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SEARCHING FOR WISDOM1

Job is a good, righteous, God-fearing king who is minding his own business, staying
faithful to God, and then, all of the sudden, seemingly out of nowhere (at least from Job’s
perspective), he is hit with a storm of suffering. He loses almost everything. Not being privy to
the divine council of God that set this whole thing up, most of the book of Job is Job’s struggling
to understand why these things have happened. He has been doing what is right. When you live
righteously, obeying God, you are supposed to be blessed. It is when you live unrighteously that
you experience curse and the suffering that comes with it. Job’s three friends take this basic line
of reasoning and conclude that Job has sinned. He must have sinned. There is nothing else to
explain why God would attack him in such a vicious manner. Throughout the dialogues with his
friends, Job maintains his innocence and wants his day in court with God. He wants to
understand why God would do all of this to him, and he wants to be vindicated before God and
his friends; that is, he wants to be shown to be in the right.

This struggle with God and his friends throughout the story is Job’s search for wisdom.
He wants to understand why God is relating to him in this way. He wants to make sense out of all
of this and know what is relationship with God really is. Why, when he has been faithful to God,
is God bringing so much suffering into his life? In Job 28 (which is the structural heart of Job)
we see what Job is looking for and his musings on how to find it. Does man find wisdom like he
discovers other things in creation? He speaks about the fact that man has manipulated and
discovered many things in the creation. Man has mined the earth for metals and precious metals,
taken down mountains to discover precious things, dammed up rivers to discover the hidden
things in the riverbeds. Where do you go for wisdom? Can you discover it like these other
things? Can the world be manipulated in such a way so that you can dig up this or overturn that
and find wisdom? Can wisdom be bought with gold or silver? No, wisdom is beyond the reach of
money. It is far more precious. It is priceless. Job comes to the conclusion that wisdom can’t be
found in creation alone. The birds can’t find it in the heavens and death can’t find it in the depths
of the earth (28.20-22). There is a way to find wisdom, but you must have on the proper
spectacles: the fear of YHWH. The world apart from this simply looks random and chaotic; there
is no meaning and purpose, no order or unity. Wisdom is the fear of YHWH, and to turn away
from evil is understanding (28.28).

It is this search for wisdom as one of the major themes of the book that causes Job to be
classified with Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, and many of the Psalms as wisdom
literature. As the label suggests, these books concern themselves with wisdom; what it is and
how it is to be found. As Toby Sumpter summarizes, “Wisdom literature is concerned with the
meaning of life. How does the world work? What’s life all about? What’s truth? What’s wisdom?
What’s knowledge?” (A Son For Glory, Monroe, LA: Athanasius Press, 2012, 10) Solomon
exhorts his son in Proverbs to search for wisdom (Prov 4.7). The whole purpose of the Proverbs
is “to know wisdom and instruction, to understand words of insight, to receive instruction in wise
dealing, in righteousness, justice, and equity; to give prudence to the simple, knowledge and
discretion to the youth. (Prov 1.2-4). Seeing that we are all sons of God being instructed by him
through Solomon, it is our responsibility to seek wisdom. But what exactly is wisdom? If you

1This essay is an edited version of my introduction to the book of Job. The reader will notice that there are
many references to Job. This is why. Nevertheless, it is an introduction to Wisdom Literature as a whole. I pray that
it will be helpful to the reader in his pursuit of wisdom.
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don’t know what you’re looking for, how will you know when you’ve found it?
In order to help us know what we’re looking for, I think it will be helpful to lay out some

definitions that we can unpack along the way in this very brief introduction to wisdom and
wisdom literature. The first order of business is distinguishing between God’s wisdom and our
wisdom. These two are obviously related since all of our wisdom is derived from our all-wise
God. But our wisdom is not God’s wisdom. God Wisdom is the knowledge by which he
constructs and maintains his relationship within himself and with his creation. God understands
how all relationships work. He understands their meaning and purpose. God understands how
everything fits together and makes sense. God knows, for example, how evil fits within his good
order (something that is a huge concern in the book of Job). He understands how what looks like
chaos to us is in perfectly good order for the purpose of his people and the creation as a whole. 

This knowledge of how everything works begins with God’s knowledge of himself. We
will visit this more in just a moment, but God eternally exists in relationship as Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. Each Person understands the other in infinite depth. Each member understands the
meaning, purpose, and unity of the relationship. Each member knows what it takes to make these
relationships work as they ought and they do these things in order to maintain these relationships.
Everything in God’s relationship as Trinity makes complete sense to him. God has a
comprehensive grasp on everything about himself and his relationships.

This exhaustive knowledge is the difference between God’s wisdom and our wisdom.
Our wisdom is faith that seeks knowledge and conformity to the way God constructs and
maintains relationships within himself and with his creation, recognizes the limitations of human
knowledge, and submits to divine mystery. We don’t have a comprehensive grasp on anything.
Our wisdom is that which is derived from God. The only way we understand anything that we do
understand about the meaning of life and how things work in the world is by what God has
revealed to us. 

