WISDOM AND POETIC BOOKS: AN INTRODUCTION

“One might read the Pentateuch and see only a faint shadow of himself reflected there.  The historical books may overwhelm him with facts and events.  The Prophets, by some mere chance, may pass him by with their deep convictions and concerns about their own societies and world.  But the poetic books will find him wherever he is” (Bullock, 20).  
1. JOB, PSALMS, PROVERBS, ECCLESIASTES & SONG OF SONGS:  Historical Tidbits
a. The five books were included in a larger portion of the Hebrew Bible called the Kethubim, or “writings.”  The Hebrew Bible is broken up into three parts:  the Pentateuch, the Prophets, and the “Writings.”    
b. Job, Proverbs, and the Psalms were grouped together by the Masoretes because the first letter of the Hebrew title of each book spelled emeth or “truth.”  The books were referred to as the “Book of Truth.”

c. In the Writings, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs were sub-grouped with Lamentations, Ruth, and Esther; the five books are called the Five Megilloth (or scrolls).  The purpose of the grouping was liturgical; each was read at important Jewish festivals.

i. Song of Songs – read during the Passover because it heralded and emphasized the “love between the Lord and Israel” (Bullock, 20).  

ii. Ruth – Pentecost

iii. Lamentations – Fast of the Ninth of Ab “commemorating the destruction of both Temples” (ibid, 20).

iv. Ecclesiastes – Feast of the Tabernacles 
v. Esther – Purim

2. Wisdom Literature Described:  
a. Only Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes fall into the category of wisdom.  Bullock, however, asserts that the Psalms and Song of Songs “have affinities” with wisdom; according to him, some of the psalms are wisdom, while Song of Songs shares the didactic and literary nature of wisdom literature (21).   
b. Wisdom vs. Prophecy vs. the Law

i. Prophecy: Prophecy was God’s voice to His people – direct messages from human mouthpieces to the nation of Israel.  According to Bullock, prophecy “reawakened Israel’s consciousness to God’s covenant demands laid out in the law of Moses” (ibid, 29).  Its key purpose?  “To turn Israel and Judah away from idolatry and avert the exiles” (ibid, 29).  Prophecy also functioned to “reassure and comfort the devastated and dispersed people” (ibid, 29).    

ii. Wisdom:  Wisdom literature was concerned with the Israelite’s response to God.  It also “sought to develop a comprehensive system of thought and behavior, reaching into every facet of life” (ibid, 31).  

iii. Law:  The Law carefully regulated every part of the life of Israel, and it laid out the demands of life in covenant with God in great detail.  Wisdom works with law in this, and also “provide[s] broad theological/philosophical categories for understanding life and its issues (higher wisdom) and also offer[s] advice for the development of personal behavior, social protocol, and ethical standards (lower wisdom)” (ibid, 30).

c. Key Characteristics of Wisdom Literature:
i. Wisdom literature focuses in on the individual.  While the historical books are histories of the nation of Israel, wisdom shines the spotlight on the individual Israelite living in covenant relationship with God.  With Bullock, we affirm that “these books focus on man’s reflections on God and His response rather than on God’s search for man” (19).  Keathley agrees:  “These five poetical books are concerned with individuals, as such. The seventeen [historical books] have to do with the Hebrew race. These five have to do with the human heart.”  The prophetic books record God’s message to man, while the wisdom literature, rather, writes of man’s response to God.  And that response is not edited or censored; we find words scored with pain and doubt.  But in them we also see hope and passion blooming in a soul trusting in God.  
1. Job: focuses in on the questions, the struggle and suffering of one man, the righteous Job.  “I will say to God: Do not condemn me, but tell me what charges you have against me…” (10:2). “You said, ‘Listen now, and I will speak; I will question you, and you shall answer me.’  My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you.  Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes” (42:4-6).   
2. Psalms: centers on the worship of our God by an individual (David, Solomon, Asaph, the sons of Korah) and beautifully depicts his passion for God, his anguish and repentance, and the sometimes maddening questions that come from following God.  The Psalms are the voice for Christians who long for Yahweh; their words are refuge for the downtrodden and discouraged; and their passion expresses the deepest sentiments of worshippers today.  

3. Proverbs: offers simple and personal application of the Law to man, his family, and his community.  
4. Ecclesiastes:  The wise author and compiler (see below) sought to instruct young men from Qoheleth’s lifelong search for happiness and meaning in the world and mankind.  The tone is personal and intimate, and the instruction is deeply personal.  
5. Song of Songs:  purposefully dedicated to the love between a man and a woman.  Allegory?  More on that later.  

6.  “The individual and personal nature of the books that we undertake to study is evidence of the attention given in the OT to the importance of the individual to God” (Bullock, p. 20). 
ii. Wisdom gave moral guidance to the individual Israelite living in covenant relationship with God and in the covenant community.  Wisdom was “a personal life dynamic that enabled one to assimilate, sort, and categorize the elements and issues of life so as to provide a meaningful synthesis.  Its wide span encompasses the struggle of a righteous man to understand his suffering and the limp efforts of a lazy man to overcome his sloth” (Bullock, 22).  “The righteous man leads a blameless life; blessed are his children after him” (Prov. 20:7); “Commit to the LORD whatever you do, and your plans will succeed” (Prov. 16:3).    
iii. Wisdom was full of the Sovereignty of God.  (Please see section “d. Wisdom Theology” below).
d. Wisdom Theology

i. Wisdom glorified God and His sovereignty.  While we have discussed the man-focused nature of these books, we cannot ignore God’s power and will because “wisdom admonished her patrons on the vertical aspects of their lives as well” (Bullock, 23).  Bullock, again: “The Lord’s sovereign will was uppermost in the world, and the individual was the object of His careful guidance” (23).  

1. Job 42:2 – “I know that you can do all things; no plan of yours can be thwarted.”  

2. Psalm 33:11 – “But the plans of the LORD stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through all generations.”  

