoed in v. 1), ἁπλότης is close to the idea of rectitude of heart, moral integrity, the inability to think or act in a calculating way. Outside the LXX, ἁπλότης is described as the principal virtue characterising the patriarchs (T. Reu. 4:1; T. Levi 13:1) and refers to a life lived with simplicity, in obedience to the Torah. The mention of the “heart” should be understood within the frame of biblical anthropology. The heart is equivalent to the seat of reason, the will, and the conscience. It is the place where people take their most intimate decisions.

The progression of the ideas contained in v. 1 is clear. The addressees of the book are invited to adopt a voluntary and preferential inclination towards the value of divine justice (“love”) which has, at the same time, a human and political dimension. They are thus being invited to turn to a benevolent reflection about the one who is really the Lord (“reflect”) and, finally, they are being called to a “simple” opening of themselves to his will, adopting the attitude of “seeking”. Right from the beginning of the book, then, the κύριος of Israel appears at the centre of our sage’s reflection. 

The initial tone of the book also suggests a polemical point. The Jewish leaders are being invited to seek the true God, the Lord, with simplicity and without following the speculations and the ideas coming from the Hellenistic world. The background to v. 1 is biblical. Even so, the acceptance of the Stoic category of wisdom understood as something royal is already a prime example of how, in the face of Greek culture, our author has a standpoint which is also dialogic in character.

1:2Verse 2 is closely linked to the previous one by the particle ὅτι which here corresponds well to the Hebrew כי.16 From v. 2 to v. 5, there is a predominance of negative reasons relating to the obstacles which could be encountered by the addressees of the book in following justice. Two positive reasons appear only in v. 6, and later in v. 15. 

God allows himself to be found (εὐρίσκεται) by those who seek him. The double rhetorical use of litotes (“those who do not test him”; “those who do not lack faith in him”) highlights the fact that possible obstacles arise only from people. This is the case for the people of Israel who repeatedly put the Lord to the test in the desert. Wisdom employs πειράζω on seven occasions (1:2; 2:17, 24; 3:5, 11:9; 12:26; 19:5). In all these texts, the idea is always present that the moment of testing reveals the true dispositions of people in their relations with God. Here, however, we have the only case where the subject of the verb is human and the object God, and the verb has the sense of “putting to the test”, “tempting”. It is the Israelites, therefore, who are putting the Lord to the test. It is they and not the pagan rulers who are the real addressees of the book. 

The Lord reveals himself, then, to those who do not refuse to believe in him (2b). The use of ἀπιστέω is mentioned to emphasise the need for a relationship of faith understood as trust in God without which the link with the Lord cannot exist. To know God, or rather to believe in him, appears to be the most important thing for our sage. Faith trumps ethics.17

1:3Verse 3 acts as the proof of what has been affirmed in the previous verses and represents the centre of the whole argument of 1:1-5. The initial γὰρ links it directly with what goes before. The first stich places the emphasis on the interior nature of a person, on his “thoughts” (λογισμοί), rather than on his actions. It is the first indication of the importance that Wisdom awards to human reason. On the other hand, it is precisely reason that is not upright, “devious” (σκολιός), which separates people from God, thus representing the antithesis of everything which a faithful Jew is called to live. This statement, placed at the beginning of the book, appears to be categorical. But what kind of devious thoughts does our sage have in mind? We do not yet have a clear picture. However, our sage does seem to be concerned with the purity of the faith of his community. 

In 1:3b, “power” (ἡ δύναμις) comes on the stage, presented as a personified attribute of God’s activity or rather as a kind of divine energy in action according to a perspective that is certainly more Hellenistic than biblical.18

This “power” of God, if put to the test (δοκιμαζομήνη),19 punishes (ἐλέγχει) whoever does not follow the Lord. The text of 3b appears to be linked to the previous stich by the particle τε which takes on a consecutive nuance (“so that”). The author’s thought seems to be as follows: devious thoughts separate from God so that divine power confounds the foolish. Ἄφρονες is a play on φρονήσατε (1b). The term is frequent in the LXX, especially in Proverbs, and is mostly a translation of the Hebrew כסיל, a person who is unreasonable, obtuse, capable of devious thoughts and thus morally perverse (cf. ἄφρονες in Wis 3:2, 12; 5:4; 12:24; 14:11; 15:5, 14). 

1:4The allusion to the “foolish” (1:3b) prepares for the appearance of the figure of wisdom (σοφία), placed in emphatic position at the end of the first stich and set in relation with the divine “power” of the previous verse by the particle ὅτι which opens the verse. 

Σοφία, the Hebrew חכמה, is a phenomenon well known to the Jews of the time. Continuing on the lines marked out by the discourses of personified wisdom in Prov 1-9, where it appears to be something closely linked with God and, at the same time, with human beings, our sage places σοφία immediately in relation to God, connecting it with the divine power that has just been mentioned. At the same time, wisdom appears as something which also concerns peoples’ interior nature. The two verbs which describe its action (“enter” and “dwell”) confirm its twofold character. 

The fact remains that it is not the presence of wisdom in people that is being described in this verse but rather its absence. Wisdom does not enter the one who rejects it. It does not dwell with one who lives in sin.


Soul and Body Verse 4 represents a first approach to the particular anthropological concepts of our sage. With “soul” and “body”, he intends to refer to the human being as a whole. The ψυχή seems to be conceived of as an active principle, the subject of specific moral activities. Here, it is associated with the adjective κακότεχνος, a poetic and learned term (cf. Homer, Il. 15.14) which, in Greek use, indicates someone who works badly at his trade. In the LXX, κακότεχνος occurs only in 4 Macc 6:25 (cf. Wis 15:4), but with reference to things. Here, used with reference to the soul, κακότεχνος indicates the soul itself inasmuch as it makes a conscious decision to do evil. In Stoic philosophy, the ψυχή has a role of primary importance and is sometimes placed in relation to the τέχνη which is described as a system of understanding coordinated with experience and aimed at the good use of the events of life.20 




The highly rare κακότεχνος thus acquires the flavour of an oxymoron. The system of understanding which lies at the basis of Greek thought is “wicked” (κακός) if it is not accompanied by a clear ethical perspective. The following stich is a clear introduction to the theme of sin (ἁμαρτία).




The body is seen as a passive reality, even if it too is the object of the dwelling of wisdom (κατοικέω). The σῶμα is described with the term κατάχρεως,21 to be understood in the sense of “slave” or else of “debtor”, here, obviously, in a metaphorical sense. The “debt” is that of sin (ἁμαρτία; in Wisdom only again in Wis 10:13) which oppresses the body, making it just that, a slave. Our author does not specify what sin he is concerned with, but the immediate context makes us suppose it is wrong thoughts about the deity, lack of faith in God.




The whole person, therefore, body and soul, appears to be subject to the power of sin. However, under Hellenistic influence, our author tends to distinguish the two elements and to give the soul a certain pre-eminence. Yet, this is of a nature that is more psychological than ontological. If the soul is able to commit evil, the body appears rather as the slave of sin. The text also allows us to think of some kind of personification of sin along the lines which will be particularly developed by some NT texts such as Rom 7:14 or John 8:34. However, sin does not seem to be a reality bound up with the fact that the soul is somehow a Platonic prisoner of the body.



1:5In introducing a new figure, that of the ἅγιον πνεῦμα παιδείας, v. 5 acts as the explanation (ἅγιον γάρ) for the possibility of the absence of wisdom described in the previous verse. The “holy spirit of παιδεία” is placed in parallel with σοφία. The theme of the spirit appears in three consecutive verses: in 1:5 and in 1:7 on its own, in v. 6 in connection with the figure of wisdom.

In associating wisdom with the spirit, our sage is insisting with greater emphasis on the relationship between wisdom and God and, at the same, underlining the presence of wisdom in people. Thus, the fact that this holy spirit does not tolerate the deceitful one (δόλος) and shuns foolish thoughts and injustice (5bc) emphasises the presentation of wisdom in a moral key. The theme of “foolish thoughts” (λογισμοί ἀσύνετοι) takes up the “devious thoughts” mentioned in 1:3a. The expression λογισμοί ἀσύνετοι is resumed in Wis 11:15, precisely in connection with ἀδικία. In 11:15, the foolish thoughts refer to idolatry, confirming the idea that here too, as already in 1:3a, the devious or foolish λογισμοί of people are to be understood as wrong conceptions of God. 

