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11.  Wisdom Literature: Proverbs and Ecclesiastes 

David Moseley, Ph.D.  
 
This week we will be looking at two more of the Books of Wisdom in the Hebrew Bible 
“Writings”: the Book of Proverbs and the Book of Ecclesiastes.  What do we mean when we 
talk about “Wisdom”, as an idea and as a genre of ancient literature?  It is part of a written 
philosophical and teaching tradition found in the Ancient Near East (especially in 
Mesopotamia, Egypt and Greece), but with distinctive Jewish theological characteristics.  
Traditionally these Wisdom books have been attributed to the “Wise” King, Solomon; 
although, like other authorial attributions in the Hebrew Scriptures, such claims are more 
complex when considering the time period over which these texts developed and were 
composed, re-written and edited. 
 

“Wisdom is a particular attitude toward reality, a worldview....  It asks what is good for 
men and women, and it believes that all essential answers can be learned in 
experience, pregnant with signs about reality itself.  That worldview assumes a 
universe in the deepest and richest sense of the word.  The one God embedded truth 
within all of reality. The human responsibility is to search for that insight, and thus to 
learn to live in harmony with the cosmos.” (Old Testament Wisdom: An Introduction by 
James Crenshaw, p.11.) 
 

Assignment #11 for Class on Saturday 17th November 2018  
 

Reading  
 

Please read through the books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, including the Introductions to 
the books in your NRSV Bible.  Use the annotations and notes as an aid to understanding 
and interpretation when you feel in need.  Some scholars think of Ecclesiastes as a sermon 
or speech – as a single sustained piece of rhetoric; and, although it is dense in its ideas, it 
can certainly be read and digested in one sitting.  Proverbs is considerably more disjointed, 
as it can seem like you’re reading a huge random compendium of didactic, wise and pithy 
insights and lessons.  Highlights include reflections on the value of Wisdom (chs.1-6); 
Personifications of Wisdom and Folly (7-9); the Proverbs of Solomon (10-22); and the portrait 
of the “Perfect Wife” (31). 
 
Thinking & Responding  
 

Proverbs 
Choose one chapter from each of the following two sections of the book of Proverbs [(1) chs. 
1-9; and (2) chs. 10–22] and, in an approximately 150-Word paragraph for each selected 
chapter (that is, two 150-word paragraphs), discuss the way in which the two chapters you 
have selected uniquely reflect Crenshaw’s broad definition of “Wisdom” quoted above. 
 
Ecclesiastes 
The author of Ecclesiastes explores five major convictions: (1) Death Cancels Everything;   
(2) Wisdom cannot achieve its Goal; (3) God is Unknowable; (4) the World is Crooked; and 
(5) Pleasure Commends itself.  As you read Ecclesiastes, imagine yourself in a pastoral 



conversation with a friend, family member, or parishioner; the feelings they are sharing with 
you reflect, at times, one of these five convictions. Imagine how you would: (A) Acknowledge/ 
Affirm their Feelings; (b) Agree or Disagree with their Conclusions (similar to the Conclusions 
of the Author of Ecclesiastes); and (c) Affirm or Suggest a New Direction (or Redirection) for 
their Thinking.  In approximately 300 Words, please jot down notes on your “Imaginings” 
(might be bullet points, or could be prose) that you can share in Conversation in Class.  
  
Please type up and print your Reflections (12-point font, double-spaced, one-inch margin, 
with your name at the top of the paper), and be ready to share and discuss your Insights in 
class.  I will collect them in to review and grade at the end of the class. 