3. Proverbs 16:9 “In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD determines his steps.”  

4. Ecclesiastes 9:1 – “So I reflected on all this and concluded that the righteous and the wise and what they do are in God’s hands, but no man knows whether love or hate awaits him.”  

ii. The FEAR of the LORD:  The Key Theological Concept of Wisdom Literature.  Bullock says that the fear of the LORD is “the undergirding notion of the wisdom-controlled life” (23).  Proverbs 1:7a – “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”  What is the fear of the LORD?  
1. The right “personal attitude or disposition” to the Lord (ibid., p. 23).
a. Some examples:  

i. “You who fear the LORD, praise him! All you descendants of Jacob, honor him! Revere him, all you descendants of Israel!” (Psalm 22:23)
ii. “Let all the earth fear the LORD ; let all the people of the world revere him”  (Ps. 33:8)

iii. “Teach me your way, O LORD , and I will walk in your truth; give me an undivided heart, that I may fear your name” (Ps. 86:11)

b. John Piper: the fear of the Lord is a “joyful, trembling sense of awe that you don’t trifle with… God” (Sermons: December 2 1990).  Cf. Acts 2:42-47.

c. Again, Piper: consider the Lord and Moses in Exodus 33:18-23 and 34:1-10.   The LORD promises to show Moses his glory, but not his face “for no one may see me and live” (v. 20) – “When my glory passes by, I will put you in a cleft in the rock and cover you with my hand until I have passed by.  Then I will remove my hand and you will see my back; but my face must not be seen” (vv. 22-23).  Piper describes the fear of the Lord as the feeling Moses must have had under the hand of the Lord in the cleft, knowing he was utterly safe because of God’s protection but experiencing His awesome power and majesty. 

2. Blamelessness, uprightness: “turning away from evil” (ibid, 24).  Bullock:  “Proverbs…provides ample proof that moral virtues are an important part of the personal portrait of one who feared the Lord” (24).  
a. “Then the LORD said to Satan, ‘Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil’ (Job 1:8).  

b. “Blessed are all who fear the LORD, who walk in his ways” (Ps. 128:1).

c. “To fear the LORD is to hate evil; I hate pride and arrogance, evil behavior and perverse speech” (Prov. 8:13).
3. The knowledge of “human frailty” and “divine strength” (ibid, 24).  The one who fears the Lord walks in humility, knowing God’s proper place and the weakness of man. 
a. “Humility and the fear of the LORD bring wealth and honor and life” (Prov. 22:4).

b. “The fear of the LORD teaches a man wisdom and humility comes before honor” (Prov. 15:33).  Fear of the LORD and humility are parallels as well as wisdom and honor.  
iii. The afterlife and Sheol:  it is clear that the Israelites believed in the afterlife and that Job, Psalms, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes make reference to a “doctrine of future life” (Bullock, 60).  Psalm 16:10-11 is understood by Peter to refer to the resurrection of Christ (as we know, His resurrection also means resurrection for those who trust Him).  The psalmist seemed to understand that God would save him from Sheol (see below) and deliver him into paradise: “But God will redeem my life from the grave [Sheol]; he will surely take me to himself” (Ps. 49:15).  “You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will take me into glory” (Psalm 73:24).  The verb for “take” is parallel with “guide” which in Hebrew bears the technical meaning: “to lead into Paradise” (Bullock, 62).  While that hope was not fully realized until Christ, Jesus Himself referred to the patriarchs as “living” – suggesting that even in the OT, the power of the gracious relationship with God was not broken at death.  
1. “Sheol” is a term that appears sixteen times in the Psalms and forty-nine times elsewhere.  What is it?  “It is a place of shadows and darkness where the dead go and from which they do not return” (Bullock, 60).  Job describes Sheol like this:  “the land of darkness and deep shadow; the land of utter gloom as darkness itself, of deep shadow without order, and which shines as the darkness” (Job 10:21-22).    
3. Hebrew Poetry Described:  All five books studied this session are poetry.  Poetry is a literary device; according to Bullock, the Hebrew language with its musical quality lends itself very well to poetic expression (31).  Unlike English poetry, however, Hebrew poetry does not rely on rhyme and meter, but parallelism is its chief characteristic.  A list of some of the more important features of Hebrew poetry is provided below.  (The wisdom and poetic books do not make up the whole of poetry in the Hebrew Bible; when we study the prophets, we will see that the prophets employed this literary technique to awesome effect.)
a. Parallelism: “the practice of balancing one thought or phrase by a corresponding thought or phrase containing approximately the same number of words, or at least a correspondence in ideas” (Keathley, quoting Gleason Archer).   A “unit” is the component with one accent or stress and it “normally falls on a verb, noun, or adjective, or some other major word in the thought structure that is to be emphasized” (Bullock, 32).  
i. Synonymous Parallelism: “the thought of the first line is basically repeated in different words in the second line” (Keathley).
1. Psalm 19:1 – two lines of poetry with three units each

The heavens 

are relating 
the glory of God
And the firmament 
is telling 

the work of his hands
a


b

c

a’


b’

c’

ii. Antithetic Parallelism: “the thought of the first line is emphasized by a contrasting thought in the second line” (Keathley).
1. Ps. 1:6

For the Lord 
knoweth

the way of 
the righteous
   



but the way of
the wicked 
shall perish
a

b

c

d
  



c’

d’

b’


iii. Synthetic Parallelism:  “the second line explains or further develops the idea of the first line” (Keathley).