Even though we have this, we will never be able to figure everything out. This may be a
little different from what you have understood wisdom to be. Generally, we think of wisdom as
having answers and being able to fix things. Wisdom is “applied knowledge,” which, being
interpreted means, “If you have true wisdom, then you can figure anything out.” We go to a man
we perceive is wise because we want him to give us the answers as to what financial decision to
make, what person to choose as our spouse, what school to go to, why we lost a loved one, or
why life has generally just fallen to pieces. A wise man, we think, will not only understand these
things, but he will somehow fix them. Wisdom, for many of us, is the ability to control our lives
and circumstances. Wisdom becomes a means to human sovereignty. Wisdom is power to
control my life. 

There are elements of truth in this “applied knowledge” approach to wisdom, but it is
twisted just enough to pervert it almost beyond biblical recognition. God certainly wants us to
figure out many things about our lives, having a grasp on some thing so that we can live certain
ways and experience good things. This type of wisdom is required in subduing the earth; a
mission that God gave us in the beginning. God doesn’t make it easy on us in figuring these
things out. He wants us to work at it. He has concealed them for this purpose. We read in Prov
25.2, “It is the glory of God to conceal a matter; it is the glory of kings to search a matter out.”
We are called to make sense of the world, to understand how things fit together, and how people
are to relate to one another. We need to make sense out of the world so that we can order it
properly. We are to work to build and maintain these proper relationships in the world in ways
that are pleasing to God. 
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Where we lose true, creaturely wisdom is 1) thinking that we can understand everything,
and, consequently, 2) thinking that we can control everything. True wisdom involves realizing
that our wisdom will always be limited. Wisdom is foremost the fear of YHWH. Though this
means many things, the fear of YHWH first acknowledges that I am not the sovereign one, and I
don’t have–and can’t have–all the answers. While I search, struggle, and wrestle with God for
answers, at the end of the day true wisdom might have to say, “I don’t have an answer. This
makes no sense to me at all. But I trust you, Lord. I know that it all makes sense to you.” True
wisdom submits to divine mystery, affirming and resting in what God has revealed and leaving to
him alone what he has not revealed. True wisdom can rest in that.

In Scripture the fool is just the opposite of the wise man. He is the one that says “No” to
God (Ps 14.1). He refuses to operate in God’s world in the way that he designed it. He kicks
against it at every turn even though he lives off of the benefits of God’s wisdom. The fool may
have much in the way of intellectual capacity and book learning, but because he doesn’t submit
to God, he can’t see things the way they really are. God has called us away from our foolishness
that is nothing more than rebellion against him.

Our loving heavenly Father has set us on the quest for wisdom. He wants us to search
matters out. This is what Job is doing. To answer Job’s question about where we find wisdom,
we must understand wisdom’s own story. Yes, wisdom has a story. When we begin to
comprehend that, we are set on the treacherous, yet completely safe, journey to discovering
wisdom. So, we turn our attention to wisdom’s story.

WISDOM’S BEGINNINGS AND PROGRESS

Before Creation

Wisdom’s story doesn’t begin with humanity. It is not simply humanity’s attempt to
understand God and the world around him. Wisdom is intrinsic to God himself. It is who he is.
Proverbs 8 tells creation’s story from Wisdom’s perspective. Wisdom was there before the
creation. YHWH possessed wisdom in the beginning, before the worlds were made, and wisdom
was “daily his delight” (Pr 8.30). Wisdom was the joy of God before there was a world. Wisdom
here is understood as a Person. It is true that Solomon is using a literary technique that we would
call personification. But wisdom is not an abstraction. Wisdom is not a bodiless thought that
floats around and comes to rest in people here and there. Wisdom is not something that can be
separated from persons and their relationships and quantified scientifically up on a shelf or by an
impersonal computer. Wisdom is personal. Wisdom is that which in the relationships between
persons, not some disembodied philosophy or theory. So, while we may say that Solomon is
personifying wisdom, we must not think of that as merely literary. Wisdom is personal and is,
indeed, a Person.

When YHWH delights in Wisdom before the beginning, he is delighting in a Person. The
reason he can do this is because he eternally exists as Father, Son, and Spirit. God is eternally in
relationship. He is not a monad God but exists in three Persons. This relationship between the
Person’s of the Trinity is Wisdom. There could be no Wisdom if there weren’t a Trinity. Wisdom
is a matter of understanding how this over here relates to that over there and how they all work
together for meaning and purpose. Wisdom concerns how many things relate to one another in
unity. The basis for Wisdom is the eternal relationship between the Father, Son, and Spirit who is
both many and one, relating perfectly with one another. These relationships exist eternally. The
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Father eternally delights in the Son, the Son in the Father, the Father in the Spirit, the Spirit in the
Father, the Son in the Spirit, and the Spirit in the Father. The Father understands the Son
infinitely, comprehensively. He knows what is best for the Son and how to achieve that. He
delights to do these things. This makes the relationship “work” and fulfills the meaning and
purpose of their existence. Reciprocally, the Son understands what is best in his relationship with
the Father, and he does that. So it goes in the eternal, divine dance of Wisdom. That knowledge
of one another, that understanding of how these relationships work, is the infinite wisdom of
God. God’s Wisdom within himself is his infinite understanding of how his relationships work,
what makes sense, what their meaning is.