In the book of Wisdom, the use of παιδεία in Wis 3:11 and 7:14 comes close to the Greek idea of “education”. In 2:12 and 17:2, however, the connection is rather that of παιδεία and the law. The ἀπαίδευτοι of Wis 17:1 are those Jews who have rejected discipline, the education offered by Wisdom, that is, the Mosaic law. Cf. Wis 2:12, where παιδεία and νόμος are set in a reciprocal relationship. In the book of Wisdom, behind the idea of παιδεία, there lies a biblical-sapiential vision rather than the humanistic Greek ideal, even if the latter does not seem to be excluded a priori.22 The true formation of a person is that imparted by the Lord himself by means of his holy spirit of discipline present in wisdom. In the context of the book as a whole, the “holy spirit of discipline” is what teaches the discernment of the will of God expressed in the law, as in Wis 9:17. It is for this reason that the spirit shuns injustice and all false thoughts about God.




Diachronic Analysis

1:1a The reference to those who “govern on earth” right at the beginning of the book (1:1a) could lead to the thought of human justice as conceived by the Greek world. However, the religious background of the use of ἀγαπάω points us rather in the direction of the justice of God, that צדקה (righteousness) which the biblical tradition very often connects with salvation, truth, and mercy.23 This is the same “immortal justice” mentioned in the inclusio in 1:15, a justice that is clearly divine. If someone loves it, he obtains with it all the other virtues, including “justice” understood as a political virtue (cf. 8:7).

1:1c If the reference to “simplicity of heart” in 1:1c can seem a touch Greek, the theme of the search for God leads us into a dimension that is profoundly biblical. God is never an object, a truth that is offered to humanity from on high. God is rather a living and real person who has to be sought. 

1:2 In v. 2 also, the theme of “seeking God” is biblical: cf. Isa 55:6; 65:1; Jer 29:13; Hos 10:12; 1 Chr 28:9; 2 Chr 15:2, 4, 15. As for the verb πειράζω, it refers to the context of Exod 17:1-7 and, in particular, to v. 7, where the subject is represented by the Israelites and the object by the Lord: διὰ τὸ πειράζειν κύριον λέγοντας εἰ ἔστιν κύριος ἐν ἡμῖν ἠ οὔ; (cf. also Pss 77:41, 56 LXX and 105:14 LXX). 

1:3In confirmation of the Exodus background, Wis 1:3b adds δοκιμάζω, which is found precisely with πειράζω in Ps 94:9 LXX, again with reference to the episode at Massah and Meribah: οὗ ἐπείρασαν οἱ πατέρες ὑμῶν ἐδοκίμασαν καὶ εἴδοσαν τὰ ἔργα μου. Moreover, ἐμφανίζω (cf. Wis 16:21) confirms the Exodus context. Cf. Exod 33:13 LXX: “If I have found favour in your eyes, show yourself to me” (ἐμφάνισόν μοι σεαυτόν). Together with our verse, this passage is the only text in the LXX in which ἐμφανίζω appears with God as subject. 

1:4 In Wis 1:4, in referring, albeit negatively, to an “entrance” of wisdom into the soul and its dwelling in the body, our sage is developing an idea present in germ in Proverbs: in Prov 2:10; 3:13; 4:7; 7:4; 8:17, wisdom is presented as a feminine figure who is available to all who seek her.24 Nor is there an absence of some aspects belonging to Hellenistic religiosity. The theme of wisdom’s “dwelling” in people could be actually of Stoic origin.25

1:5 In presenting the figure of the holy spirit in v. 5, after mentioning justice (v. 1), the divine power (v. 3) and wisdom (v. 4), the author is aware that he is speaking of something well known to the biblical tradition. Cf. Ps 50:13 LXX; Dan 4:5 LXX [8 Th], 6 LXX [9 Th], 15 LXX [18 Th]; 5:12 LXX; and 6:4 LXX. Here, the “holy spirit” is probably being introduced in the light of Isa 63:10-14 where the spirit of God is described as the one who flees on account of the sins of Israel. What is new in this presentation of the “holy spirit” when compared with the biblical texts which mention him is the description of him as the “spirit of παιδεία”. In v. 6, he becomes, instead, the “spirit of wisdom”.


Paideia In Greek usage, παιδεία refers to everything that belongs to human education.26 In the LXX, however, παιδεία translates a concept which is typically sapiential, מוסר, a term that contains within itself a double idea:27 first of all, that of “punishing”, “correcting”, with reference to the pedagogical methods typical of antiquity (cf. Prov 13:24; 22:15; 23:13; Job 5:17). In this sense, מוסר appears in the book of Proverbs paired with תוכחת, “reproof” (Prov 3:11; 5:12; 6:23). A second idea is that of “instructing”, “educating”. As in Prov 1:2, מוסר appears in connection with חכמה (Prov 3:8 and 4:1, 13; 8:10). In Prov 1:8, מוסר is linked with תורה understood in the sense of “instruction” and not so much as of “law”. Therefore, the term מוסר carries within itself what we could call “education” or “formation”. The text of Prov 1:2a LXX is significant: τοῦ γνῶναι σοφίαν καὶ παιδείαν Wisdom and sapiential education seem to be connected with each other, as in Wis 1:5a, 6a. 








Wis 1:6-10: Wisdom is a Philanthropic Spirit


6 For wisdom is a spirit, the friend of humanity,

but will not leave unpunished the one who blasphemes with his own lips,

because God is the witness of his feelings [kidneys]

and the true searcher of his heart

and hears what the tongue says.

7 For the spirit of the Lord fills the earth

and the one who holds all things together knows every voice.

8 Therefore no one who speaks unjust things can remain hidden from him,

and accusing justice will not pass him by without notice.

9 For on the plots of the ungodly an inquest will be opened,

the sound of his words will reach the Lord,

in condemnation of his iniquities;

10 because an ear full of jealousy hears everything,

not even the whisper of murmurings remains secret.




Notes on the Text and Translation



v. 6a. Codices A and V and some minuscules, as well as the Latin version (cf. Ziegler, apparatus), read: πνεῦμα σοφίας, a probable lectio facilior which arose to harmonise the text with that of v. 5a where we find a similar form: πνεῦμα παιδείας. On the other hand, the reading of the majority of the witnesses (πνεῦμα σοφία) makes wisdom the subject of the entire phrase and brings wisdom still closer to the spirit: “wisdom is a spirit …”.

v. 7b. In the language of Stoicism, συνέχειν is a technical term for indicating the power of the divine Logos which “contains”, “embraces” or, better, holds together the universe (cf. the translation of Lat: hoc quod continet omnia). Cf. SVF II, 137, frag. 416; II, 144, frag. 439.26; II, 144-145, frag. 440; II, 146, frag. 444; and II, 147, frag. 448. In all these texts, συνέχειν indicates the activity of the pneuma which guarantees unity and internal cohesion to the cosmos. Cf. SVF II, 144, frag. 439.26: τὴν μὲν γὰρ πνευματικὴν οὐσίαν τὸ συνέχον …: “the pneumatic substance is that which holds together…”, that is, it is the force of cohesion which pervades the world. However, by associating it with πληρόω, our author shows that he does not intend to give συνέχειν a pantheistic sense as in the Stoic usage. In fact, the spirit of the Lord is something quite distinct from the creation, something which fills the creation which, although being present in it, is nonetheless distinguished from it. 








Synchronic Analysis

1:6a “Wisdom (is) a spirit …”. This has the flavour of a definition. The association between wisdom and the spirit is one of the most significant theological novelties put forward by our sage. Wisdom and spirit are here attributed to God himself insofar as he reveals himself to people; and yet it seems as though our sage does not wish to make a full identification of the two realities. Rather, he seems to be suggesting that to welcome the φιλάνθρωπον spirit of God leads one to possess wisdom also.28

In the light of what he already knows of the Scriptures, the Israelite who listens to this text – φιλάνθρωπον γὰρ πνεῦμα σοφία –understands that the wisdom which was put forward by the sages and praised as a companion of life (cf. Prov 8:32-36) is not different from that “holy spirit of discipline” introduced in Wis 1:5 and well known to the biblical tradition as the “spirit of God” present in man. 

This association between wisdom and spirit causes the author to attribute to wisdom many characteristics of the spirit of God contained in the Bible of Israel. Wisdom thus acquires a cosmic role (Wis 1:7; 7:22b-23) and becomes a sign of the presence of God in the world, and the active principle in creation (8:1) and in people, a source of the moral life (7:24, 27). Wisdom becomes an interior power which enables a person to understand the will of God expressed in the law, just like the spirit announced in Ezekiel 36 (cf. Wis 9:17). 

1:6bBetween 6a and 6b, there exists an apparent variance between the “spirit friend of humanity” and the mention of the same spirit as one who will not leave the blasphemer unpunished (ἀθῳόω means “consider innocent”). The καὶ in 6b has adversative force, just as in Num 14:18 LXX.29 Thus, the sense of v. 6ab is that wisdom is a spirit, the friend of humanity, but that he will not leave the blasphemer unpunished. The βλάσφημος is primarily one who is sceptical about the divine action, in this case the philanthropy of God. For this person, there is no pardon despite the kindness of wisdom. Our sage has in mind those Alexandrian Jews who were putting the action and the presence of the God of Israel in doubt.30 This is the first appearance of that close connection between the mercy and justice of God which characterises the whole work. This was a problem that was very alive in the Judaism of the time. It had already been observed by Ben Sirach, even if the “mercy-justice” dichotomy was not resolved by him but only stated: the mercy of God does not annul his punitive justice (cf. Sir 16:11-12).