1. Ps. 1:2

But his delight
is in the law of the Lord

and on his law

he meditates 

day and night

2. Ps. 95:3
For the LORD
is the great God





The great King
above all gods

b. Alliteration:  This is essentially the use of the same sounding syllables at the beginning of a line or at the stress or accent of a unit.  When it is a consonant that is repeated the technique is called consonance.  For a vowel, assonance.   
i. Consonance:  See Psalm 126:6 for the similar Hebrew qoph sound for the first three “terms” and “the three different sibilants in the next three terms (s, sh, and z)” (Bullock, 37).
ii. Assonance:  See Ezek. 27:7 for a repeated e and ai sound.  The repetition intensifies the “emotional tone” (ibid, 37).
c. Paronomasia:  This is essentially a pun, a “play upon the sound and meaning of words” (ibid, 37).  Only those who can read Hebrew can identify paronomasias.  Quoting Bullinger, Keathley writes, “Psalm 96:10 reads, “For all the gods (kol-elohay) of the nations are idols (elilim). This latter word means nothings, or things of naught; so that we might render it, ‘The gods of the nations are imaginations.’”
d. Alphabet Acrostic:  Psalm 119 and Proverbs 31 are the most notable examples.  The writers start each line, half-verse, or verse with each letter of the Hebrew alphabet in order.   Psalms 9-10, 25, 34, 37, 111, 112 and 145 are other examples.  Proverbs 31 is a complete acrostic (Bullock, 37).  

JOB

1. TITLE, PURPOSE & THEME
a. The TITLE of the book comes from the name of the main character, Job.  Job’s Hebrew name was possibly an old Semitic name, Ayyabum, which can be loosely translated “Where is [my] father?” or possibly “no father” (Keathley).   Others have suggested that Job’s name comes from the Hebrew alyob – derived from aayab, meaning “to be hostile, to be an enemy” (Keathley).  Clearly Job’s name hearkens the trouble and suffering he experiences.

i. OTHER CONCERNS:

1. Is Job an historical figure?  Yes.  

a. The first verse of Job mirrors the first verses of Judges 17 and 1 Samuel 1, books which intend to write history.

b. Job is mentioned in other passages of Scripture alongside other historical figures, Noah and Daniel, in Ezekiel 14:14 and 14:20.  

2. What about poetry in Job?  It’s clear that the friends of Job did not intend to speak to one another with poetry.  Poetry serves to elevate the dialogue from “a specific historical event to a story with universal application” (IOT, 207).

b. PURPOSE:  From Bullock: “The book of Job was written in order to probe the vast regions and recesses of the justice of God in the world” (71).   Also, Bullock:  “In Job the suffering saint has one with whom to identify” (71).  The book is theodicy: the justification of God’s justice in the face of evil.  “Are God’s ways just?” (IOT, 199) is the question that rings through Job.  And the book of Job answers that question with a “simple and implied affirmative” (ibid, 199).         

c. THEME:  Several themes run through this complex book:

i. Divine Wisdom:   “At the heart of the debate between Job and his three friends is the question, Who is wise?  Who has the correct insight into Job’s suffering?” (IOT, 203).  Indeed, this is how God directly answers Job.  While no reasons are given to Job for his suffering (we’re given an inside look at the heavens and God’s dialogue with Satan), God provides the definitive rejoinder: “He alone is wise” (ibid, 205).  Job 38:36-37 – “Who endowed the heart with wisdom or gave understanding to the mind?  Who has the wisdom to count the clouds?”  “God’s response is that the answer is beyond the ken of men and women” (ibid, 207).  

1. Job shows us the proper response to God’s divine wisdom: repentance and submission (ibid, 208).  See Job 42:5, 6 – “I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.”  Interestingly enough, Dillard and Longman believe that God’s justification of Job (Job has spoken “what is right”) might be solely in reference to his repentance (208).   
ii. Human Suffering:  At center stage in the book of Job is suffering.  Job, the righteous man, experiences hardship after hardship, losing his wealth, his family, and his health.  The book is full of Job’s complaints, his bitter questions, and his unyielding commitment to purity and the pursuit of God.  His three friends, Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar have one simplistic reason for his trouble, his sin: “if Job suffers, he must be a sinner in need of repentance” (IOT, 203).  But the rest of the book cries a far more complex and profound approach to suffering.   Dillard and Longman again: “The book of Job is a canonical corrective against” the doctrine of retribution which states, “if you suffer, then you have sinned” (209). 

1. Quoting Keathley, Gleason Archer believes that the question “Why do the righteous suffer?” is addressed in Job in three ways.

a. God is worthy of love even apart from the blessings He bestows.

b. God may permit suffering as a means of purifying and strengthening the soul in godliness.  IOT:  “We know that Job is suffering as a test of his faithfulness to God” (202).

c. God’s thoughts and ways are moved by considerations too vast for the puny mind of man to comprehend. Even though man is unable to see the issues of life with the breadth and vision of the Almighty, God really knows what is best for His own glory and for our ultimate good.  

iii. Demonology:  Satan, or “the adversary,” is given a good deal of attention in the first two chapters of Job.  Some observations:
1. Doubt has been cast on the identity of “the adversary” primarily because of grammatical concerns.  Is this Satan or is it some non-defined opponent of God?  Some scholars believe that the definite article “has been viewed as an indication that the term is not a proper noun and should be translated as ‘the adversary’” (Bullock. 86).  After all, Satan never has a definite article in front of it in other places throughout Scriptures.  Still, the definite article is placed before God or Elohim in the Hebrew, and this denotes a proper noun.  The adversary was likely Satan.

2. The author is clear to distinguish Satan from the sons of God: “One day the angels came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan came with them” (Job 1:6, italics added).
3. “[A]lthough the Satan in Job 1-2 is not God’s archenemy, he is His adversary” (Bullock, 88).  But it must be said that “he is not a match for God even though he may set forth imposing claims – he must work within the range of divine permission” (ibid, 88).  

4. Satan’s work is initiating, but not concluding.  The author feels no necessity to return to Satan after the first two chapters.  This highlights the power and overreaching sovereignty of God.        