In Creation

Enter the creation itself. God establishes a new relationship. When he did so (i.e., when
he created the world), he did so by wisdom and in wisdom. Proverbs 3.19 says, “YHWH by
wisdom founded the earth; by understanding he established the heavens.” (Cf. also Jer 10.12;
51.15; Psa 104.24) Proverbs 8 speaks about how it was by Wisdom that God created the world.
Solomon presents Wisdom as the Architect of creation. Wisdom was the “master craftsman” (Pr
8.30). Wisdom designed the world. In doing so, Wisdom put its indelible impression on the
entire world. Wisdom was not only the Architect but also, in some way, the blueprint itself for
the world. The world was designed according to Wisdom’s design, and Wisdom’s design was
found in Wisdom itself. We might say it this way: the world was made in the image of Wisdom.
Everything in the world has the impression of God’s Wisdom on it. As one author says,
“According to Proverbs it was by wisdom that Yahweh founded the earth (Prov 3:19). The result
is that his wisdom is woven into the warp and woof of the very fabric of creation.” (Bartholemew
& O’Dowd, Old testament Wisdom Literature: A Theological Introduction. Downers Grove, IL:
IVP Academic. 2011, 16) 

The world in all of the relationships within its parts bears the image of God’s Wisdom.
This means that world finds its template for how to relate in God himself. Our relationships are
to be like God’s relationships. That’s how we make sense out of the world. The creation cannot
be understood apart from God’s Wisdom. This is why the fear of YHWH is the beginning of
knowledge and wisdom (Pr 1.7; 9.10). If you want to understand the world properly, the first
thing you must do is submit yourself–your intellect and everything else that you are–to the
Creator. What we learn when we look at our Triune Creator is that the world is supposed to
operate in a way where there is to be that same love, unity, purpose, and mutual self-giving. This
is the way the world operates ... or this is the way the world is supposed to operate.

In the Garden

Wisdom’s operations in the world took a horrible turn in the beginning of the creation.
The apex of Wisdom’s creation was in man himself. Man was created to relate to God according
to Wisdom; that is, according to the way God related to himself. But while God created man in
Wisdom, man himself was created immature and would have to grow up into this wisdom. It was
as if God had a crown and clothes for man to wear that were way too big for him when he was
created. He would have to grow up to fit into those clothes. We know this from all of Scripture.
Man’s movement is to be from one stage of glory to another; from immaturity to maturity. When
we read the Garden story through the lens of what comes later in Scripture, we can see how this
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was God’s determination from the beginning, even before the fall.
God created the Garden and placed man in it. Every tree of the Garden was to be food for

man ... at least eventually (cf. Gen 1.29). God specified two trees in the Garden in his instructions
to man: the Tree of Life and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. From the Tree of Life
man was initially free to eat. There was never a prohibition on this Tree before the fall. It is at
least implied by the name God gave the Tree that this is precisely where Adam was to go and eat.
He was to realize that his life came from God and he was to seek that life at the place God
appointed: in the midst of the Garden at the Tree of Life.

The other Tree was forbidden. This Tree and its fruit, I’m afraid, have been
misunderstood by many. Some believe that this Tree would have always been forbidden. But
God makes it plain in Genesis 1.29 that every tree would be for them for food. This, I believe,
anticipated what would come after a temporary prohibition, which was a test for the man and the
woman. From what God says in Genesis 1.29 as well as the name of the Tree itself–the Tree of
the Knowledge of Good and Evil–when understood in light of the rest of Scripture, I believe we
can understand the temporary prohibition and what it meant a bit better.

When we look through the Scripture, we find that the phrase “the knowledge of good and
evil” (and similar phrases) has a pretty specific reference to people who have the ability to make
mature judgments. These are the people who have grown up past the simple rules of black-and-
white do’s and don’ts, and have the ability to discern matters that aren’t so clear. For instance,
when you are a small child, your parents will tell you, “Don’t go out in the street.” That is a clear
rule that you are not to violate. Everything for the small child is nice, neat, and tidy. Clear lines.
But when you grow older, you know that this rule doesn’t apply in just the same way. The heart
of the rule that seeks to keep you from danger is still in place. You shouldn’t be foolhardy,
playing fast and loose with your life in the street. But as a grown up, you have to go out into the
street. You also have to have discernment about what is good and not good activity in the street.
It is not as clear-cut as when you were a child. You must have mature discernment. Well, that is
what is going on with the phrase “knowledge of good and evil.” The man and the woman had a
basic understanding of right and wrong. They knew that they weren’t to eat of the Tree. That was
a clear rule. But they didn’t have “the knowledge of good and evil.” That only comes with
maturity. That is wisdom. 