However, our author does not seem to wish to tackle a real problem of theodicy. For him, it appears wholly natural that divine philanthropy can also have a punitive aspect. In fact, he does not concern himself with attenuating the negative impact which the idea of the wrath of God and of punishment could have on his listeners. On the contrary, precisely the awareness that the blasphemer will not remain unpunished is a clear sign of the fact that the “spirit” is really the “friend of humanity”. As already in Isa 63:10-14, the spirit of the Lord both saves and punishes (cf. Prov 1:23). Thus, philanthropy does not exclude justice. On the contrary, the spirit becomes the mirror of the goodness and mercy of God even when it is punishing men.

1:6c–e In these three stichs, the context is still that of judgement. Starting with 6c, there is a sudden change of subject: it is no longer wisdom or the spirit but God himself who is described with three substantives (μάρτυς, ἐπίσκοπος, ἀκουστής). In this way, wisdom and the spirit are brought back to God as aspects of his activity and as realities that are closely connected with him. 

God is here called “witness” (μάρτυς) (cf. Gen 31:44; Jer 36:23 LXX [29:23 MT]). God is also called ἐπίσκοπος, to be understood as true or rigorous (ἀληθής) “searcher” or “inspector” of the “heart”, that is, of the conscience. Finally, God is described as “hearer of the tongue”, or careful listener to what man says. Here, ἀκουστής is employed in an etymological sense as “one who listens”. If God knows a person’s interior (“heart and kidneys”), a fortiori he listens to what he is saying, knows what he is speaking. The mention of the tongue refers directly to the “blasphemer” cited in 6b whose wicked speech cannot escape from God. 

1:7Verse 7a opens with a ὅτι explicative and continues the reasons for v. 6: a universal presence of the “spirit”, subject of the entire verse,31 who “fills” τὴν οἰκουμένην, a term which in itself indicates the inhabited earth but which can be extended to the entire world, the universe. 

It is not impossible that our author had in mind Gen 1:2 where the mention of the πνεῦμα θεοῦ is along the lines of a benevolent divine presence in its relations with the entire creation. 

With the expression τὸ συνέχον τὰ πάντα, our author is referring to an influence of the spirit of God in the cosmos which guarantees its cohesion and its harmony. The activity of the spirit is extended particularly to human beings and is a conscious activity which emphasises still further the significance of this personification. In fact, the spirit γνῶσιν ἔχει φωνῆς: “knows (every) voice”. Since, in recording the figure of the blasphemer, the previous verse (1:6) referred to human speech, the concluding expression of 7b does not seem to be out of place. Precisely on account of its cosmic presence, the spirit knows what someone can say and so is linked with the divine activity described in 6e (τῆς γλώσσης ἀκουστής).

In this way, the book of Wisdom can deal with a problem that is not only of a cosmic but also of an anthropological character, namely, that of the presence of God in people (cf. 7:24, 27 and 9:17). Indeed, the spirit that holds all things together knows every voice (1:7b). 

1:8-10Verses 8-10 go deeper into the theme of speech contained in 7b.32 Verse 8 is closely linked to the previous text by the initial διὰ τοῦτο. No one who utters unjust things (φθεγγόμενος ἄδικα) can claim to be able to hide from the spirit of the Lord (cf. Wis 17:3a). 

The divine judgement will be not only on the speech of the ungodly man but also on his thoughts which are at their root (v. 9). The term διαβούλιον is used in malam partem (Hos 4:9; 7:2) and emphasises the plots of the ungodly (ἀσεβοῦς). This is the first explicit reference to the ungodly in Wisdom. On the part of God (κύριος cited in 9b), there will be an inquest into the thoughts of the ungodly. The term ἐξέτασις has an eschatological nuance, as is the case with ἐξετασμός in Wis 4:6 and ἐξετάζειν in 6:3. 

The thoughts of the ungodly (9a) are followed by his words (9b), and his words by his actions (ἀνόμημα; 9c). The book of Wisdom is alert to the interior processes of sin. The speech of the ungodly does not escape the Lord (9b) in order that his sins (ἀνόμημα; 9c; cf. Wis 3:14; 4:20) may be punished. In 9c, the eschatological nuance of ἐξέτασις is strengthened by the expression εἰς ἔλεγχον, “in condemnation” which is also used in the book of Wisdom in eschatological contexts (cf. 2:14; 18:5). Cf. ἐλέγχω which has already been used in 1:8b. Thus, at the beginning of the book, there is introduced, albeit with discretion, another of the great leading themes of the work: reflection on the final destiny of people. However, in the light of v. 9 alone, it is impossible to say whether, in speaking of “inquest” and condemnation, our author is thinking of a personal judgement or a collective one.

Verse 10 contains the reason for the two preceding verses. The initial ὅτι has an explicative value. The use of γογγυσμός, “murmuring”, reinforces the idea that our author sees in the ungodly those Israelites of his time who have lost their faith in the God of Israel. These murmurings do not remain hidden from God (οὐκ ἀποκρύπτεται). The verse closes with another allusion to the divine judgement. Thus, the vocabulary employed in 1:6-10 is characterised by its judicial aspect,33 creating a dramatic contrast with the description of the spirit of wisdom which loves people and which pervades the whole world with his presence. 




Diachronic Analysis

1:6 In the Jewish Scriptures, the theme of the “holy spirit” which is introduced in Wis 1:6 refers to a dynamic reality that characterises the relationship between people and God, and which, in many cases, expresses the presence of God in people, often in relation to a specific mission that they are called on to carry out (cf. Isa 11:2; 61:1; Ezek 36:26-27). In the sapiential tradition, the “holy spirit” appears in connection with wisdom only in Prov 1:23. There, personified wisdom is presented as the one who possesses the very spirit of God and is ready to pour it out on the one who listens: “Behold, I will pour out my spirit on you and reveal my words to you”.34 Ben Sirach (Sir 1:8-10) seems to apply to wisdom what the prophets (cf. Joel 3:1) had said of the spirit of God. Whereas the prophets waited for the future for such a gift, for Ben Sirach, wisdom is something which has already been granted to the man of God. 

In 1:6a, we find a still more important novelty: the holy spirit is described as φιλάνθρωπος, “the friend of humanity”. Wisdom is accepting a humanistic ideal that is typically Greek, namely, philanthropy, seen here, as already in Plato, as a divine quality which also becomes a political quality that, for Wisdom, can come to belong to everyone.35 In fact, the God of Israel possesses a “philanthropic spirit”, which loves people. However, in order to realise this ideal of friendship, the only way accessible is that marked out by wisdom. 

In 1:6b, the term βλάσφημος is rare in the LXX and appears there always in religious contexts and with reference to God: 2 Macc 9:28; 10:4, 36; Sir 3:16; Is 66:3. An analogous use is found in Philo: for those who τῶν εἰς τὸ θεῖον βλασφημούντων, there is no forgiveness (Fug. 84).

In 1:6c, the pair “kidneys and heart” is a biblical expression present in various texts of the LXX. Cf. Pss 7:10; 25:2; 72:21; Jer 11:20; 17:10; 20:12. Except for Ps 72:21, in all these cases, the reference is to God who searches and knows the kidneys and heart of man, that is, his inner being. As for the idea of the divinity as “witness”, on the other hand, it seems to be Greek in origin. Cf. Pindar, Pyth. 4.297; Sophocles, Trach. 1248. Appeal is made to the witness of the gods in relation to pacts or oaths because the gods know the real intentions of men. Philo make use of this concept in Cher. 17; Ios. 265; Migr. 115.

The term ἐπίσκοπος (1:6d) appears in the LXX as referring to God only in Job 20:29 while it is more frequent in the Greek environment to indicate the divinity which knows and is concerned with human affairs.36 The idea is already in Homer (cf. Il. 22.225), where we find the expression μάρτυροι καὶ ἐπίσκοποι used with reference to the gods. Philo employs both terms to speak of God (cf. Leg. 3.43). Indeed, God is the ὁ τῶν ὅλων ἐπίσκοπος (Somn. 1.91), the God who sees everything and from whom wickedness cannot escape (cf. also Migr. 81, 115, 135, etc.). In Wis 2:20; 3:7, 13, our sage will introduce the theme of the ἐπισκοπή, the eschatological visitation of God.

Finally, in relation to 1:6ce, we observe that the mention of three parts of the human body, the kidneys, the heart, and the tongue is typical of the language of the Bible. Biblical too is the idea that God knows every person and is the true judge of them, whereas the three terms referring to God – μάρτυς, ἐπίσκοπος, ἀκουστής – betray the Greek influence. 