2. AUTHORSHIP & DATE
a. AUTHORSHIP:  Unknown.  The work is anonymous.  Some scholars believe that the book of Job is a collection of a number of authors’ works.  The dialogues were the basis of the book (Job 3-31), and later a folksy backdrop was provided to frame the dialogue.  The speeches of Elihu and Yahweh were considered even later additions.  Other scholars argue for the book as a cohesive single unit and have even put forth Mosaic authorship because Job is considered to have lived during the time of the patriarchs.  But there is little agreement.  

b. DATE:  Unknown.  Here again, there is a wide range of theories.  Those who argue for the historical veracity of Job pin the book earlier (because a history is more reliable when it was written closer to the time of the actual events).   Some scholars have placed the book in the Solomonic period and some up to as late as the eighth century.  Still, there is no real consensus so we leave the date open.  

i. Job definitely lived during the patriarchal period:

1. Job is a non-Israelite, from the land of Uz.  IOT: “In terms of the progress of redemption, Job is best understood as having lived before the Abrahamic covenant, which narrows down the covenant community to a particular family” (201).

2. Job’s life spanned 140 years, a common age reached by people during the time of the patriarchs.

3. Job’s wealth was measured by livestock and the number of servants he employed – a common mode of determining wealth in that time.  

3. STRUCTURE
I. The Prose Prologue: the Disasters (Afflictions) of Job (1-2)

A. His Circumstances and Character (1:1-5)

B. His Calamities and Satan’s role (1:6-2:10)

C. His Comforters (2:11-13)

II.  Job’s Lament (3)

III. The Dialogues  (4-31:40)

A. First cycle of debate (3:1-14:22)

1. Eliphaz’ reply (4:1-5:27; and Job’s rejoinder, 6:1-7:21)

2. Bildad’s reply (8:1-22; and Job’s rejoinder, 9:1-10:22)

3. Zophar’s reply (11:1-20; and Job’s rejoinder, 12:1-14:22)

B. Second cycle of debate (15:1-21:34)

1. Eliphaz’ reply (15:1-35; and Job’s rejoinder, 16:1-17:16)

2. Bildad’s reply (18:1-21; and Job’s rejoinder, 19:1-29)

3. Zophar’s reply (20:1-29; and Job’s rejoinder, 21:1-34)

C. Third cycle of debate (22:1-31:40)

1. Eliphaz’ reply (22:1-30; and Job’s rejoinder, 23:1-24:25)

2. Bildad’s reply (25:1-6; and Job’s rejoinder, 26:1-31:40)

III. The Words of Elihu (32:1-37:24)

A. First speech: God’s instruction to man through affliction (32:1-33:33)

B. Second speech: God’s justice and prudence vindicated (34:1-37)

C. Third speech: the advantages of pure and consistent piety (35:1-16)

D. Fourth speech: God’s greatness and Job’s guilt in accusing God of unfairness (36:1-37:24)

IV. God’s Revelation from the Whirlwind (38:1-42:6)

A. The First Revelation: God’s omnipotence proclaimed in creation; Job’s self-condemning confession (38:1-40:5)

B. The Second Revelation: God’s power and man’s frailty; Job’s humble re-response (40:6-42:6)

V. The Prose Epilogue: God’s rebuke of the false comforters; Job’s restoration and reward of a long and blessed life (42:7-17)

4. APPROACHING THE NT
a. Job is a book full of suffering.  He is a righteous man whose faithfulness was put to the test.  We, too, suffer, and not because of our sin (although, regrettably, sometimes that is the case), but because we follow our Lord, the suffering Servant.  We suffer, too, because of Him and for Him.  Paul tells us in Philippians 1:29: “it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him.”  The book of Job is comfort in our suffering: God is wise and sovereign.  God knows better than we can ever know or understand.  The doctrine of retribution need not apply.  The book of Job also tells us that man is made stronger and wiser in his suffering just as James affirms: “the testing of your faith develops perseverance.  Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything…” Jas. 1:3-4.  

b. Christ is the Redeemer that Job longs for and will see in Job 19:25-27.  Even here, he knows that His Redeemer will save him from all this trouble and after his flesh is destroyed, he will see God.  Christ is our Redeemer and we too can say with Job in all of our trouble, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth!”  

c. Job also prays for a mediator in 9:33 and 33:23 – we know that those prayers foreshadow our Messiah, who now stands as a mediator for us in the Presence of God, continually making intercession on our behalf (see Hebrews 2:14-18).  

PSALMS

1. TITLE, PURPOSE, & THEME (also GENRE)

a. TITLE:  The Hebrew Bible calls this book Tehillim (praise) or Sepher Tehillim (book of praise).  We get our English title “Psalms” from the Septuagint’s Psalmos, “songs or poems sung with musical accompaniment” (Keathley).  The Greek word Psalmos is a translation from the Hebrew mizmor “that comes from the verb root zamar (“to sing” or possibly “to pluck”), which connects the book with music” (IOT, 211).  Bullock (112) notes that Jesus referred to the book as “the book of Psalms” (Luke 20:42) as well as Peter (Acts 1:20).   

b. PURPOSE:  Psalms functioned as “the hymnbook of ancient Israel” (IOT, 217).  As a result, most of the Psalms seem to lack historical or literary context, “in a way that is virtually unique to the OT” (ibid, 211).   “The psalms are historically nonspecific so that they may be continually used in Israel’s corporate and individual worship of God” (ibid, 216).   The book testifies explicitly to worship in its many chapters.  “But I, by your great mercy, will come into your house; in reverence will I bow down toward your holy temple” (5:7) and “I will come to your temple with burnt offerings…” (66:13) and “I will sing of the LORD’s great love forever; with my mouth I will make your faithfulness known through all generations” (89:1).  The Psalms also functioned as the eloquent “prayerbook” for the Israelite through all of “life’s vicissitudes” (ibid, 218).  Not only does the worshipper find words for praise, but he also finds a prayer for every possible situation, whether joyful or grievous.  Prayers for forgiveness and vindication and prayers of doubtful wrangling and complaint abound.  It is hard to imagine an Israelite who did not identify with at least a few of the psalms.

c. TYPES OF PSALMS:  The Psalter is unique from a literary standpoint.  In the OT, only Song of Songs and the Psalms are poetic anthologies.  Here are the different types of Psalms:

i. The HYMN:  According to Bullock who cites Gunkel, these psalms are songs of “praise” and were sung “on holy days in the Temple” (135).  Examples:  8, 19, 100, 103, 136, 145, 148, 150.  

