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Wisdom of Solomon and Biblical Interpretation in
the Second Temple Period
Peter Enns

I am delighted to offer this brief essay in honor of my friend and former teacher, Dr.
Bruce Waltke. Bruce’s many insights into the nature of wisdom in the OT have been of
great benefit to me as I have attempted to follow the path of wisdom.
Over the centuries many people have grappled with the nature of biblical wisdom.
The fact that the discussion continues unabated should give pause to any who would
attempt to contribute to this ever-widening stream of dialogue. Perhaps, above all, we
should be reminded that ferreting out the nature of wisdom is itself a matter that requires
wisdom, which, as Proverbs makes clear, and as Bruce is ever fond of repeating, begins
with the “fear of the Lord.”
I hope with this essay to contribute to this discussion by coming at the question of
the nature of biblical wisdom through somewhat of a side door. By looking in some detail
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at one particular example of Second Temple wisdom, namely the deuterocanonical book
called Wisdom of Solomon (more simply known as the Book of Wisdom), we are able to
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document some important developments in Second Temple wisdom in general. These
insights can provide a helpful perspective from which to view the nature of OT wisdom
itself.
I. Introduction to Wisdom of Solomon
At the outset, a few background comments are in order. We observe, first, that although

the author of Wisdom of Solomon is unknown, he nonetheless seeks to adopt a
Solomonic persona (cf. Wis 7:1–14 with 1 Kgs 3:6–9). It is well-known that
pseudepigraphic writing is a familiar genre of the ancient world, and Wisdom of Solomon
is one celebrated example of this phenomenon. The author of this book, therefore, is
conventionally referred to as Pseudo-Solomon (here-after Ps-Solomon).
The author was likely an Alexandrian Jew who wrote this work in Greek some-time
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between 100 B.C. and A.D. 50. Although it is difficult to pin down with precision the
date of composition, it has been persuasively argued that the reign of Gaius Caligula
(A.D. 37–41) serves as a reasonable setting for the composition of this work. In defense
of this date, David Winston notes that many of the words Ps-Solomon uses are unattested
before the first century A.D. Moreover, the clear undercurrent of persecution in the book
(cf. Wis 2:10–3:19) makes good sense if this was written in Caligula’s reign. In any
event, what is certain is that Wisdom of Solomon is rightly categorized as Second
Temple Wisdom literature, both in terms of form and content.
The book itself is nineteen chapters long. Although different outlines have been
proposed, for our purposes it seems best to divide the work into two halves, chs. 1–9 and
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10–19. The first half has elements that certainly resemble OT Wisdom. For example, it is
marked by exhortations to search out and follow wisdom, such as the following:
Therefore I prayed, and understanding was given me;
I called on God, and the spirit of wisdom came to me.
I preferred her to scepters and thrones,
and I accounted wealth as nothing in comparison with her.
(7:7–8; cf. Prov 3:13–18)
We also find contrasts between the behavior of the ungodly and that of the righteous—a
common theme in OT Wisdom literature.
For righteousness is immortal.
But the ungodly by their words and deeds summoned death;
considering him a friend, they pined away
and made a covenant with him,
because they are fit to belong to his company. (1:15–16; cf. Ps 1; Prov 1–9)

II. Wisdom of Solomon and the Afterlife
One difference, however, between Wisdom of Solomon and OT Wisdom literature is the
prominence given to the afterlife. In fact, through much of the first six chapters of the
book, immortality is portrayed as the final end of all those who follow the path of
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wisdom. For example, 3:4–8 outlines the otherworldly benefits of the righteous who,
though currently undergoing suffering and persecution, will ultimately “receive great
good”:
For though in the sight of others they were punished,
their hope is full of immortality.
Having been disciplined a little,
they will receive great good,
because God tested them and found them worthy of himself....
In the time of their visitation they will shine forth,
and will run like sparks through the stubble.
They will govern nations and rule over peoples,
and the Lord will reign over them forever.
There is really nothing comparable to this in OT Wisdom literature, where the focus is
more on mastery of this life rather than on attainment of the next life. In fact, the
canonical book of Ecclesiastes is extremely skeptical about the existence of the afterlife
(as can be seen, e.g., in Eccl 3:19–22 and 6:12). By contrast, it may be that Wis 1:16–
2:11 was designed, at least in part, to counter such skepticism. For instance, Wis 2:1
appears to echo and critique the negative attitude of Ecclesiastes by saying,
They reasoned unsoundly, saying to themselves,
“Short and sorrowful is our life,
and there is no remedy when a life comes to its end,
and no one knows to return from Hades.”
The likely reason that skepticism toward death and the afterlife will not do for PsSolomon is that his readers were living in a context of persecution. In short, wisdom for
Ps-Solomon is not merely a means to attaining mastery of this life, but the proper means
to attaining the life to come. Those who do not share this perspective he calls “ungodly.”