1:7 In Wis 1:7, the idea that the Lord fills the earth is not a new one for Scripture. Cf. Jer 23:24 LXX: μὴ οὐχὶ τὸν οὐρανὸν καὶ τὴν γῆν ἐγὼ πληρῶ; λέγει κύριος (cf. Isa 6:3). It is possible that our sage is inspired by both these texts (Jer 23:24 and Gen 1:2; see above, the synchronic analysis), not to mention Ps 103:30 LXX, where there is emphasis on the activity of the spirit vis à vis the creation, as well as Ps 138:7 LXX, which highlights the omniscient activity of the spirit (ποῦ πορευθῶ ἀπὸ τοῦ πνεύματός σου;). 

In Philo, the verb πληρόω characterises a philosophical reflection on the presence of God, but never in relation to the πνεῦμα.37 Thus, the thought expressed in 7a seems biblical even if no text of Scripture speaks explicitly of the spirit of God who “fills” created reality. Our sage is probably extending an idea that is already implicit in Gen 2:7. Not only does God breathe the πνοὴ ζωῆς into the human but the presence of God’s spirit is extended to the entire creation (cf Wis 7:22-23 and 12:1). 

If the first part of v. 7 can be explained well by reflection on a series of biblical texts, Greek influence appears a good deal more marked in 7b. The use of συνέχω adds an idea of unity and cohesion. Such a reflection on the cosmic role of the spirit derives largely from the openness of our text to the cultural contributions of Stoicism (cf. above). 

Here, we find a brilliant way of giving dynamic expression to the activity of God in the world. By uniting biblical concepts (7a) with ideas that are Greek in origin (7b), the author of Wisdom wished to evoke divine activity in the world in this way, as a kind of immanent energy, as a spirit which remains nonetheless in contact with its own transcendent source, God. In 1:7b, seeking to explain what was stated in 7a concerning the universal presence of the spirit, Wisdom is precisely intending to avoid the pantheism of the Stoics even while making use of their concepts. The biblical figure of the spirit, reread through Stoic categories, allows our author to express a presence of God in the world without confusing the two. 

1:8 In 1:8b, there appears the personified figure of divine justice (ἡ δίκη), introduced in Greek fashion (cf. Add Esth E,4 = 8:12d; Acts 28:4). Noticeable also is the play on words ἄδικα – δίκη. Our sage could also have been inspired by Isa 59:13-14 LXX, in a not dissimilar context. Divine justice assumes here a punitive aspect. For the verb ἐλέγχω, cf. 1:3. The verb παροδεύω is used here. It occurs in the LXX only in Wisdom (cf. 2:7; 5:14; 6:22; 10:8, apart from in Ezek 36:34).

1:10 The biblical background of v. 10 is clear, beginning with the Semitism οὖς ζηλώσεως, “jealous ear” (cf. the πνεῦμα ζηλώζεως recorded in Num 5:14 and 30). In this case also, our sage constructs plays on words, like that on οὖς and θροῦς. This last term is present in the LXX only in 1 Macc 9:39 and is to be understood as “murmur”, “whisper”. It is right to see in the expression οὖς ζηλώσεως not so much the biblical theme of the “jealous God”, as rather that of a God who is very alert and zealous, who does not allow any murmuring to go unpunished.

The theme of murmuring confirms the reprise of the Exodus background with which the book opened. Γογγυσμός, in fact, comes from texts such as Exod 16:7, 9, 12; Num 17:20, and 25 (cf. also Exod 15:24; Num 14:2; and 17:6) where it is employed with reference to the murmurings of the Israelites in the desert, and it is used here almost as a synonym of “blasphemy”. 






Wis 1:11-12: Do Not Seek Death!


11 Keep yourselves, therefore, from useless murmuring,

and avoid the tongue of slander,

because not even a word spoken in secret will escape without consequences

and a lying mouth slays the soul.

12 Do not strive to seek death by the error of your life,

nor bring ruin upon yourselves by the works of your hands!




Notes on the Text and Translation



v. 11. Φυλάξασθε (middle) should be translated here as „keep yourselves from…! Protect yourselves from!“. Φυλάσσω in the active and middle voices in the LXX is bound with the accusative, meaning „regard, maintain, adhere“, particularly regarding the observation of the law (cf. Wis 6:4, 10). With the meaning „protect oneself from“ in the LXX, the middle-voiced φυλάσσομαι appears in statements with the prepostion ἀπό (e.g., Jdg 13:13; Jer 9:3; Mic 7:5; Sir 4:20; 12:11; 22:13, 26; 32:22). However, as in Classical Greek, the simple accusative is possible, as found here.

Φείδομαι is bound here, as in Classical Greek, with a genitive object (γλώσσης), but nonetheless also in a Hebraising manner with a prepositional phrase (ἀπὸ καταλαλιᾶς); cf. Job 33:18 LXX; Ps 18:14 LXX; 77:50 LXX: „c’est là un exemple caractéristique de la double personalité littéraire de l’auteur“, zugleich griechisch und hebräisch (Larcher, Sagesse I, 191).








Synchronic Analysis

1:11This verse draws the conclusions (τοίνυν) from the previous reflection on the theme of speech, increasing the tension between the goodness of God and human sin. The text opens with a double imperative (φυλάξασθε … φείσασθε) to be linked with the other two in v. 12 μὴ ζηλοῦτε … μηδὲ ἐπισπᾶσθε. With this new series of imperatives, our author intends to indicate the moral consequences which his listeners are warned they will be taking on themselves if they do not wish to accept his words.

The term γογγυσμός constitutes a hook-word with the previous section and prolongs the Exodus background of these verses. Beside the murmurings against God, here described as “useless”, ἀνωφελῆ, there appears a new term, *καταλαλιά. In light of the καταλαλεῖν present in Num 21:5, 7; and Ps 77:19 LXX, it is possible to understand καταλαλιά as malicious speech spoken against God. From this point of view, it could simply be considered a synonym of γογγυσμός. In the light of Ps 100:5 LXX (τὸν καταλαλοῦντα λάθρᾳ τοῦ πλησίον αὐτοῦ), it is possible also to think of slander proper. Just as previously (cf. vv. 6-10), the book of Wisdom does not have in mind only a fault in relations with God but also in dealings with one’s neighbour. It is from these murmurings and this slander that one must keep oneself (φυλάξασθε, φείδεσθαι). In this way, there is indirect preparation for the speech of the ungodly (Wis 2:1-20).

The importance given to the theme of speech is such that, in 1:11c, our sage notes again that “a word spoken in secret (*λαθραῖος)” κενὸν οὐ πορεύσεται. This expression is an idiotism: “it does not go away empty from it (from man’s mouth: understood here: ἐκ τοῦ στώματος)”, “does not escape without consequences”, that is, human speech is never neutral on the moral plane. 

The text of 1:11d then introduces the figure of the calumniator (στῶμα *καταψευδόμενον, the “lying mouth”), to be understood as one who speaks against God, uttering lies against him, but, at the same time also, against his neighbour: whoever does not think of the Lord in a way that is well disposed (1:1), who puts him to the test (1:2), who thinks in a devious manner (1:3-5), and who blasphemes (1:6).

In 11d, our sage begins to prepare the theme of death which he will develop in 1:13-15 and to which the whole of chapter 2 will be devoted. The result of lying is so serious that it “slays the soul” (ἀναιρεῖ ψυχήν). The use of the present after the future (cf. 11c) should not be a surprise, given that πορεύσεται has a gnomic value. The present refers to an immediate consequence of the lying.

In 11d, ἀναιρέω is to be understood in its proper sense of “slay, murder” as in Wis 14:24. An analogous expression is found in Sir 21:2 with the proper sense of “kill”: ὀδόντες λέοντος οἱ ὀδόντες αὐτῆς ἀναιροῦντες ψυχὰς ἀνθρώπων. In this case, it is fairly clearly the Hebrew נפשׁ that is intended with ψυχή. However, in our context, ψυχή could simply mean “life”, despite the use which our author has already made of it in 1:4 (cf. Wis 14:5).38 However, it is precisely in the light of 1:4 that it is preferable also to think of ψυχή as the soul understood as a spiritual principle, in this sense contrasted with the “body”. Perhaps the text is being deliberately ambiguous. Of what death, then, is v. 11d speaking?