ii. PENITENTIAL PSALMS:  These psalms were psalms of repentance and “submission to God and appeal for His favor” (Bullock, 136).  6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 143 are penitential psalms.

iii. WISDOM PSALMS:  Like Job, some of these Psalms deal with theodicy (37, 49, 73).  Also, Bullock:  these psalms “seek to describe and prescribe the way to achieve the good life” (136).  The other Wisdom Psalms: 1, 112, 127, 128.  

iv. MESSIANIC PSALMS (see below Covenant):  these psalms refer either explicitly or implicitly to the Messiah.  Ringgren:  these psalms “prepare the way for the Christian belief in the Messiah” (Bullock, 137).  Bullock sees two divisions of Messianic Psalms: 

1. Psalms about the Messiah and His rule: more on this below.  See Messiah-ship, d.ii.4.b.

2. Psalms about “man and his life” (8, 16, 22, 35, 40, 41, 55, 69, 102, 109).  These Psalms are not about the King nor do they “deal with his royal position” but rather “with the general lot of man or with the particular dilemma of the worshipper” (139).  What these Psalms accomplish is the longing for a Messiah who will fulfill all the “terms” of these songs and prayers.  For example: “Because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay” (Psalm 16:10) – heralds Christ’s work over death.  Later in that Psalm: “you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand” (Psalm 16:11).  This also heralds Christ’s work of atonement to bring us into the Presence of God forever. 

v. IMPRECATORY PSALMS:  At least three Psalms (35, 69, 109) qualify.  These Psalms are also called “the cursings.”  What is to be remembered is that even though the vindictiveness of the Psalmist called for imprecations like “let their eyes be darkened to see not, and bend their backs forever” (69:22), he always “consigned the matter to God” (Bullock, 140).  The Psalmist understood the Mosaic principle: “Vengeance is Mine” (Deut. 32:35).  Weighed against the NT, these psalms seem to run counter to Jesus’ admonition to love our enemies.  Yet it is interesting to note that the NT writers “discerned a prophetic spirit in these psalms” (Bullock, 141).  Jesus used Psalm 35:19 and 69:4 to describe the world’s hatred of him.  Peter cursed Judas with Psalm 69:25 and 109:8.  Paul cited Psalm 69:9 when describing the suffering of Christ, and “interpreted the judicial blindness of the Jewish nation as a fulfillment of the psalmist’s imprecations (69:22-23)” (ibid, 141).  

1. How do we interpret these Psalms?

a. Lewis (from Bullock): “the absence of indignation may be an alarming symptom.  We should be disturbed about sin and aroused for righteousness” (141).

b. Even the bitterest feelings can be worked out in the Presence of God.  Leave the matter to Him, of course, but pour out your requests and complaints with honesty and authenticity.  

c. Finally, “these psalms help to renew our confidence in the fact that God is just” (Bullock, 141).  “For He stands at the right hand of the needy, to save him from those who judge his soul” (Ps. 109:31).  

d. THEME:  Psalms is a collection of 150 individual poems or compositions and they do not present us with one systematized theology.  In addition, the Psalms are a collection of prayers; because of this, many have tended to view the book as words addressed to God not the Word of God addressed to His people.  In this line of thought, many have asserted that the Psalter should not be considered “normative theology” (IOT, 227) since the words are prayers and contain some potentially troubling statements (cf. “he who seizes your infants and dashes them against the rocks” 138:9).   Still, there is much theological richness to be found in the Psalms – Luther even called Psalms “a little Bible, and the summary of the OT” (ibid, 227).  We should also take note: not all of Israel’s prayers were included in the Psalter so the poems we have now were carefully selected; those poems are by “nature the Word of God” (ibid, 227); and the compositions are ordered not haphazardly strung together so there must be some meaningful theology to be gleaned from the book.  Here are some key themes and ideas that run through the Psalter:

i. The Praise of God and a Portrait of who He is:  “the language of praise” dominates the book, and along with those words we are also treated to glorious descriptions of God.  The Psalms are “replete with descriptions of who the Lord is and what He has done” (Bullock, 128).  Even the laments “frequently [break] forth into praise or [intersperse] praise with lament” (ibid, 129).  From “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is Your name in all the earth” (8:1) to “I will sing of the LORD’s great love forever” (89:1) to “Praise the LORD, for the LORD is good” (135:3), the Psalter is rich with expressions of God’s glory.  

ii. Covenantal Prayerbook: “relationship between God and human beings is the focus of the OT and the book of Psalms” (IOT, 228).  The Psalter details the richness of covenant relationship with God; it throbs with intimacy with Yahweh.  Even though the word “covenant” is only mentioned some eleven times, covenant “is a concept that ties together many strands of the theology of the Psalms” (ibid, 228).  “Covenant” understands Creator and created in right relationship; and that is at the heart of the book.  There are countless examples of Psalms where longing for Yahweh is expressed beautifully – consider “My soul yearns, even faints, for the courts of the LORD” (84:2) and “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God” (42:1).  Even more, covenant calls God to act as powerful and mighty and forgiving on behalf of His people: “Hear, O LORD, and answer me, for I am poor and needy” (86:1) and “O God, do not keep silent; be not quiet, O God, be not still” (83:1).  Here are some other ideas that support a “covenant” theme in Psalms.    

1. Zion:  Mt. Zion was a mountain on the northern boundary of Jerusalem where the Temple was constructed.  As a result, Zion was God’s “holy dwelling place” (ibid, 228) but also was symbolic of intimate relationship between God and Israel.  Indeed, Zion is the subject of praise for many Psalms – “Great is the LORD, and most worthy of praise, in the city of our God, his holy mountain (or ZION)” (48:1).


2. History:  History plays a huge role in covenant relationship.  Many Psalms recount the wonders and deeds of God on the behalf of His people (cf. Ps. 77 and Ps. 98:1-3).