His words, in effect, are an attempt to apply the wisdom ideal to a situation that the
biblical Wisdom tradition either did not address, or, as we see in Ecclesiastes, did not
address adequately.
The importance Ps-Solomon places on the afterlife can be seen in yet another way,
and this will help us to see more clearly the bold way in which Ps-Solomon represents a
tradition that transforms biblical wisdom. He twice refers to death by using the Greek
word exodos, in 3:2 and 7:6. The “exodus” mentioned in 3:2 refers to the faithful who die
at the hands of tormentors. In 7:6, the word is used to describe the death of all people.
Although it is generally ill-advised to load too much theological significance in individual
words, in this case the description of death as an “exodus” is very striking in view of the
Wisdom of Solomon as a whole.
III. Wisdom of Solomon and the Interpretation of Israel’s History
In Wis 10–19, Ps-Solomon begins to recount Wisdom’s acts of deliverance throughout
Israel’s history, focusing in particular on Israel’s exodus from Egypt and subsequent
wandering in the wilderness. In the light of Ps-Solomon’s clear purpose—giving
encouragement to a people facing the possibility of death—one begins to see a possible
motive behind not only his reference to death as an “exodus” in the opening chapters of
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the work, but also his choice of Israel’s exodus experience as one of the primary themes
of chs. 10–19. Israel’s exodus, her passage from death to life, as it were, is presented by
Ps-Solomon as the prime biblical portrait of what Wisdom is doing now in the lives of
these persecuted Alexandrian Jews—in their own passage from death to life, their own
exodus. To put it another way, Ps-Solomon’s treatment of death and the afterlife in the
early chapters of the book is a recontextualization of the exodus of the Bible; we see in
this Wisdom book an attempt to apply the lessons from Israel’s history to the daily trials
and struggles of a people who were asking hard questions and looking to God for
answers. Whereas the canonical books of the OT often emphasize what God has done in
creation (i.e., in the established order of the universe), the author of this post-canonical
work seems to be saying that wisdom is to be gained not only from observing creation, so
to speak, but now even more from interacting with God’s past dealings with Israel. In
short, the sage’s “job description” now includes the exegesis of Scripture.

Although it is certainly true that in this exegesis of Scripture Ps-Solomon focuses on
the complex of events surrounding the exodus, it must be admitted that the biblical
material from which he draws his lessons is much broader. His application of Israel’s
history actually begins in Wis 10:1–14, where he relates the well-known stories of Adam,
Cain, Noah, Abraham, Lot, Jacob, and Joseph. He then writes about the exodus itself
(10:15–21) and the wilderness period (11:1–4). The remainder of the book moves back
and forth between a number of issues centering around the exodus and around God’s
treatment of the Israelites in contrast to his treatment of the Egyptians.
IV. Wisdom of Solomon and Biblical Interpretation in the Second Temple Period
A. General Principles of Exposition
Before looking at some specific examples of how Ps-Solomon handles Scripture, it will
be useful to identify three general principles of interpretation that he normally follows:
Firstly, Ps-Solomon appeals to Israel’s history to show the workings of divine
justice. Despite the present appearance of things—which includes the unjust suffering
and death of people well before their time—Ps-Solomon is absolutely convinced about
the existence of an underlying plan of God that will right all wrongs. This conviction is
clearly communicated in the closing verses of each of the book’s two halves:
Who has learned your counsel,
unless you have given wisdom
and sent your holy spirit from on high?
And thus the paths of those on earth were set right,
and people were taught what pleases you,
and were saved by wisdom. (9:17–18)
For in everything [kata panta], O Lord, you have exalted and
glorified your people, and you have not neglected to help
them at all times and in all places [en panti kairō kai
topō].(19:22)
These verses remind the faithful that God never neglects his people. It matters little what
the circumstances are; he is with them kata panta. Nor is God’s saving power relegated to