Some authors prefer to leave the text vague, while many think of spiritual death, loss of friendship with God, a death of the soul which in some way anticipates that of the body.39 Scarpat thinks of the death of the soul understood as the loss of immortality: “The true life, that of the soul, is killed by lying which is considered among the major sins, so much so that the verb used is typical of murderers”.40 Winston thinks of an idea derived from Philo, the spiritual death of the soul of the ungodly: “the wicked, even when alive, are called dead”, cf. Det. 49; Spec. 1.345; Fug. 55. For Philo, there exist living persons who are dead but also dead people who are living. The foolish are dead, even if they attain a ripe old age, because they are deprived of life lived according to virtue. The just, on the other hand, even if deprived of the body, live for ever.41 In a little-noticed study, H. Engel claims, contrary to current opinion, that 11d refers without any doubt to the death of others caused by the ungodly.42



In my opinion, the data offered us by the text appears to be as follows. There exists a very close link between the different kinds of lying. Lying directly against God assumes the aspect of blasphemy or murmuring; lying directly against the neighbour is slander. The use of ἀναιρέω leaves no doubts in this regard: even lying against one’s neighbour results in death. In the light of v. 11 alone, one could think of the death of one who is “killed” by the lying word of another. Yet v. 16 leads to the thought that the death in question could also be the death of the ungodly man himself (cf. below). In conclusion, our author is undoubtedly ambiguous, and his ambiguity will not wholly disappear in what follows. The term θάνατος, introduced in 1:12 for the first time, makes us think of physical death, but, on the other hand, it is precisely v. 12 which seems to exclude it. The reading of vv. 13-14 will orient us further towards the idea of an ambiguous death. We can, therefore, conclude that if, on the one hand, the strange expression ἀναιρεῖ ψυχήν refers to death caused by the ungodly with their conduct, on the other hand, the idea of the actual death of the ungodly is not to be wholly excluded.

1:12Verse 12 is constructed in perfect parallelism:



	μὴ ζηλοῦτε
	θάνατον
	ἐν πλάνῃ
	ζωῆς ὑμῶν



	μηδὲ ἐπισπᾶσθε
	ὄλεθρον
	ἐν ἔργοις
	χειρῶν ὑμῶν





We have here two negative imperatives in the second person plural which complete those of v. 11; two object complements placed in synonymous parallelism (θάνατον, ὄλεθρον); and a double reference to the moral activity of man (ἐν + dative + genitive + ὑμῶν). The use of the present imperative is an indication of continuous action: “do not continue to strive …”; ζηλόω has its usual sense of “striving” for something. Verse 12a is targeted at people seen in their interior conduct: πλάνη indicates error – the loss of way in life (ἐν πλάνῃ ζωῆς ὑμῶν) in one’s dealings with God and what is good – and refers to the verb πλανάω which is used in 2:21 and 5:6.43 

Thus, the text of 12a refers to man considered in his interior conduct and exhorted not to lose his way in useless strivings which only lead him far from God.

In mentioning “the works of your hands”, on the other hand, v. 12b, takes into consideration external conduct in parallel with the interior conduct mentioned in the previous stich. The idea contained in 1:12b, that people brings upon themselves ruin with their own hands (cf. Wis 1:16a),44 leads us to understand that death (θάνατος) is something which actually concerns only the ungodly. It would be rather difficult for our sage to be thinking simply of physical death which, in fact, touches all without distinction, both just and ungodly.




Diachronic Analysis

1:12In Wis 1:12a, the use of the term πλάνη could make us think of Jer 23:17 or Ezek 33:10, but it also suggests a classical background. In fact, the term is employed by Plato (cf. Resp. 4.444b; Phaedr. 81a) to indicate a life that is far from virtue and it has, as we shall see in connection with πλανάω in Wis 17:1b, echoes of the mysteries.

The idea of the person who brings his death upon himself by his own hand (1:12b) is traditional. See Sir 15:11-17, a text very close to our passage. Cf. also Philo, Det. 122: “God is not the cause of evils, as some of the ungodly think, but our own very hands”; cf. also 1 En. 98:4: “sin was not sent on the earth, but men alone created it”.






Wis 1:13-15: God Did Not Create Death!


13 Because God did not create death,

and he takes no delight in the destruction of the living.

14 For he created everything for existence,

the generations of the cosmos are bearers of salvation

and there is no poison of ruin in them

nor is the dominion of Hades over the earth;

15 for justice is immortal.




Synchronic Analysis

1:13Verse 13 contrasts human conduct (vv. 11-12) with that of God (θεός, in emphatic position), both in its external (“he did not create death”) and interior (“he does not delight in the destruction of the living”) aspects. Thus, in some ways, what is being emphasised is the humanity of God.45 The use of ἀπώλεια, “destruction, ruin”, frequent in the LXX, points us in the direction of an eschatological context (cf. Wis 5:7; 18:7). That goes also for ὄλεθρος (“ruin, destruction”) employed in the previous verse. In Wis 1:12, 14, ὄλεθρος is placed in parallel with “death” and “Hades”. Wisdom 18:13 could constitute an exact flashback to our passage.

The whole of the inspiration of v. 13 is biblical, then, with its explicit reference to creation. Thus, v. 13a reconnects with the basic theme of Gen 1-3. God did not wish death; therefore, it is not to be considered as a “creature” of God. We find ourselves before a negative paraphrase of the statement in Genesis “God made the heaven and the earth”.46 However, the book of Wisdom elaborates what is not yet so explicit in Gen 1-3: there is a salvific will of God which does not wish death precisely because there is present in the world a “spirit, the friend of humanity” (1:7).

Ambiguity of Death Wisdom is playing with an idea of death which is ambiguous and ambivalent.47 On the one hand, it seems that the text of v. 13 is speaking of physical death, also because of the close relationship with the texts of Gen 1-3; but, on the other hand, in light of v. 12 and, later, v. 16, the death, the ruin in question, only affects the ungodly. 

1:14Verse 14 is the positive expression of what v. 13 expressed negatively: God’s plan for creation and humanity is a project of life and not of death. The background is always that of Gen 1-3. Κτίζω, in particular, (cf. also Wis 2:23) recalls expressly the ברא of Genesis. With τὰ πάντα our author is offering a Greek translation of the Genesis expression “the heaven and the earth”. The expression εἰς τὸ εἶναι recalls the intention (εἰς) of the Creator. Wisdom is expressing itself here with a more philosophical kind of language which refers to the notion of eternity and of the existence of the world. Perhaps for this reason, the author prefers to use εἶναι with the nuance of “remain in being”, rather than the γίνεσθαι “come into existence” of the text of Gen 1:3 (where the Hebrew text uses a form of the verb היה).48 The expression εἰς τὸ εἶναι should then be understood without doubt in the light of Wis 11:17. God brings individual creatures into existence starting from material without form. 

Salvific Value of the Creation This statement of Wisdom has been variously interpreted. According to Winston, what we have here is the Stoic principle of self-preservation;49 according to Larcher, the creatures, or – better – the generations of the world, “keep” the world itself in existence by reproducing themselves.50 It seems that the text wishes to affirm that the creation is “good”, taking up the theme of the “blessing” and goodness of creation present in Gen 1. There could also be a polemic here against concepts of Platonic origin which tended to devalue the goodness of earthly reality in favour of “another” world (the Ideas), or else against Gnostic tendencies claiming that this world is corrupt and poisoned.51

This is not enough: our sage is aiming to propose to us that the creation has in itself a salvific value. As the whole of the third part of the book will demonstrate, the cosmos is allied with God in favour of the just (cf. 16:24). In any case, Wis 1:14 is one of the most important statements of principle made by Wisdom: salvation comes through creation. The cosmos has a fundamental role in the salvific plan of God. This verse is thus an anticipation in germ of a good part of the content of the third section of the book (Wis 11-19).

In the second part of v. 14, the term βασίλειον (cf. Wis 5:16) has an active value and refers to the idea of “rule”, emphasising in particular the idea of sovereignty. The text refers to a precise power of Hades over the earth which is here expressly denied. “Hades” is not simply a metaphor for death nor is it just the biblical she’ôl. The “dominion of Hades” is here an almost personified reality behind which one begins to glimpse hell as a place of eternal punishment for the ungodly.52 

1:15In its brevity, v. 15 seems not to have any apparent connection with the text which immediately precedes it. Perhaps it was such a consideration that gave rise to the addition of a supplementary stich in the Latin version.53 Be that as it may, the γάρ connects our text with the previous section in some way. 

In the light of Wis 8:7d, it could be thought that the justice spoken of here is the human variety, one of the four cardinal virtues that were already known to Plato. In this case, our text would be suggesting that the way of the ungodly leads to death (vv. 11-12) but that the way of the just to immortality. In Wis 8:7, in fact, this justice is at the same time that of God, expressed in God’s law. Notice the verb ἀγαπάω which links 8:7 with 1:1. The text of 1:15 reinforces this idea. Our sage wishes to claim that only a world regulated by this divine justice is immortal. Everything that is contrary to the justice of God (which, in this case, is transformed from δικαιοσύνη into the punitive δίκη, cf. Wis 1:8) will be destroyed (cf. Wis 5:6). It is, therefore, by “loving” (1:1) this “immortal” justice of God that a person obtains immortality. Cf. the ἀθανασία mentioned in Wis 3:4 (cf. the comment); see also Wis 15:3.54




Diachronic Analysis

1:13The idea that God does not delight in the death of a sinful person (1:13) is biblical (cf. Ezek 18:32: διότι οὐ θέλω τὸν θάνατον τοῦ ἀποθνῄσκοντος λέγει κύριος).55 However, our sage goes beyond the ideas expressed by Ezekiel. Not only does God not delight in the death of the sinner, but God’s deep intention, bound up with God’s very act as Creator (cf. the use of ποιέω with God as subject) is that of giving life to people. 