3. Law:  Law secured the blessings of the covenant.  God entered into relationship with His people, delivered them, and then gave them the law.  The Psalms emphasize that relationship but also “[extol] the law and [press] upon the people their obligation to keep it” (ibid, 229).  For example, Psalm 119 powerfully expresses the psalmist’s love affair with the law: “My soul is consumed with longing for your laws at all times” (119:20).  Psalm 19 describes the commands of the law this way:  “they are more precious than gold, than much pure gold; they are sweeter than honey, than honey from the comb” (v. 10).    


4. Kingship (Longman & Dillard) or Messiah-ship: Longman and Dillard differ with Bullock in this theme, but, in the end, they are saying pretty much the same thing.  Longman and Dillard prefer to emphasize the perspective of the ancient Israelite.  

a. Kingship (Longman & Dillard) is a major covenant theme – the King represents the people before God.  Two Kings secure the covenant agreement: God and David, for instance.  Many Psalms are great worship poems to God our King (Psalms 47, 93, 95-99) but the human king also finds himself subject of many as well.  Psalm 2, for example, is a coronation composition about the human king who “is the one whom God has chosen to lead his people and to mediate his kingship to them” (IOT, 230).  The human king addressed in the Psalms is not worthy of veneration - he merely “reflects the glory of [God]” and is protected and sustained by the LORD (ibid, 230).  We are left with a sense that he is servant to God’s purpose.

i. This is not to say that Longman and Dillard do not see Christology in the Psalter.  According to Longman, as we look back, we can see that certain Psalms described the Christ, but those descriptions would have eluded ordinary ancient Jews.  It is easy to see that small sections in other Psalms uncannily describe the life of Jesus: for instance, “They divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing” (Ps. 22:18).  

b. Messiah-ship (Bullock):  A dominant idea in the Psalms and different from the Kingship theme, redemption through the Messiah speaks of covenant as well.  As we have already seen, God promises redemption in the form of Messiah (see Protoevangelium, Abrahamic Covenant, Davidic Covenant from OT Survey I).  And that redemption was both present and future.  Clearly, the Israelites looked for an immediate deliverance from whatever trouble that plagued them (e.g., exile) and also sought a righteous ruler, but also we, as the people of God, see shadows of the Messiah we now worship in the Psalter who delivers us from sin and death. According to Bullock, the Kingly Psalms (like Psalm 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 61, 72, 89, 110, 132, 144) herald the Messiah and his rule.  Psalm 2:7 reassures the King that he is God’s son – Bullock states that this verse is further reinforced in Hebrews 1:5 (138) where the writer to the Hebrews lauds the superiority of Christ.  Psalms are messianic when:

i. “The language outruns the abilities of the subject” (Bullock, 138).  Psalm 72 outlines prayer requests that are “so universally sweeping as to allow the absolute fulfillment by an Israelite king” (ibid, 138).

ii. Terms like “anointed” and “son of man” point us also to a Messiah.

iii. “The NT circumstances fit those described in the psalm, permitting prophetic inference from it, messianic associations may be suspected” (ibid, 138).  Psalm 55:12-13, 20 apply to Jesus’ betrayal and passion.  41:9 was used by Jesus toward Judas.    

5. Warfare:  it is conceivable that some of the Psalms were sung before and after battle.  We can find martial images all throughout the Psalms (God as shield, as soldier).  Part of the Covenant promised that God’s power and deliverance would be available to his obedient people.  The Psalter shows us a God who is Divine Warrior:  “The LORD thundered from heaven; the voice of the Most High resounded.  He shot his arrows and scattered the enemies, great bolts of lightning and routed them” (Ps. 18:13-14).  We also find prayers of supplication before war: “Arise, O LORD, in your anger; rise up against the rage of my enemies” (Ps. 7:6).  And we also find prayers of thanksgiving for victory: “O LORD, the king rejoices in your strength.  How great is his joy in the victories you give!” (Ps. 21:1).  

2. AUTHORSHIP & DATE

a. AUTHORSHIP:  Debate has raged over the authorship of the Psalms, because doubt has been cast on the authenticity of the titles (the short statements that precede most of the Psalms).  Many scholars believe that the titles were later additions because 1) “the evidence shows a rapid increase in the number of titles in the early history of transmission” (IOT, 215) ; 2) the titles are written in the third person, while the Psalms are expressed in first person; 3) the titles are also grammatically similar in form which suggests that they were added later by possibly one person or group; 4) finally, in some cases, the titles are not congruent with the content of the Psalms they precede (like Psalm 30 – the title describes the setting as a dedication of the temple, but the psalm is about a healed sick man).  Nevertheless, while many scholars do not consider the titles canonical (i.e., part of the inspired words of the Holy Spirit), they do believe the titles, for the most part, come from historically reliable tradition.  In other words, the titles can be trusted.  In the end, as we have already seen, historical context or even authorship (with the glorious exception of a few Psalms, like Psalm 51), make little difference to the actual reading of the Psalms.  

i. Davidic Authorship has been called into question for a number of reasons, but it is generally conceded by conservative scholars that he probably wrote most, if not all, of what is attributed to him.  Why the doubts?  Some scholars believe that the language and religious sentiment found in the Davidic Psalms are too sophisticated to have been written at the early stages of Israelite history when David was king.  This, however, has been disproved by ancient poetry from “other Semitic cultures” (IOT, 215) which show the elevated piety that these scholars think could have only been expressed post exile.  Doubt also creeps into a careful examination of the titles because the Hebrew possessive preposition in “Of David” could also mean “to” or “about” and not simply “of.”  This also has been disproved by the many cases throughout the Psalms when it is clear from contextual setting that the preposition intends authorship.  

ii. Here is a list of the Psalms and their attributed authors:    

1. David

73
37 from Bk 1; 18 from Bk 2; 1 from Bk 3; 2
 


from Bk 4; 15 from Bk 5

2. Asaph

12
Ps. 50, 73-83

3. Korahites
12
Ps. 42-49; 84; 86; 87; 88

4. Solomon
2
Ps. 72, 127

5. Moses

1
Ps. 90

6. Ethan

1
Ps. 89

b. DATE:  Because the book is a series of compositions by various authors and some of them anonymous, the date the book was completed is difficult to determine.  We know when David lived and “it is logical to suppose that a collection of Davidic psalms would have come into existence toward the end of David’s reign or soon after his death” (Bullock, 116-117).  Most scholars believe the book was probably completed during the postexilic period.  