a bygone era; he is with his people en panti kairō. And God’s saving power knows no
boundary; he is with his people en panti topō— even in death.
Secondly, biblical characters are presented as models of virtue. The heroic per-sons
of the Bible are viewed by Ps-Solomon as examples for the faithful of his own day; as
such, it will not do to present these figures from the past in any way other than the ideal.
This is clearly seen in the historical review of Wis 10. For example, Ps-Solomon hardly
mentions the fall when he speaks of Adam (Wis 10:1–2). Instead, Adam is simply
described as the “first-formed father of the world” who was “delivered ...from his
transgression” and given “strength to rule all things.” Likewise, in Wis 10:5 Abraham is
simply a “righteous man.” In the incident of the binding of Isaac, the author conveniently
neglects to mention Abraham’s earlier doubts about Yahweh’s commitment to give him
and Sarah a son in their old age (Gen 17:17–18).
The same holds true for Ps-Solomon’s presentation of Lot and Jacob: in Wisdom of
Solomon they are models of absolute virtue, whereas the biblical narratives paint a more
nuanced portrait of them. For instance, although Lot’s “righteousness” (Wis 10:6) has a
clear biblical warrant in light of Abraham’s persistence in pleading with the angels (Gen
18:16–33), this remains a very selective reading of the story of Genesis as a whole given
Lot’s own choice to settle in the disreputable “cities of the plain.” Likewise, Rebekah and
Jacob’s deceit of Isaac (Gen 27) ought to have raised an eyebrow. But again, PsSolomon’s Jacob is not guilty of any wrongdoing. He is, as are the others, simply
“righteous” (Wis 10:10).
It is no surprise, therefore, that Ps-Solomon does not mention Moses’ near fatal slipup on the way from Midian (Exod 4:18–26) or his disobedience at Meribah (Num 20:7–
12) and his subsequent exclusion from Canaan. For Ps-Solomon, Moses is simply a
“servant of the Lord” (Wis 10:16). Moreover, the people he brings out of Egypt are no
longer a people prone to doubt and rebellion but “a holy people and blameless race”
(10:15). In all of this, Ps-Solomon’s hortatory purpose is clear: he seeks to find in these
figures a biblical answer to the circumstances he is addressing.
Thirdly, the biblical characters in Wisdom of Solomon are anonymous. A glance at
Wis 10:1–21, for example, will show that these figures are described by means of
episodes in their biblical stories rather than by their names. Their names are avoided

because who they were in the past is of little importance; what matters is what they
represent now as models of wise conduct. To put it another way, these biblical figures
have become democratized: they represent models of conduct for times, places, and
people beyond the confines of the original events. For Ps-Solomon, the word of God must
speak clearly to the present, stressful situation. As James Kugel puts it (commenting on a
similar “catalog of heroes” in Sir 44–50), “These once-real people have become,
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essentially, lessons, whose importance can be captured in a line or two.”
B. Specific Examples of Second Temple Exegetical Traditions

Another important dimension of Ps-Solomon’s exposition of Israel’s history is the actual
content of what he says. It is one thing to note his motives for adducing Israel’s story (to
inspire his fellow Israelites to persevere amid persecution), but it is another thing to
explore what he actually says. Even a quick reading of Wis 10:1–21 will show that PsSolomon does not relate the content of the biblical narratives in a straightforward manner.
Rather, he regularly includes elements that are not actually found anywhere in Scripture
but that reflect Second Temple interpretive traditions and exegetical techniques. The
following are five examples of this phenomenon:
1. Abraham as a contemporary of the Tower of Babel episode
Ps-Solomon juxtaposes the story of Abraham the patriarch and the account of the Tower
of Babel in Wis 10:5:
Wisdom also, when the nations in wicked agreement
had been put to confusion, recognized the righteous
man [Abraham] and preserved him blameless before
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God.