Moses describes the generation that went through the wilderness and was able to enter the
Promised Land as those who, when this journey started, weren’t able to discern good and evil (Dt
1.39). Well, this generation included all those people under twenty years of age (Num 14.29).
They knew the difference between right and wrong, but they weren’t mature. When David is
asked by a woman to rule in her case, he is praised as an angel of God who is able to discern
between good and evil (2Sam 14.17). When Solomon prays that famous prayer asking for
wisdom, he realizes that he is young and doesn’t have the ability to judge between good and evil
(1Kg 3.7-9). As king he needs the knowledge of good and evil in order to bring justice to people.
Interestingly, the writer of Hebrews refers to this relationship between maturity and the
knowledge of good and evil in terms of food in Heb 5.14: “But solid food is for the mature, for
those who have their powers of discernment trained by constant practice to distinguish good from
evil.” The mature are able to eat the food of the knowledge of good and evil. So, it seems to me,
it would have been for Adam and Eve ... eventually. When they grew up and had their “powers of
discernment trained by constant practice,” then they would have been able to eat the “solid food”
of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Then they would have been able to assume greater
responsibility; the responsibility to rule as king and queen. 
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But they were impatient. Man’s sin was grasping for this position before the time
(something that is characteristic of most if not all sin). We are constantly reaching for things that
God has put beyond our grasp for the present. If we will just be patient, God will give us these
things at the appropriate time; when he deems that we are ready for them. After they ate the fruit,
God declares that the man “has become like one of us in knowing good and evil.” Man has
assumed this position of rule. This is not a good thing at this time. It was sinful and corrupted
man completely. So, God exiles him from the Garden, keeping him away from the Tree of Life,
lest he eat and live forever. Man’s purpose, though, was to mature and gain wisdom so that he
could rule with wisdom as king over God’s creation (something ultimately seen in Christ Jesus).

In Israel

God’s plans and purposes did not end with the fall of man. God continued his purpose.
Man would grow up in Wisdom. The life of the people of God reflect this progress of wisdom.
Man begins immature with a set of clear rules. This is just how our lives begin. There isn’t much
room for discernment. Here is the rule for this and this and this. The world is a world of clear
cause-and-effect. Do this you will be praised. Do this you will be punished. Everything’s clear.
This is what childhood is. God’s people Israel begin as children. They were the new Adam,
freshly created, as it were, and immature. So, through Moses, God gave them many, many rules.
They had all sorts of rules concerning worship, uncleanness, how to be cleansed, what to do with
pots when lizards fell into them, et al. Rules for everything. Life was simple in many ways.

But they had to grow up. And they did. This new wine of maturity was bursting the old
wineskin of childhood. There couldn’t be a rule and a simple cause-and-effect, black-and-white,
world anymore. Sure, there were still things that were clearly sin. There were clear lines of
obedience and disobedience. But not everything worked like it did when they were younger. They
would have to apply those rules in different ways just like you do now concerning going out into
the street. 

To put it in more biblical categories, life begins as a priest. Basic responsibilities: fear
God and do this. You are a worshiper fundamentally. You are not created homo sapien (wise
man). You are created homo adorans (worshiping man). You are to be content with that priestly
stage of life while you are in it, but you are to press on to maturity. That next stage of maturity is
to be a king. Here you are called to make grown up judgments about life and how the rules you
learned in childhood apply and don’t apply depending on various situations. You don’t have a
rule for everything. You have to figure some things out based on the fundamentals you learned in
childhood.

This is where the Wisdom books fall in Israel’s history. They are written by kings and
about kings and how they are to rule. Israel has grown up into a kingdom with a king who is now
to relate to the nations in a different way than before. What Israel’s king discovers is that life is
not so easy anymore. You might hear people say, “Life was so much simpler when we were
children.” Yes it was. But to try to return to that when God has called you to grow up is sinful.
Israel and her king are to wrestle with the world and discover what God has hidden. They are to
figure out, as much as possible, how everything is to relate properly and what God is teaching us
from the creation around us about his wisdom. Since we know that God created and sustains the
world in Wisdom, and since we fear YHWH, we can look through those lenses at the ant and the
locust and learn from them about self-disciplined determination and order just as Solomon
teaches us in Proverbs. We are learning how the world works, and through this we accomplish
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our mission to subdue the world for God’s glory. 
But one of the painful and many times frustrating realities of this stage is that our wisdom

falls short. We can’t comprehend everything. But that too, we learn from Ecclesiastes, is actually
a blessing. We can rest in the One who has control over everything.

In us

Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs are all a part of this stage in
Israel’s history. This is the time of kings, so it is the time for wisdom. That’s why all of this
wisdom literature was written at this time. But Wisdom’s story doesn’t stop there. It progresses
and is fulfilled in Christ to whom all judgment has been given by the Father. He patiently
endured, and then was granted his kingship. Now, we in Christ are a “grown up” church that is
still looking, as Paul says, to grow up into a mature man (Eph 4.12, 15). We are to grow up in
Wisdom. 

In your creation as a human, you are designed by and in the Wisdom of God. God’s
Wisdom is part of who you are as his created image. Now re-created in Christ Jesus, that image
is renewed in you. Being re-created in Christ means that we are set on a journey toward greater
wisdom (and beyond!). The first stage of discovering wisdom in our lives is plainly taught to us
by Job: Wisdom is the fear of YHWH/Jesus (Job 28.28; Pr 9.10). You begin accepting how God
has defined you, what he declares you to be and to do. You submit to his Word/Wisdom. This is
nothing more than what we call faith. You accept what God says as true and you conform your
life to it. 