1:14As for ὄλεθρος, it is used in an eschatological sense in the prophets: cf. LXX-Jer 31:3, 8, 32 (cf. MT-Jer 48:3, 8, 32) in relation to the ruin of the nations; Ezek 6:14 LXX in relation to the ruin of Israel; in the NT, cf. 1 Thess 5:3 and 2 Thess 1:9.


Double Death A solution to the dilemma represented by the ambiguity of death (cf. above in connection with 1:13) comes to us from Philo’s idea of double death.56 For Philo, true death is not that of the body but that of the soul (cf. Leg. 1:105-106). In fact, there exist living people who are as if they were dead, and dead people who are as if they were alive (Fug. 55). Reflecting on Gen 1-4, Philo observes that the fact that Adam and Eve did not die after their sin is the proof that the true death is that of the soul. In a typically Hellenistic perspective, this concept serves to explain some serious exegetical problems arising from Gen 1-4: why did Adam and Eve not die despite their sin, and why was Cain punished by God and not killed? The use of the verbal form συναπολέτω in Wis 10:3-4 with reference to Cain leads us to think precisely of the death of the soul. 




The book of Wisdom does not follow the configuration of Philo’s philosophy directly, but it does offer the impression of utilising two different and complementary aspects in relation to the idea of death, an ambiguity, therefore, that was deliberate on the part of the author himself. It is the ungodly, in fact, who are the first to deceive themselves on the subject of death, regarding it as the irremediable end of life (2:1-5). In chapters 3 and 4, our author will refute this false view held by the ungodly (cf., in particular, 3:1-9): for the just, death is a passage to life. Thus, it is necessary to distinguish between the natural condition of human mortality, physical death which is ambiguous, and the eternal death of the ungodly which is to be seen as punishment.




The natural condition of human beings is that of being mortal (Wis 7:1-2). It does not seem as if Wisdom connects this idea with a possible primordial human sinfulness (cf. 10:1-2) nor does our author ever give the idea of speaking of the natural condition of human mortality as a punishment consequent on such a sin. Physical death assumes the character of a divine punishment only for the ungodly. However, physical death is such only because, for the ungodly, it is the sign of a death that is even more serious, eternal death, that is, destruction and separation from God. This, ultimately, is the death which God did not create (1:13-14) and which entered the world through the envy of the devil (2:24).57




In conclusion, physical death is really ambiguous: it is a passage to eternal life for the just (“it seemed that they had died”; cf. 3:2) and, at the same time, a prelude to eternal ruin for the ungodly (cf. Wis 5). The mortal condition of man is not to be considered as a punishment but as a datum of creaturely existence. However, the just experience physical death in a way that is completely different from the ungodly. The only punishment per se is the eternal death of the ungodly of which physical death becomes the sign and anticipation.



In Wis 1:14, with αἱ γενέσεις τοῦ κόσμου, we are faced with an expression that had become technical in the Hellenistic period in the area of philosophical debates on the origin of the world. Cf. Plato, Tim. 27a, where γένεσις τοῦ κόσμου stands for the formation of the world by the Demiurge. In the Stoic conception, this terminology indicates rather the beginning of a new period in the life of the cosmos (SVF II, 180, frags. 581. 582). Instead, our author has in mind the Hebrew תולדות, the successive “generations” of the world which contribute to keeping it in life.58 With αἱ γενέσεις τοῦ κόσμου, therefore, it is necessary to understand the “generations” in the sense of the different creatures of the world (cf. Wis 16:26, the various species of fruits; 19:11, a new generation of birds), namely, the “production” of creatures according to Gen 1 which contribute to keeping the world in life. Thus, the more common translation, “creature”, is to be rejected. The term σωτήριοι has an active significance, according to a sense well known also to secular Greek: “salvific, bearer of salvation”.59 

If the generations of the world are bearers of life, if the “poison of death” is not in them, if Hades, the kingdom of the dead, has no dominion over the earth, then where does death itself come from? Perhaps from the power of Hades which has just been denied or from the διάβολος who will be mentioned later in Wis 2:24? In classical mythology, there often returns the idea of the kingdom of Hades as a power which no one can escape. In the Papyri graecae magicae in particular there are numerous references to the magus who, with his arts, succeeds in overcoming the power of Hades (PGM I,177-180; IV,358, 3009-3087; etc.). According to v. 14, however, such an infernal dominion has no power over the earth (cf. Wis 17:14), except over those human beings who seek it and find it because of their wicked conduct. 






Summary of Wis 1:1-15

The inclusio between 1:1 and 1:15 governs the whole of the initial section of the book. It is necessary to love the justice [of God]. The initial exhortation, addressed to the leaders of the Jewish community, is based on the memory of the journey of the people of Israel in the desert. Israel is not to lack faith in God, nor to attempt to put him to the test (v. 2), avoiding useless murmurings and outright blasphemies which lead to death (vv. 11-12). By contrast, only the man of simple heart can receive wisdom. In v. 4, wisdom appears as an interior power which cannot dwell along with sin. By means of the association with the holy spirit (v. 4), this wisdom is a philanthropic spirit (1:6) which fills the entire created reality (1:7). The cosmos, therefore, is not something negative but is, as it were, the home of wisdom. In order to express the presence of wisdom in the world (especially in v. 7), our author is not afraid to have recourse to Stoic categories, thus actualising and developing a message which arises from Scripture through a careful use of Greek philosophy. 

However, the death which strikes those who distance themselves from wisdom is not part of God’s plan. Recalling the texts of Gen 1-3, the concluding verses of this section (vv. 12, 13-15) affirm that God did not create death but that, on the contrary, every created reality has in itself a salvific value. Death and Hades have no power over the earth. Death has, therefore, in itself an aspect of ambiguity. It is a sign of the creaturely nature of humanity which has become a punishment for the ungodly. 

Responding to the unfaithfulness of humanity is the plan of God who offers salvation and life. In this way, the book opens on a note that is wholly positive, despite the negative and dramatic appearances that run through it (cf. also vv. 8-10).60 It is in this perspective that we must reflect on the discourse of the ungodly which opens immediately (Wis 1:16-2:24). Only the justice of God, which is immortal, can save the ungodly from death (cf. 1:15).







Wis 1:16–2:24: The Godless Summon Death through Their Words and Deeds





Literary Structure of Wis 1:16–2:24

Suddenly, after the wholly positive close to the introduction (cf. 1:13-15), the ungodly enter the scene. With great poetic and rhetorical ability, our author introduces them in a dramatic way which catches the attention of the listener. The ungodly are introduced by means of their own words.1 

The dramatic nature of the text is accentuated by the constant use of irony. The ungodly believe in boasting, describing their own way of life (2:1-9), but they do not realise that they actually are rushing towards death. Their apparent joy hides a deep despair, their complete existential failure. The text also plays on the contrast between appearance and reality. The appearance is the search for pleasure and the enjoyment of a life which seems to be empty of meaning, but the reality is quite different. Such a way of life is a source of death and ruin for those who practise it. Salvation is there, instead, for those who are persecuted by the ungodly. The latter believe in disparaging the just man (2:10-20), but the evil which they speak of him and the violence to which they subject him are transformed into an elogium for the just man himself. Thus, the death of the just is in fact life; the life of the ungodly, on the other hand, leads only to death. 

Finally, in reproducing the discourse of the ungodly, our sage makes stylistic use of the diatribe in which fictional adversaries are often quoted.2 A certain analogy can be found with the discourse of the sinners in 1 En. 102:6-11.

The text is structured in the following way:


1:16–2:1a: Introduction to the Words of the Godless




2:1b-5.6–9: The Speech’s First Part




2:10–20: The Speech’s Second Part




2:21–24: The Author’s Judgement of the Speech of the Godless



Wis 1:16-2:1a; 2:21-24: Introduction to the Words of the Godless and The Author’s Judgement

The literary structure of the text is very clear and coherent.3 At the extremities of the discourse of the ungodly (Wis 2:1b-20), we find a double value judgement of the author (1:16-2:1a and 2:21-24); noticeable are the inclusio on the term μερίς, “part, party” (1:16 and 2:24) and the repetition of λογίζομαι, “reasoning” (2:1a and 2:21). The term μερίς is taken up again at the end of v. 9; these are the only occurrences of this word within the book. We have previously observed (cf. Literary Structure of Wis 1:1-15) the verbal and thematic contacts between 1:13-15 and 2:21-24, two passages which are densely theological and which should, therefore, be read in close connection with each other.