That Ps-Solomon would thus connect Abraham and the Tower of Babel seems curious in
that Abraham is not mentioned at all in the tower narrative, nor does his name appear in
the OT until Gen 11:26, purportedly several hundred years after the Babel incident. This
displacement of Abraham is not unique to Ps-Solomon, however, but it follows an
exegetical tradition seen most prominently perhaps in Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities,

where the author expounds at length on Abraham’s resistance to the tower building
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project.

How such a tradition arose is unclear. It may be that the connection between
Abraham and the tower narrative served to explain other narrative gaps. In Josh 24:2, for
example, it is stated that Abraham and his ancestors worshiped other gods before they left
for Haran, and yet such an idea is nowhere indicated in Genesis. Early interpreters, in
their attempt to construct a story to explain this inconsistency, may have created this
interpretation, making Abraham not merely a resident among idolatrous people but, more
specifically, an actual contemporary of the Tower of Babel episode.
Two passages in Genesis, working in tandem, may have justified such an
interpretation. First, in Gen 15:7 God tells Abraham that he has taken him out of “Ur of
the Chaldeans.” Given that the name Ur is a homonym for one of the Hebrew words for
fire (,ûr; see Isa 31:9; 50:11), this verse can be read as a cryptic reference to Abraham’s
having been delivered from some Chaldean conflagration. Second, ancient interpreters
linked this fire of the Chaldeans to the very fire used to burn the bricks for the Tower of
Babel in Gen 11:3, a connection made even more explicit in Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities
6.16–17.
While such exegetical maneuvering may seem far-fetched to the contemporary
scholar, it is worth remembering that Ps-Solomon is not the only one to make Abraham a
contemporary of the tower story. In fact, Wisdom of Solomon’s brief allusion to the
Abraham-Babel connection (when compared to the more detailed explanation in Jewish
Antiquities) may suggest that the tradition needed no special introduction, reminder, or
defense.
2. The Sodomites guilty of inhospitality
In Wis 19:13–17, Ps-Solomon describes the Egyptians as particularly inhospitable,
ungrateful hosts to the Israelites: they received the Israelites only to turn right around and
enslave them. He then adds a curious statement in v. 14: “Others had refused to receive
strangers when they came to them.” Who were these “others”? We find out in v. 17,
where we read that the Egyptians were punished for their treatment of the Israelites by
“loss of sight—just as were those at the door of the righteous man.” In this passage, we
see another example of Ps-Solomon’s linking two seemingly unconnected events: this

“loss of sight” is an allusion to the ninth plague (Exod 10:22–23); and “those at the door
of the righteous man” are those who came to the house of Lot (the “righteous”)
demanding he hand his guests over to them and whom the angels struck blind (Gen
19:11). It is worth noting that Ps-Solomon adduces the story of Sodom’s destruction to
buttress his condemnation of Egypt’s inhospitality. He is free to do so because, at least on
one level, he understands the sin of Sodom as not specifically sexual misconduct, but
rather as the Sodomites’ refusal “to receive strangers”—that is, their inhospitality.
Ps-Solomon is not alone in this view, and there may even be some scriptural support
for such a notion. Ezekiel 16:49–50 condemns the inhabitants of Sodom, saying Sodom
“had pride, excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy.”
What seems to be in view here is the Sodomites’ mistreatment of other people rather than
their sexual misconduct (although the latter is certainly not excluded). Moreover,
Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities 1.194 also regards the sin of the Sodomites as inhospitality,
dislike of foreigners, and arrogance.
3. Giants or Cain responsible for the flood?
In Wis 14:6, Ps-Solomon seems to place the blame for the flood on “arrogant giants,” no
doubt alluding to the very difficult reference in Gen 6:1–4 to the “sons of God” who
consorted with the “daughters of humans.” The same or similar sentiment is found in 3
Macc 2:4; Sir 16:7; Bar 3:26–28; 1 En. 6:2; and Jub. 5:1–11. What is particularly
interesting is that Ps-Solomon seems to offer an alternate interpretation in Wis 10:4,
where the blame for the flood is placed on Cain.
Why does Ps-Solomon offer two different interpretations for the same event? The
answer, I would suggest here, is not that Ps-Solomon, unsure of which explanation to
adopt, offered both options. Rather, it is a characteristic of ancient retellings of Scripture
that the exegetical traditions incorporated in this way are not clearly (if at all) marked off
from the biblical texts. The line between text and comment was often blurred. This is
what we often find in Second Temple midrashic texts, when biblical events are retold
again and again by different authors with some of the same interpretive embellishments.
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It is an example of what Kugel calls the “legendizing” of midrash.