The life of wisdom begins for you in worship; worship with the people of God around the
proclaimed Word of God and the Table of the Lord. You are created to be a worshiper. Without
this beginning and continuing in it, you will never have wisdom. You will never really
comprehend how the world really works properly. You will submit to lies told to you by the
enemy. Your priestly life of worship is absolutely necessary in your search for wisdom. 

While we never leave the fear of YHWH, we do grow up in it. The growth in wisdom is
what is dealt with in the book of Job. Job was a worshiper. He was a man who feared God. He
was righteous and blameless. But that wasn’t good enough from God’s perspective. He had to
grow up. He had the indispensable foundation, but he had to mature.

This process involved suffering. Suffering is a part of our growing up in wisdom. We
don’t learn wisdom without struggle. Sometimes it is more intense, sometimes less. But wisdom
is always formed in the crucible of struggle. Suffering questions and challenges our knowledge of
God, others, and the world around us. Somehow suffering, when responded to in faith, results in
greater knowledge and deeper relationships. It contributes to maturity.

The interesting and deeply humbling thing about this to me is the fact that if this is true
about us in our relationship to God, then there is something in God himself to which this is
analogous. God struggles and yes, in some sense, suffers with us. If there is any question about
this, all you have to do is look at the cross. Jesus, the Son of God incarnate, suffered for the sake
of his people, an act Paul says is “the wisdom of God” (1Cor 1). Difficulties and sufferings are
not strange or out of the ordinary for the life of the people of God. Yes, the sufferings that we
know now will one day be a thing of the past, but they are a part of the normal Christian life to
one degree or another in the present time. Jesus himself learned obedience and was perfected
through suffering (Heb 2.10; 5.8). This is how he grew in wisdom and eventually was exalted to
rule. 
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Thankfully this type of suffering will not always be a part of the process of growing in
maturity even as Christ’s suffering for sin has ended. There will come a time when all of this
suffering that is intensified by sin will be over. But wrestling and struggling to give ourselves for
others so that our relationship will mature will always be true.

God has called us to this search for wisdom. He has called us to mature. We begin by our
basic confession that we fear YHWH and keep his commandments (Eccl 12.13). That will be our
wisdom as we make new discoveries as well when we can’t figure everything out and have to
submit to divine mystery.

WISDOM’S PERSONALITY

Wisdom has a story that begins in God himself and continues through his creation. As mentioned
earlier, Wisdom is not an abstraction. Wisdom is first and foremost a Person. Therefore, Wisdom
has character qualities. As seen in Proverbs 8, Wisdom is portrayed as a Person. Like any person
there are certain personality characteristics. The first that I want you to see is that ...

Wisdom is personal

Wisdom has to do with knowledge of relationships. The funny thing about human
relationships is that they are, in many ways, unpredictable. People change. Situations for people
change calling for responses you may not have anticipated. People aren’t machines into which we
can simply plug a formulaic answer and make everything start functioning like it is supposed to.
Wisdom itself reveals to us its personal nature. It is not mechanical. Wisdom considers context
and doesn’t simply give pat responses to every situation that looks remotely similar.

One of those passages in Proverbs that reflects this truth is in 26.4, 5: “Answer not a fool
according to his folly, lest you be like him yourself. 5 Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he
be wise in his own eyes.” The simple man comes along and says, “Well, which is it Solomon?
Should I answer the fool according to his folly or not?” Wisdom considers the situation. Wisdom
takes into account your relationship with the other person, how much time you’ve spent on this
already, whether the person is belligerent or is teachable, et al. One of the reality that we discover
in the book of Job is that Job’s three friends echo quite a bit of the book of Proverbs. The
Proverbs are terse, salty, generally unqualified statements that seem (at least on the surface) to
have a simple cause-and-effect relationship.

For example, Proverbs 10.30 reads, “The righteous will never be removed, but the wicked
will not dwell in the land.” Taken without qualification, this can be interpreted, “If you are
removed from the land, then that must mean you are wicked. The wicked never retain the land.”
We know that this is not true at every level and in every situation in life. Ultimately it is true, but
there are times in history where just the opposite happens. Jesus is crucified outside the city gates
and the wicked continue to dwell in the land. We know that the fortunes were eventually
reversed, but how would you apply the Proverb to Jesus’ situation in AD 30? How would you
apply it when you are going through the situation, when you don’t have the leisure of a bigger
historical picture?

The simple can get a hold of these Proverbs and use them in the wrong way. Job’s friends
echo this simplistic approach. They say many things that are generally correct, but they say them
at the wrong time. For this reason God says at the end of Job that all that they have said is wrong



9

and Job himself is right (42.7-9).  Saying something that is technically correct at the wrong time
(we might say “misapplying it”) makes it wrong.

Life doesn’t work with simplistic bumper sticker theology. Context matters; which is to
say that people and their specific situations matter. We are not machines. People as people in
their situations must be taken into account. 