Wis 2:1b-5, 6-9: The Speech’s First Part 

The discourse of the ungodly (2:1b-20) can be easily subdivided into two sections which, in their turn, can be further subdivided into two short pericopes, more on thematic grounds than on account of precise literary indications. The first section of the discourse is in 2:1b-9 where the ungodly expound their life-plan. In vv. 1b-5, they outline their disillusioned and bitter view of life (inclusio: ἐν τελευτῇ / τῆς τελευτῆς ἡμῶν, vv. 1c, 5b and ὁ βίος ἡμῶν, 1b, 4c.). In vv. 6-9, on the other hand, they draw the practical consequence (οὖν) of this view: let us, then, enjoy this life which is so fleeting! 

Wis 2:10-16, 17-20: The Speech’s Second Part

The second part of the discourse of the ungodly comprises 2:10-20 and contains two further sections: the decision to persecute the just because they are a nuisance (vv. 10-16) and the final decision to destroy them in order to prove the validity of their own actions (vv. 17-20; inclusio: οἱ λόγοι αὐτοῦ – ἐκ λόγων αὐτοῦ). 

The just person is seen as wholly passive (δίκαιος as object in 2:10a, 12a, 16c – in the plural – and 2:18a, the only example where δίκαιος is subject). It is noticeable again that, in 2:1b-20, a good twenty-one times, one finds the plural pronoun of the first person, “we”: the ungodly are occupying centre stage.






Wis 1:16-2:5: The Party of Death: A Life without Meaning


1:16 With their deeds and words, however, the ungodly summon [death],

they pine for it, believing it to be a friend,

and they make a pact with it,

because they deserve to belong to its party!

2:1 For, reasoning falsely, they said to one another:

 

1b “Short and sad is our life,

there is no cure for person’s end

and no one is known who can free from Hades.

2 By chance we were born

and afterwards we shall be as though we had never been.

Because the breath of our nostrils is steam,

thought, a spark which comes from the beating of our heart.

3 When it is extinguished, the body becomes ash

and the spirit vanishes like thin air.

4 Even our name will be forgotten with time

and no one will remember our deeds.

Our life will pass away like the trail of a cloud

and will be scattered like the mist,

chased by the rays of the sun

and overcome by its heat.

5 For the time of our life is the fleeting of a shadow

and our end is without return;

once the seal has been fixed, no one turns back.




Notes on the Text and Translation



2:1. The expression ἐν ἑαυτοῖς could have the force of ἑν ἀλλήλοις, “to one another”, a solution preferable in view of the context,4or else, as happens in the LXX, ἑαυτοῖς is equivalent to αὐτοῖς and so to the Hebrew בלבו, “to speak to oneself”. 

v. 1d. The ancient versions understand ὁ ἀναλύσας in an intransitive sense (cf. Wisd 5:12; Lat: qui sit reversus ab inferis).5 If we translate the aorist participle “no one exists who has returned from Hades”, it is necessary to give the clause an ironic sense; if the kingdom of the dead exists, no one has ever come back to describe it to us! Classical Greek knows only a transitive use of ἀναλύω. Moreover, the parallelism with the previous stich (“there is no cure for man’s end”) suggests rather an active sense:6 “no one is known who can free from Hades”. This theme is not infrequent in classical literature.7 We get a confirmation of this interpretation from the biblical texts which our author could have had in mind, especially Ps 48 [49 MT]:8-10 and Job 33:23-25. Both texts contain the idea that no one exists who can save anyone from the world of the dead.

v. 2a. The adverb *αὐτοσχεδίως corresponds to the more common αὐτομάτως, which, in Epicurean teaching, describes the birth of man as originating in a chance encounter of atoms. For the Epicurean idea of life as the chance aggregation of atoms, cf. Lucretius, Rer. Nat. V, 419-431. Josephus polemicises against the belief of the Epicureans who, according to him, claim that that the world runs by chance (αὐτομάτως), without knowing a guide or another’s care” (A.J. 10.278). The ungodly described by Wisdom actually do not seem to be true followers of Epicurus but, rather, deniers of the meaning of life, absolute nihilists. Human beings are dominated by chance. They disappear without leaving any trace.








Synchronic Analysis

Wis 1:16-2:1a The initial δέ has an adversative force which contrasts the ungodly with the “justice” mentioned in v. 15 and, more generally, creates an opposition with Wis 1:1-15. However, it is not the “unjust” who are contrasted with “justice” but the “ungodly”. Why? With the term ἀσεβής, our author intends to emphasise not only the moral aspect but also, considering the religious nuance of the word, the opposition of the ungodly in their relations with God.

The pronoun αὐτόν which closes 1:16a could refer to Hades, but, more correctly, it should be understood in relation to the “death” (θάνατος) mentioned in vv. 12-13 and recalled ad sensum by the adjective “immortal” in v. 15. With their deeds and their words (ταῖς χερσὶν καὶ τοῖς λόγοις), the ungodly summon death. Death, therefore, is something which the ungodly seek on their own, which touches them alone. This is the return of the idea of an ambiguous death and, at the same time, the concept of a double death (cf. 1:14; 2:24): physical death is true death only for the ungodly.

The three gnomist aorists of v. 16abc (cf. the present εἰσίν in 16d)8 indicate a progression in the attitude of the ungodly. After having invited death and desired it, they are, as it were, in love with it and conclude a pact with it. 

The verb τήκω is used in Wis 16:22, 27, and 29 in the sense of “melt”, like wax; here and in 6:23, in an ironic sense, it indicates the pining of the lover for his lady. The ungodly live under the illusion of being able to escape the death and yet they appear to desire it with all their might.9

The ungodly have become worthy (ἄξιοι) members of the party (μερίς) of death. In the LXX, μερίς is not infrequently employed to describe Israel as the “portion” (חלק) of the Lord (Deut 39:2; Zech 2:16; 2 Macc 1:26). By contrast, the ungodly are described here, polemically, as the “portion” of death. On the other hand, used in a political sense, μερίς indicates the “party” with which the ungodly are registered!10 Death, therefore, strikes only those who are members of this lethal “party”. Again, we have the idea that death strikes only those who seek it. The use of ἄξιος, dear to our author, is an indirect suggestion of divine intervention: the ungodly deserve death.11

The text of 2:1a constitutes the introduction to the discourse of the ungodly: “reasoning falsely, they said to one another”. The “false reasoning” of the ungodly refers to the σκολιοὶ λογισμοί of Wis 1:3. Even before the deeds of the ungodly, our sage is concerned with their devious way of reasoning: the concept that the ungodly have of life (2:1-9) and the idea that they have of God and of the just man who believes in him (2:10-20).

2:1b-dAfter the initial statement on the brevity of life, the text places the formula οὐκ ἔστιν ἴασις in the mouth of the ungodly. The term ἴασις is to be understood in the sense of “remedy, cure”, here with the nuance of “salvation”. According to biblical understanding, the just will be healed by God; according to the opinion of the apostates, on the other hand, there is no possibility of recovering from the sickness of death, which is called “the end” (τελευτή) here. We should note that the ungodly never call death by its name, θάνατος, but by various euphemisms. They fear it!

“No one is known who can free from Hades”. In the light of texts like Job 7:9-10 LXX and Hos 13:14 LXX, θάνατος and ᾅδης appear interchangeable. Hades is used here more traditionally as a synonym for the world of the dead, the “netherworld”. In Hos 13:14, God appears as the only one who can free humanity from death. It is precisely that which the ungodly deny. After death, there is nothing more. There is no God who can free humanity from the kingdom of the dead (cf. Wis 2:13-18).

2:2Here, the ungodly deny any form of personal survival and think of human beings as the fruit of a blind and incomprehensible destiny, thus denying one of the hinges of the biblical faith: the existence of a creator God who is caring. 

2:3When the heart stops beating, when that spark is extinguished, all that remains of a person is the “ash”: τέφρα is a literary word, often used in Greek for the decomposition of the corpse, but the idea is biblical (Gen 3:19), although the “dust” (γῆ) of Genesis, the element of which the human is composed, is reduced here to “ash”. 

2:4In the first two stichs of v. 4, the ungodly state that, after death, both the “name” and the “deeds” of men are forgotten. However, what the ungodly say in 4ab will show itself to convey an ironic truth: of the ungodly there is really no memory whereas the just will be remembered by God (cf. 3:1-9).