In this sense, many of Ps-Solomon’s statements about the Bible are valuable
witnesses not so much to how he himself “handled” Scripture (i.e., his own exegetical

method) but to exegetical traditions that must have been current in his day and that
influenced his understanding of Scripture.
4. The Israelites “paid” for leaving Egypt
Turning briefly to the exodus story, in Wis 10:17 Ps-Solomon describes Israel leaving
Egypt with “the reward of their labors.” This phrase represents a slightly different
interpretation of events from that given in the Exodus account, where the Israelites are
said to “plunder” (MT ns.l; LXX skyleuō) the Egyptians (Exod 12:36; cf. 3:21–22; 11:2).
This shift is probably a response to polemical Greco-Roman literature that chided the
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Israelites for behaving in a less than “holy” fashion. After all, only thieves “plunder.”
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Ps-Solomon, standing in a well-documented tradition, intends to say that the plundering
was quite justified: it is a payment for years of slavery to the Egyptians. In other words,
the motive that gave rise to this tradition is apologetic. However, it is not necessary to say
that either Ps-Solomon or his readers had this particular apologetic motive in the
forefront of their minds. Rather, it appears that this interpretation had become “attached”
to the biblical account. It represented a proper, commonly accepted understanding of
what the Bible says.
5. The Egyptians cast onto the shore of the Red Sea
In Wis 10:19–20, Ps-Solomon’s comment on the Egyptians’ death at the Red Sea is an
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unmistakable witness to a popular exegetical tradition. He says that Wisdom “cast them
[the Egyptians] up from the depth of the sea. Therefore the righteous plundered the
ungodly.” To say that the Egyptians were “cast up” from the sea is a clever solution to a
problem posed by the biblical account. How is it that the dead Egyptians on the shore
could be plainly seen by the Israelites (Exod 14:30) while elsewhere they are said have
sunk “like a stone” (Exod 15:5) or “like lead” (Exod 15:10) and then been “swallowed”
by the earth (Exod 15:12)? Of course, one could easily envision that first the Egyptians
drowned (sunk like stone or lead) and then later their lifeless bodies washed up on shore.
But early interpreters reasoned differently. For the Egyptians to be seen on the shore in
Exod 14:30, they must have been cast up again after they had drowned.
Some commentators compare Ps-Solomon’s handling of the above episode in
Wisdom of Solomon with the Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan to Exod 15:12, which tells of a