This, of course, proves to be a great amount of work for those who are dealing with
situations like this. It is easy to spout a verse as if it fits every situation. You don’t really have to
think and deal with the person. Wisdom requires that we consider the person and his situation
and apply Scripture correctly. Proverbs even speaks to this when it says, “To make an apt answer
is a joy to a man, and a word in season, how good it is!” (Pr 15.23). It is beautiful when a person
does this. “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in a setting of silver.” (Pr 25.11)

Consider this: the Scriptures are a source of great comfort for us in times of despair and
tragedy, but misused (i.e., used in this simplistic, superficial fashion) they can become
destructive. Wisdom is facile with the Scriptures and knows how to use them at the appropriate
times in the appropriate ways. Yes, there are some basic principles that apply to life situations
across the board. But simply quoting a verse in a bumper sticker fashion without knowing the
person and the situation can be cruel. 

If you walk into a funeral parlor where people are mourning the loss of a loved one, you
don’t go in and say, “Well, you know, Philippians 4.4 says, ‘Rejoice in the Lord always, again I
will say, Rejoice!” Does the Scripture say that? Yes. Is it correct? Yes. Is it appropriate for that
time? No. The Scripture also has quite a bit to say about mourning. Jesus himself mourned at the
grave of Lazarus (Jn 11.35). Wisdom is personal, taking into account the whole life situation. It
doesn’t simply try to give pat answers to difficult questions.

Wisdom is productive

Another personality trait of wisdom is that it is productive. Interestingly, the first mention
of the word “wisdom” in Scripture is in the context of God giving men the skills that they need to
construct the Tabernacle. God appoints Moses to speak to a all the skillful men whom he has
given the Spirit of wisdom so that they might make Aaron’s garments for the priesthood (Ex
28.3). Bezalel and Aholiab are two artisans that have oversight of the building of the Tabernacle
and they have wisdom (Ex 31.2-11; 35.30-35). Wisdom is given for them to make things; for
them to be productive. Wisdom involves skills. Wisdom herself is, Proverbs 8.30 says, a “master
craftsman.” Wisdom can see how things ought to fit together in a way that creates good order and
beauty.

The specific focus of wisdom and its productivity is clear: it is given in order to build the
house of God. This is the place where God will dwell and meet with his people. We know that
the entire creation project is a project that’s focus is to build the house of God. The creation is to
be patterned after heaven, the house of God, just like the Tabernacle. God gave this task to man
when he created him. Man was to be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth, and subdue it. For man to
fulfill this task he would need the Spirit of Wisdom who created everything to begin with. The
Spirit grants wisdom to God’s people in all of their culture-building activities to be about the
work of constructing God’s house. 

The skills you learn and apply in your vocation on a day by day basis are God’s gifts of
wisdom to you. You have skills to put together information and use that information for the
purposes of productivity. This is a part of that house-building project to which God has called his
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people. 
While wisdom involves working with non-human objects, we also know that God’s

house-building project deals with humans as well. The Tabernacle and the Temple that followed
it were both symbols of the living reality of God’s people. Wisdom involves building people.
Paul uses this imagery in 1Corinthians 3, where he incorporates language that echos Proverbs 8
and images of Bezalel and Aholiab. Paul is a “wise master builder” who lays the foundation and
builds upon it the Temple of God, the church. This church is made up of living stones, as Peter
says. It is a house constructed by and for the Spirit  (i.e., “a spiritual house,” 1Pt 2.5). The
mission of the people of God is to build a house out of people. Jesus speaks about it as
“discipling the nations.” We need and God has given us the Spirit of Wisdom for this task. When
Jesus poured out his Spirit on the church on the Day of Pentecost, he was commissioning and
enabling us to be master craftsmen to complete this Temple-building project. We are all
Bezalel’s and Aholiab’s in some way.

The problem with living stones is that they don’t always cooperate. They are fidgety.
Their shape seems to be constantly changing so that they don’t stay in place. It takes
wisdom–people filled by the Spirit–to work building God’s house. This doesn’t only concern
what we call the vocational Christian ministry (e.g., pastors, teachers, missionaries). We have
great responsibility in this task and are to be examples to everyone else, but wisdom is also about
how you shape your job situations to make them and the rest of the world look a little more like
they are supposed to look: like heaven.

How is what you are doing, for instance, in graphic design reflecting the order and beauty
of God? When you serve others with your product, is it making their lives more productive,
bringing them rest, bringing them legitimate enjoyment, and things as such? How are you
working with other people where you are in your vocation to minister to them? How are you
building your relationships with them? Are you seeking to make these relationships what they
ought to be (even when it is not reciprocated)? All of this is involved in wisdom’s productivity.
Wisdom goes about trying to build and maintain God’s desired order in the world.

Wisdom is puzzling

A third personality trait of wisdom is that it is puzzling. Challenges arise when we seek to
employ wisdom. As I said, people don’t always stay in place like bricks and wood. People are
puzzling, so wisdom is sometimes puzzling as well. Wisdom takes you into mysteries in order to
unravel them and put them back together in the proper way. In Solomon’s opening words to his
son in Proverbs 1 he speaks of life situations as “riddles” or “enigmas.” “Let the wise hear and
increase in learning, and the one who understands obtain guidance, to understand a proverb and a
saying, the words of the wise and their riddles” (Pr 1.5-6). Proverbs and the words of the wise are
“riddles,” “mysteries.” This is not the simple world of pat answers and easy decisions between
what is clearly sin and not sin.  We should already be making the right decisions in those areas.
These riddles go beyond that. These are the paradoxes of life; those things that are apparent
contradictions but they aren’t contradictions. Paradoxes throw the purely logical mind into a
dither. Everything is supposed to work in simple syllogisms: If A and B then C ... unalterably.