3. STRUCTURE (Keathley):

Book I: Psalms 1-41
· Psalm 1: The Blessed Man: The Two Ways of Life Contrasted: that of Word and the World 

· Psalm 2: The Messiah King: The Confederacy Against God and Christ 

· Psalm 3: Quietness Amid Troubles: Protection in Danger 

· Psalm 4: An Evening Prayer of Trust in God 

· Psalm 5: A Morning Prayer of God’s Confidence in God’s Presence 

· Psalm 6: A Prayer of a Soul in Deep Anguish 

· Psalm 7: A Prayer for Refuge 

· Psalm 8: The Glory of the Creator and Man’s Dignity 

· Psalm 9: A Prayer of Thanksgiving for God’s Justice 

· Psalm 10: A Prayer for the Overthrow of the Wicked 

· Psalm 11: The Lord as a Refuge and Defense 

· Psalm 12: A Prayer for Help Against Lying Tongues 

· Psalm 13: A Prayer for Help in Trouble 

· Psalm 14: A Description of the Folly and Wickedness of Man 

· Psalm 15: A Description of the Godly Man 

· Psalm 16: The Lord as the Refuge of the Saints 

· Psalm 17: A Prayer for Deliverance through God’s Justice 

· Psalm 18: A Prayer of Praise for Deliverance 

· Psalm 19: God’s Revelation in His Creation Work and Written Word 

· Psalm 20: Prayer for Victory Over Enemies 

· Psalm 21: The Lord as the Strength of the King 

· Psalm 22: A Portrait of the Cross: a Psalm of Anguish and Praise 

· Psalm 23: A Portrait of the Divine Shepherd: a Psalm of the Goodness of God 

· Psalm 24: A Psalm of the King of Glory 

· Psalm 25: An Acrostic Psalm: a Prayer for Deliverance, Guidance, and Forgiveness 

· Psalm 26: The Plea of Integrity and for Redemption 

· Psalm 27: A Prayer of Fearless Confidence in the Lord 

· Psalm 28: Prayer for Help and Praise for its Answer: the Lord My Strength and My Shield 

· Psalm 29: The Powerful Voice of God 

· Psalm 30: A Prayer of Thankfulness for God’s Faithfulness in a Time of Need 

· Psalm 31: A Prayer of Complaint, Petition, and Praise 

· Psalm 32: The Blessing of Forgiveness and Trust in God 

· Psalm 33: Praise to the Lord as the Creator and Deliverer 

· Psalm 34: Praise to the Lord as the Provider and Deliverer 

· Psalm 35: A Prayer for Vindication and Rescue from Enemies 

· Psalm 36: The Wickedness of Men Contrasted with the Loving Kindness of God 

· Psalm 37: A Plea for Resting in the Lord 

· Psalm 38: A Prayer for Reconciliation Acknowledging the Heavy Burden of Sin 

· Psalm 39: A Prayer Acknowledging the Frailty of Man 

· Psalm 40: Praise for the Joyful Experience and Expectation of Salvation 

· Psalm 41: Praise for God’s Blessings in Adversity 

Book II: Psalms 42-72
· Psalms 42-43: Longing For God and Hoping in the Lord’s Salvation 

· Psalm 44: National Lament and Prayer for Redemption 

· Psalm 45: The Wedding Song of a Son of David 

· Psalm 46: God is Our Refuge and Strength 

· Psalm 47: The Lord Is the Victorious King 

· Psalm 48: Praise for Mount Zion, the Beautiful City 

· Psalm 49: The Emptiness of Riches Without Wisdom 

· Psalm 50: The Sacrifice of Thanksgiving 

· Psalm 51: Confession and the Forgiveness of Sin 

· Psalm 52: The Futility of Boastful Wickedness 

· Psalm 53: A Portrait of the Godless 

· Psalm 54: The Lord as Our Help! 

· Psalm 55: The Lord Sustains the Righteous! 