For the ungodly, human life will pass like the trail of a cloud (4c), it will be dissolved like mist (4d; for the use of διασκεδάννυμι, cf. above) chased by the rays of the sun (4e) and overcome by its heat (4f). The negative context of these images, very beautiful in themselves, makes us think that the interest in science actually seems to be dominating the poetry.12 The images of the cloud and mist which vanish in the heat of the sun emphasise for the ungodly the absolutely fleeting, transitory, and ephemeral character of human life.

2:5This verse concludes the bitter and disillusioned reflection of the ungodly on the brevity of life. The use of καιρός in place of βίος (cf., however, 4c) is deliberate, and serves to underline the brevity of life considered as a fixed time which has no reversal.13 

The image of the shadow to indicate the shortness of life is topical (see below). Moreover, this image serves to give further emphasis a certain determinism inherent in the words of the ungodly. Life passes like a shadow, like something that depends on an already predetermined path, that of the sun.

Verse 5 closes with the theme that opened the discourse of the ungodly: after death, there is nothing. There is no possibility of return (cf. Sir 38:21 with regard to the underworld). As in 1c, death is once more referred to euphemistically as the “end” (τελευτή). Not even the possibility remains of a miracle like that recounted in 2 Kgs 20:9-11, when according to the words of Isaiah the shadow on the sundial went back, just as King Hezekiah had sought from the Lord (cf. the allusion to this episode in Sir 48:23 LXX. where the verb ἀναποδίζω is employed).14 

Death is thus a final “seal”. Noticeable is the use of the aorist: κατεσφραγίσθη (cf. Rev 20:3 and Matt 27:66). No one can return (οὐδεὶς ἀναστρέφει) from death. The verb reappears in Wis 16:14, always in a context of death. In both cases, it has an intransitive sense. This is a confirmation of the idea already present in 2:1d. For the ungodly, any other talk about the afterlife is a fable, totally without substance.




Diachronic Analysis

1:16 “Loving death” (1:16) is a theme present in the sapiential literature: cf. Prov 8:36 LXX: “those who sin against me harm their own lives (ἀσεβοῦσιν τὰς ἑαυτῶν ψυχάς); all who hate me love death (ἀγαπῶσιν θάνατον)”.

The ungodly have concluded a pact (συνθήκη) with death. The text alludes to Isa 28:15 LXX: ἐποιήσαμεν διαθήκην μετὰ τοῦ ᾅδου καὶ μετὰ τοῦ θανάτου συνθήκας. The wicked inhabitants of Samaria think they can escape death precisely because they have concluded a pact with it while the ungodly seek it openly. The description of the drunkards of Ephraim (Isa 28:1-6) and the hedonistic priests and prophets (Isa 28:7-15) could also have inspired the account of the lifestyle of the ungodly. However, our author goes beyond the context of Isaiah in the light of the lifestyle of the Jews of Alexandria. The link between the ungodly and death is also frequent in Proverbs: cf. Prov 2:18-20; 7:27; 9:18; and 11:19. In 1:16, Wisdom takes up this idea and develops it: the ungodly have already chosen death.15 A more exact point of reference may come from the cultural environment of the Alexandrian élite. Our author could be alluding to the “association of death”, founded at Alexandria by Anthony and Cleopatra after the battle of Actium.16 

Biblical or Greek Sources for Wis 2:1b-20? Within the discourse of the ungodly, which continues from 2:1b as far as 2:20, it is important to grasp which sources have inspired the book of Wisdom: biblical, Greek, or both? And, in any case, to what extent?17 Declarations similar to those of the ungodly are topical in the Hellenistic world: “the carpe diem based on the insecurity of the future seems to be the theme of this hymn of the Jews of the Diaspora”.18 

2:1b The idea that life is “short” (2:1b) is a commonplace both in the Bible and in classical literature (cf. Job 10:20 LXX [ἧ οὐκ ὀλίγος ἐστὶν ὁ χρόνος τοῦ βίου μου]; Job 14:1). In the Bible, there also appears, not infrequently, a note of sadness (here: λυπηρός) which accompanies the description of the shortness of life (cf. Gen 47:9; Job 10:18-22; 14:1-2, as well as various psalmic texts: Pss 36[37 MT]:35-36; 38[39 MT]:5-6; 89[90 MT], etc.). Both in Job and in the Psalms, however, the tone is never despairing and irremediably bitter as it is in these declarations of the ungodly. This can be seen from what “Solomon” says in Wis 9:5b when he reflects on the brevity of life, but with quite different results. If, on the one hand, like Job, the ungodly seem to be lamenting on the shortness of life, on the other hand, they are totally unable to turn to God as happens with Job and as is the case in the Psalms. 

2:1cThe formula οὐκ ἔστιν ἴασις (2:1c) is frequent in the LXX, often with a religious meaning (cf. Prov 29:1 LXX and Jer 17:14 LXX, where the prophet turns to God to be cured: ἴασαί με κύριε καὶ ἰαθήσομαι; cf. also Jer 14:19 LXX and, in our book, Wis 16:12). According to the message of Scripture, the just are healed by God. According to the ungodly, on the other hand, there is no possible cure from the malady of death which is here called the “end” (τελευτή). 

2:2The first two stichs of v. 2 combine a Greek expression of Epicurean flavour (αὐτοσχεδίως; cf. above)19 with one that is more clearly biblical (ἐσόμεθα ὡς οὐκ ὑπάρξαντες; cf. Ps 38[39 MT]:14; 102[103 MT]:16; Obad 16 LXX; Job 10:19a; Sir 44:9 LXX).

The last two stichs of v. 2 present a further combination of biblical and Greek motifs. πνοή is taken from Gen 2:7 LXX (cf. also Job 27:3 and Isa 42:5), and the basic idea is biblical (Ps 101[102 MT]:4; Job 27:3; cf. הבל in Qoheleth), even if the ungodly radicalise it: we are only breath and smoke. The image of the soul that flees like smoke is Greek. Cf. Plato,, Phaed. 70a: “the soul is ruined and perishes on the same day that a man dies; as soon as it is separated from the body and goes out like breath or smoke, it is dispersed (ὥσπερ πνεῦμα ἢ καπνὸς διασκεδασθεῖσα20), goes out and vanishes, and ceases completely to exist”.

The ungodly reveal that they are aware of the roots of biblical anthropology. However, they reread it in an ironic key in light of the materialist theories attaching to some of the medicine of the time and some aspects of Greek philosophy without any particular theory being recognisable. The mechanistic connection between “thought” and “heart” in 2d belongs, in fact, to a part of Stoicism and the medical theories.21 “Thought” (λόγος) is described as a warm breath which goes out from the “heart”. Life is nothing more than a process of combustion set in motion by the air, inhaled by the organism, and mixed in the heart with the blood. It is this which sets in motion the thought which is none other than a “spark” which is destined soon to be extinguished. The image of the spark does not seem to have parallels in the classical world and can be considered as a poetic insight of our author.22 

2:3 In v. 3, the extinction of thought and the body’s becoming ash could seem strange. The ungodly are underlining their more radical materialism. Thought is nothing more than one of the many “physical” aspects of human life. What others call πνεῦμα is only a “breath” for the ungodly (cf., above, Phaed. 70a). In Epicurean thinking, the soul escapes after death: “tenuis enim quaedam moribundos deserit aura mixta vapore” (Lucretius, Rer. Nat. 3.232-233). 

2:4The theme of the immortality of memory, introduced in v. 4, is one of the commonalities of both the Greek and the biblical worlds. Remembrance in the memory of another after death is the reward which comes to the just (Ps 111[112 MT]:6; Sir 37:26); being forgotten, on the other hand, constitutes the punishment of the ungodly. All this recalls some texts from Qoheleth (Qoh 2:16; 8:10; 9:5, and 14-15), but the context is quite different. In Qoheleth, in fact, the absence of any “remembrance” of the just is proof that after death there is nothing. For the ungodly of our text, however, it is much more: the absence of remembrance is proof that there is not even a God who remembers people. The passage of Wis 2:4ab is also, perhaps, a parody of Amos 8:7 LXX where the Lord swears that he will not forget the wicked deeds of Jacob and where we find the same verb ἐπιλησθήσεται. The absence of other-worldly sanctions is a full justification of the lifestyle of the ungodly.

In the second part of the verse (4c-f), the biblical background continues to be present, always linked with references to Greek thought (cf. Job 7:9 together with Job 9:26; 14:2; 30:15; Ps 38:7 LXX [39:7 MT], etc.).

2:5 In Wis 2:5 there is, perhaps, a reference to that astral determinism which circulated in Hellenised Egypt and which also excluded the immortality of the soul.23 Behind the expression σκιᾶς πάροδος, the “fleeting of a shadow”, there is a probable reminiscence of Pindar: σκιᾶς ὄναρ ἄνθρωπος, “a person is a dream of a shadow” (Pyth. 8.133). Cf. also Job 14:2, 3, 5; Ps 101(102 MT):12.
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