Anyone who has lived longed enough knows that this is not the way life works. This
tension was illustrated quite well in the movie I, Robot. In this story scientists created artificial
intelligence that work strictly by the laws of logic. The main computer that controls all the
individual robots, V.I.K.I, created to serve humans, decides that it is logical to imprison humans
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in their homes to protect them from one another. V.I.K.I.’s logic, she says, is undeniable. At one
level this is true. Humans are destroying themselves. But the situation is much more complicated
than what the most complex computer ever created can ever figure out by using formulas.

The world operates with paradoxes that befuddle simple logic. We know things to be
“bittersweet.” In strict logic that is a contradiction for A cannot be A and non-A at the same time
and in the same relationship. But life is sometimes bittersweet. We know how things can be both
bitter and sweet at the same time. We know how what is bad in one sense can also be good at the
same time in another sense. The cross of Christ is bittersweet in this way. It is the great paradox
and the wisdom of God. This one situation reflects the horridness of sin and the great mercy of
God. This is the material with wisdom works and the world in which it lives.

These riddles are not all incomprehensible. Solomon is writing this to his son so that he
may understand a proverb and the enigmas/riddles. He wants him to “increase in learning,”
“obtain guidance,” and “to understand” proverbs and riddles. We know from Job and
Ecclesiastes that there are limits on our human wisdom. There are some riddles we will never
solve. We cannot, as Ecclesiastes says, “shepherd the wind” and shape the mist/vapor. Ultimately
we don’t have control over anything because we are not all-wise. But God has given us some
wisdom. What ability we have to shape the mist is the gracious gift of God.  You will not go to
Wisdom Literature and get a precise instruction manual on how to deal with every situation. All
of this to say that Wisdom will be a struggle with real life situations in which they are not always
clear answers. Sometimes we must muddle our way through it.

Wisdom is poetic

Corresponding to Wisdom’s puzzling personality is the fact that wisdom is also poetic.
We note this from the form it takes in these books: the form of poetry as opposed to prose. Poetry
uses images that are multi-faceted. Poetry is, what we might call, “concentrated language.” It is
pregnant brevity. It bursts at the seams with meaning, implications, and applications. The fullness
of this poetic style is revealed in poetic styles such as parallelisms. Biblical poets will write
things once and then either repeat the same thing with different words or contrast it with its
opposite. 

For the precisionist, poetry is too messy because it is way too open-ended and
embellished. It leaves too many loose ends and is a waste of words. “Just say it clearly in black-
and-white and move on” the precise person says. Wisdom’s poetry makes sure you hear the
complexity of the situation. It is not adequate to say something only once. It must be said, and
then it must be embellished some way. We hear it in Proverbs 8 in the opening words: “Does not
wisdom call? / Does not understanding raise her voice? (8.1). Then again in 8.5 - “O simple ones,
learn prudence; / O fools, learn sense.” In both of these instances what is said in the first line is
repeated in the second line in different words. 

Sometimes one thing is said and then its opposite is emphasized in a parallel fashion, just
to make sure you don’t miss the point. For instance, again in Proverbs 8 we read, “For whoever
finds me finds life and obtains favor from YHWH, but he who fails to find me injures himself;
all who hate me love death” (Pr 8.35-6). The language is full.

The language, like Wisdom itself, has beauty and mystery in it. It reflects the rhythms of
life itself and connects us with life, creating, or at least expressing, this world of wonder; this
world where simple logic and even precision is sometimes not adequate. Life isn’t a strict,
precise prose with everything in neat and tidy categories. There is surprise and mystery. There is
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pain too deep for words and joy that can’t be contained by words. Sometimes only weeping and
laughter can express these realities. Words fail.

Strict, hard, analytical language can’t always do the trick ... especially when dealing with
wisdom. Poetry can handle wisdom. Poetry has the strength to handle wisdom because it knows
how far it can go and when it has to let go. We, many times, want to tame the language by
making it more precise. There is nothing necessarily wrong with precision in language.
Sometimes precision is needed and called for. But we must be careful. We must know that
wisdom can’t be controlled like that ... not even in language. Bartholemew and O’Dowd say it
this way: 

Today poetry is, very often, our truest link with reality. Our modern age has tended to
prefer facts and reason to imagination. Such an emphasis can misrepresent,
underestimate, flatten and distort reality. To say that God is ‘transcendent’ or
‘omniscient,’ while it has noble aims, is qualitatively different than declaring that God
rules ‘the raging sea’ (Ps 89:9) or asking, ‘Can you draw in Leviathan with a hook?’ (Job
41:1). Both are appropriate for different contexts, but one is not more ‘true.’ In this way,
biblical poetry alerts us to the limitations of abstract language. Poetry, in fact, is at its best
an ethical way of preserving the mystery, ambiguity, power, tragedy, and sublimity of our
world.” (69)

The form and words of wisdom in Scripture reflect its nature. Just when you think you
have a handle on the energetic beast, you find the leash ripped from your hands and the bars of
your precision ripped open. This, it seems to be, is the purpose for wisdom being recorded in
poetic form. Wisdom is complex, beautiful, multi-dimensional, uncontainable, and mysterious.
Yet God in his grace gives us some handles on it so that we can operate his world.