protracted debate between the sea and the land in which each refuses to accept the
Egyptian dead, lest God’s wrath be upon it. Only after God swears to the land that there
will be no repercussions does the land swallow the dead. This interpretation is meant to
reconcile Exod 15:12, which states that the earth swallowed them up, and Exod 14:28;
15:1, 4–5, and 10, in which the Egyptians are consigned to a watery grave. Whether PsSolomon’s has in mind this tradition is impossible to tell. Nevertheless, we see again that
his own apparently unique interpretation of what the Bible says must be viewed in the
broader context of how other exegetes—both contemporaries and precursors—were
handling Scripture.
V. Wisdom of Solomon as Second Temple Wisdom
The above examples help to illustrate the increasing importance of biblical interpretation
during the Second Temple period and to sketch the broader context within which to view
the interpretive activity seen in Wisdom of Solomon. It appears that Ps-Solomon’s
strategy was to present the biblical data in such a way as to make all Scripture speak
more clearly to the ever-changing situations of the readers. This is why he portrays the
heroes of Israel’s past in black-and-white categories: they have become models of virtue.
This is also why these heroes have become nameless figures: the past is dehistoricized in
an effort to bring it more forcefully into the present. This is not to say that Ps-Solomon
treats the historical events themselves lightly. In calling upon this “dehistoricized” past—
one that does not emphasize the particulars of the events—Ps-Solomon is simply telling
his readers that the God of Israel is still with them, that who they are now amid the
changing fortunes of history must be seen in light of the never-changing God who has
never failed to deliver the faithful who have gone before. Idealizing the past does not
obliterate history but makes it transportable. For Ps-Solomon, therefore, the idealized past
is the only proper backdrop for viewing one’s present, historical situation. It is the solid
rock that stands high above the ebb and flow of history. And, according to our author, it is
Wisdom herself who has been God’s active agent throughout Israel’s history, bringing
the godly through trying times. His readers, therefore, are exhorted to seek (Wis 6:12–
16), honor (6:21), pray for (7:7), love (8:2), and befriend (8:18) her. Acquiring wisdom
now is the key to the present, for it is Wisdom who has been active throughout Israel’s

past.
Ps-Solomon’s portrayal of Wisdom as the primary player in Israel’s history naturally
leads to placing such an understanding of wisdom in the general con-text of the Second
Temple period. We see already in Prov 8 the personification of Wisdom, who has some
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special status in creation either as the first of God’s creations (Prov 8:22) or at least as
being present at creation (Prov 8:30; cf. 3:19). Proverbs 8 is one of the few expressions
(and certainly the clearest) of the personification of Wisdom in the OT (see also Job 28;
Prov 1, 9).
The reticence with which the OT speaks of personified Wisdom may be what
motivated early interpreters to find out more about her. Hence, the nature of personified
Wisdom takes on added importance in postbiblical times. Specifically, there is a welldocumented postbiblical tendency to equate Wisdom with Torah. The most explicit (and
probably among the earliest) text in drawing this connection between Torah and Wisdom
15

is Sir 24:1–29.

For Ben Sira, Torah is the source of wisdom, a point he makes unequivocally clear
in Sir 24:23–29. First, Ben Sira places Wisdom at creation: she is the first of God’s
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creations existing from eternity to eternity (24:9; see also 1:4, 9). She then is said to
make her dwelling in Israel (24:8–11). Finally, she “takes root” among God’s people and
grows tall and flourishes (24:12–17).
What distinguishes Sir 24:1–29 from Wis 10:1–21 is that Ps-Solomon deals with
specific instances of Wisdom’s participation in Israel’s history, whereas Ben Sira
mentions only her presence at creation and gives a vague notion of her presence in Israel.
But this distinction only pertains to Sir 24:1–2, for Ben Sira turns to the topic of
Wisdom’s participation in Israel’s history in great detail in Sir 44–50 (which is very
similar to Wis 10:1–21), where the author recounts the deeds of “famous men” (44:1)
whose lives stand as permanent examples of righteous lives, righteous because they
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exemplify the wisdom ideal (see 44:2–6).

Scripture, specifically Torah, has become the depository of wisdom. The role of
wisdom, as G. T. Sheppard puts it, has moved from “mundane advice to Wisdom’s recital
of her participation in Israel’s traditions.”
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In Wisdom books like Proverbs, Job, and