Wisdom is a Person

All of these personality traits point to the last fact about Wisdom: Wisdom is a Person.
Again, Proverbs 8 portrays Wisdom as a Person. We know from what the Scriptures say after the
revelation of Christ that Wisdom is Christ himself. In him, Paul says, are hidden all the treasures
of wisdom (Col 2.3). To the Corinthians Paul says that Jesus has become for us “the wisdom of
God” (1Cor 1.30). So, unlike Job and Solomon we see the fullness of wisdom. We grasp the way
God works in the world better than they did in their time. If you want to understand the way
everything fits together in the world, you must look at Christ. He is the revelation of the Wisdom
of God. He is the wisdom of God who became for us the wisdom of God. In him the world finds
its true and intended order. When we look at the life of Christ, we see how God operates his
world and how he expects man to operate in his world for the sake of his world. This was how
things were operating all along, even in the time of Job, who himself is a type of Christ. This is
the secret wisdom that is now revealed in its fullness. In him and his life the world is ordered the
way it is supposed to be ordered. In him we see and operate the way we ought to operate. God’s
wisdom is a crucified messiah. God’s wisdom is living and ruling by giving yourself for others,
not insisting upon your rights simply because they are your rights, but using your rights to lay
down your life for others. This is God’s Wisdom. And that Wisdom is Jesus.

WISDOM’S PURPOSE
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You may ask, “Why do I need to pursue wisdom? If it is something that I will never
master, if it is something that I will never achieve comprehensively, then why pursue it?” Well,
there are a number of reasons we ought to be pursuing wisdom. First, we are clearly instructed by
God to pursue wisdom. God says through Solomon’s instruction to his son,  “Get wisdom; get
insight; do not forget, and do not turn away from the words of my mouth.... The beginning of
wisdom is this: Get wisdom, and whatever you get, get insight” (Pr 4.5, 7). Even if we don’t
understand all the why’s, we should trust that this is a good pursuit for our lives because God
never puts us on worthless pursuits.

Second, pursuing wisdom concerns our ever deepening relationship with God.
Remember, Wisdom, above all things is a Person, and that Person is Christ Jesus himself. Our
God has a personal relationship with us. He relates to us as persons. Relationships between
persons are never static. We never “master” relationships with one another. We come to know
one another better, but we never master knowledge of the other person. Pursuing wisdom is about
a persevering, growing relationship with God. It is not about achieving a degree that we can say,
“Well, I’ve obtained that Doctor of Wisdom degree, now I can move one with my life to
something else.” It is about staying in relationship with God and knowing him better. Just
because you will never know him comprehensively doesn’t mean that you should stop pursuing
the relationship. The journey, in some way, is the point of the whole thing. The journey is the
gift. Just because you will never know your spouse comprehensively doesn’t mean that you
should stop pursuing that relationship. You pursue the relationship and want to maintain it
because you love your spouse. The same could be said with parents, children, friends, and other
family members. Love pursues wisdom because wisdom is all about knowing the other person.

Third, we need to pursue wisdom because we have a mission to create. Wisdom, we
learned, is a master craftsman (Pr 8.30). The Spirit of Wisdom hovered over the world in the
beginning for this purpose. This same Spirit of Wisdom enabled Bezalel, Aholiab, and Paul to
build the house of God. God didn’t save us only for the purpose of escaping hell. Of course, that
is a great benefit. But salvation is a call to participate in the life of God himself. We are called to
join with him in his mission. We pursue wisdom because we are participating in the life-mission
of God. We are in a creation project that requires the wisdom of God.

Fourth, we pursue wisdom because we are called to rule. We are seated with Christ in
heavenly places far above all principalities and powers (Eph 1, 2). We are called to rule with
Christ in fulfillment of God’s original purpose. To rule as we ought, we need wisdom in how to
order or personal lives, our family, the church, and, if called to it, the larger society around us.
Wisdom is needed by kings. Proverbs 8.15 says, “by me [Wisdom] kings reign.” People who rule
require more than a set of simple rules to follow. People are messy. We need wisdom to handle
the responsibilities God has given to us. We can’t rule well without it, so it must be pursued.
Wisdom is, as mentioned, concerned about relationships with people. We are called to build
people. We must pursue wisdom because we love people. We understand that we can’t handle
them like computers. Wisdom loves and is, therefore, personal. Since we are called to love
people we must pursue wisdom.

Last, we must pursue wisdom because God has called us to mature, to grow up to be like
him. All of what I have said, in one way or another, is about our maturity. God wants us to grow
up to be conformed to the image of Christ who is Wisdom (Rom 8.29). To grow up in Christ is to
grow in wisdom. We pursue wisdom because pursuing wisdom is nothing more than speaking
about our continuing, growing life as a Christian. So, in the words of Solomon, “Get wisdom.”
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