Ecclesiastes, we find scarcely a single, clear scriptural allusion. Starting with Ben Sira
and Wisdom of Solomon, however, we see books of Wisdom that are steeped through
and through with references to biblical figures and events.
This fact does not make these two books any less a part of the Wisdom genre.
Rather, it is the nature of wisdom itself that has shifted. Whereas the sages of the Hebrew
Bible were concerned with observing patterns in the created order as the basis for godly
conduct—“exegeting the world” so to speak—Ben Sira and Ps-Solomon were concerned
with observing the nature of God’s activity by exegeting the Book: the sage’s repertory of
knowledge now includes Scripture. Wisdom of Solomon, therefore, is not simply a
commentary on Scripture but a search for wisdom, a search for God’s overarching,
eternal plan, on the basis of Scripture. God’s eternal wisdom is to be learned from the
Bible, for it is Scripture that is the depository of wisdom.
VI. Conclusion
In the light of the above, we can see why biblical interpretation gained such importance
in the Second Temple period. Simply stated, Scripture is God’s wisdom. It is rich in
meaning and invites—even demands—that one search for that meaning. It is little
wonder, then, that the exegetical traditions witnessed to in Wisdom of Solomon came to
be so closely associated with the biblical text. Scripture must be properly interpreted in
order for it to serve as a guide for living. A biblical passage is of little use if its meaning
is unclear. But when it is “interpreted,” its meaning becomes clear. The presence of these
exegetical traditions in Wisdom of Solomon are not mere legends or artistic
embellishments. They are, rather, the fruit of sagely activity that treated the Bible as a gift
from God for a standard of faith and conduct with, at least for Ps-Solomon, eternal
consequences. It is wisdom that is contained, yet hidden, in the text. It is to meet the
challenge of bringing God’s wisdom to God’s people that biblical interpretation became a
wisdom activity in the Second Temple period.
Notes
All Scripture quotations are taken from the NRSV unless otherwise noted.

1

The phrase Second Temple period is preferred to the phrase intertestamental period because it

covers a broader time period than that implied by intertestamental. At least one example of
“intertestamental” Wisdom literature, Wisdom of Solomon (the topic of this essay), may well have been
written around the time of Christ.
2

There are a number of other examples of Wisdom literature from this period, most notably

Ecclesiasticus (also known as Sirach). This well-known deuterocanonical book shows many of the same
tendencies as Wisdom of Solomon does, and so it will come into our discussion at certain points. Still, our
focus will be on Wisdom of Solomon.
3

With a few exceptions, it is nearly universally accepted that Wisdom of Solomon was written

originally in Greek and is not a translation. A succinct summary of the various positions may be found in
David Winston, The Wisdom of Solomon (AB 43; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1979), 17 n. 16, with
more detailed treatments in B. J. Lillie, “A History of the Scholarship on the Wisdom of Solomon from the
Nineteenth Century to Our Time” (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew Union College, 1982), 108–48; and W. P. Berwick,
“The Way of Salvation in the Book of Wisdom” (Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 1957), 36–41. For
discussions on the language and style of Wisdom of Solomon and its affinities with Greek literature, see
Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 15–16 nn. 4–14; and J. M. Reese, Hellenistic Influence of the Book of
Wisdom and Its Consequences (AnBib 41; Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1970), 1–31.
4

The discussion concerning the structure of the book essentially centers around the question of

whether it should be considered a two-or three-part work. Bruce M. Metzger is one of many who has
argued for a two-part division, 1:1–9:18 and 10:1–19:22 (An Introduction to the Apocrypha [New York:
Oxford University Press, 1957], 68–73). A. G. Wright likewise has a two-part division but makes the
division at 11:2 rather than at 10:1 (“The Structure of the Book of Wisdom,” Bib 48 [1967]: 165–84).
Three-part divisions have been proposed by P. Heinisch in Das Buch der Weisheit (EHAT 24; Münster:
Aschendorffsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1912), xiv, and by Winston in Wisdom of Solomon, 9–12.
5

An excellent study on death and immortality in Wisdom of Solomon is M. Kolarcik, The Ambiguity

of Death in the Book of Wisdom 1–6: A Study of Literary Structure and Interpretation (AnBib 127; Rome:
Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1991).
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7

It is interesting to observe that Jesus’ death is referred to as a “departure” (exodos) in Luke 9:31.
James A. Kugel and Rowan A. Greer, Early Biblical Interpretation (Philadelphia: Westminster,

1986), 49.
8

“Confusion” (synchythentōn) is a clear reference to the Tower of Babel story, where God is said to

confuse the language of the people and then scatter them over the face of the earth. (See LXX of Gen 11:7,
9, where the same Greek root is used.) Wisdom of Solomon 10:5b would thus suggest that Abraham’s
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