· Psalm 56: Trust in the Midst of Our Fears 

· Psalm 57: The Exaltation of the Lord in the Midst of Alienation 

· Psalm 58: The Righteous Shall Surely Be Rewarded 

· Psalm 59: Prayer For Deliverance From Enemies 

· Psalm 60: Prayer For Deliverance of the Nation 

· Psalm 61: Prayer From a Fainting Heart 

· Psalm 62: Waiting On the Lord 

· Psalm 63: Thirsting God’s Love 

· Psalm 64: Prayer for Protection 

· Psalm 65: God’s Bounty for Earth and Man 

· Psalm 66:Remember What God Has Done 

· Psalm 67: A Call for All to Praise God 

· Psalm 68: God Is a Father to the Oppressed 

· Psalm 69: Prayer for Deliverance According to God’s Compassion 

· Psalm 70: Prayer for the Poor and Needy 

· Psalm 71: Prayer for the Aged 

· Psalm 72: The Glorious Reign of Messiah 

Book III: Psalms 73-89
· Psalm 73: Prayer for an Eternal Perspective 

· Psalm 74: Plea for Help in a Time of National Adversity 

· Psalm 75: Justice Is the Lord’s 

· Psalm 76: The Victorious Power of the God of Jacob 

· Psalm 77: In the Day of Trouble, Remember God’s Greatness 

· Psalm 78: Lessons From Israel’s History 

· Psalm 79: A Plea for the Lord to Remember the Sheep of His Pasture 

· Psalm 80: Israel’s Plea for God’s Mercy 

· Psalm 81: A Plea for Israel to Listen to the Lord 

· Psalm 82: Unjust Judges Rebuked 

· Psalm 83: Prayer for Judgment on Israel’s Enemies 

· Psalm 84: A Deep Longing for the Presence of God 

· Psalm 85: Prayer for Revival 

· Psalm 86: Prayer for Mercy on the Nation 

· Psalm 87: The Joy of Living in Zion 

· Psalm 88: A Prayer in the Darkness of Despair 

· Psalm 89: Claiming God’s Person and Promises in Affliction 

Book IV: Psalms 90-106
· Psalm 90: Teach Us to Number Our Days 

· Psalm 91: In the Shelter of the Most High 

· Psalm 92: In Praise of the Lord 

· Psalm 93: Yahweh Reigns Gloriously 

· Psalm 94: Yahweh Is the Judge of the Earth: Vengeance is His 

· Psalm 95: Let Us Kneel Before Our Maker: a Call to Worship 

· Psalm 96: Worship the Lord Who Will Judge the World in Righteousness 

· Psalm 97: Rejoice! The Lord Reigns 

· Psalm 98: Sing a New Song to the Lord 

· Psalm 99: Exalt the Lord Who Reigns 

· Psalm 100: Serve the Lord With Gladness: He is the Lord and He is Good 

· Psalm 101: Commitment to a Holy Life 

· Psalm 102: Prayer of a Saint Who is Overwhelmed 

· Psalm 103: Bless the Lord: His Compassions Never Fail! 

· Psalm 104: The Lord’s Care Over All Creation 

· Psalm 105: The Lord’s Faithful Acts in Salvation History 

· Psalm 106: A Remembrance of Yahweh’s Love and Israel’s Disobedience 

Book V: Psalms 107-150
· Psalm 107: Praise for God’s Deliverance from Manifold Troubles 

· Psalm 108: Praise and Prayer for Victory 

· Psalm 109: A Imprecatory Prayer for Vindication and Judgments Against Enemies 

· Psalm 110: Messiah Pictured as the Priest King Warrior 

· Psalm 111: Celebration of God’s Faithfulness 

· Psalm 112: The Triumph of Faith 

· Psalm 113: Praise to the Exalted Lord Who Condescends to the Lowly 

· Psalm 114: Praise for the Exodus 

· Psalm 115: The Impotence of Idols and the Greatness of the Lord 

· Psalm 116: Praise to the Lord for Deliverance 

· Psalm 117: The Praise of All People 

· Psalm 118: Praise for the Lord’s Saving Goodness 

· Psalm 119: In Praise of the Scriptures 

· Psalm 120: Prayer for Deliverance from Slanderers 

· Psalm 121: The Lord is My Guardian 

· Psalm 122: Pray for the Peace of Jerusalem! 

· Psalm 123: Plea for Mercy 

· Psalm 124: Our Helper is the Maker of Heaven and Earth! 

· Psalm 125: Peace Be on Israel 

· Psalm 126: Praise for Restoration! 

· Psalm 127: Praise for Children, a Gift from the Lord 

· Psalm 128: The Family Blessed by the Lord 

· Psalm 129: The Prayer of the Persecuted 

· Psalm 130: Waiting for God’s Redemption 

· Psalm 131: Childlike Trust in the Lord 

· Psalm 132: Prayer for the Lord’s Blessing on Zion 

· Psalm 133: The Blessedness of Brotherly Unity 

· Psalm 134: Praise to the Lord in the Night 

· Psalm 135: Praise for the Wondrous Works of God 

· Psalm 136: Praise for God’s Mercy Which Endures Forever 

· Psalm 137: Tears Over Captivity 

· Psalm 138: The Lord Answers Prayer and Delivers the Humble 

· Psalm 139: The Lord Knows Me! 

· Psalm 140: Prayer for Deliverance: You Are My God! 

· Psalm 141: May My Prayer Be Like Incense! 

· Psalm 142: No One Cared but the Lord; He Alone Is My Portion 

· Psalm 143: Prayer for Guidance; Lead Me on Level Ground 

· Psalm 144: The Lord is My Rock and My Warrior 

· Psalm 145: Praise for the Lord’s Greatness and Wonderful Works 

· Psalm 146: Praise to the Lord, an Abundant Helper 

· Psalm 147: Praise to the Lord Who Heals the Brokenhearted 

· Psalm 148: Praise to the Lord, the Wise Creator 

· Psalm 149: Praise to the Lord Who Delights in His People 

· Psalm 150: Praise to the Lord 

4. APPROACHING THE NT

a. Messianic Foreshadowing in the Psalms:  See Psalm 22, Psalm 110, and also see the section on “Covenant” above.  We have already talked about how certain psalms clearly foreshadow the life of Christ.  We can look at these songs and marvel at how God’s intention was always to bring us a Redeemer in Christ.  There is no incongruity between God’s plan in the Old and God’s plan in the New.  He did not change midway through the story, but always intentioned that Christ would be our salvation.  “Jesus is saying in no uncertain terms that the book of Psalms anticipated him and that his coming in some sense fulfilled that book” (IOT, 233).  “Generally the terms of these psalms are viewed as perfectly fulfilled only in Christ.  The human aspirations and frustrations have their ultimate extensions and resolutions in Him” (Bullock, 139).  

b. The Psalter was widely used by the NT writers to help establish the identity of Christ.  For example, Peter cites Psalm 118:22 (“the stone you builders rejected”) as part of his defense to the Jewish leaders.   

c. The Psalter also heralds Christ because of the relationship between the psalmist (who was in most cases the Davidic king) and Jesus.  The Davidic king was the subject of many of the psalms – and we remember that David was a type of Christ.  God promised David that he would never fail to have a son sit on the throne.  That promise is ultimately fulfilled in our Lord Jesus.  Psalm 89:3-4: “I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to David my servant, I will establish your line forever and make your throne firm though all generations.”

d. The Psalms also function as a Hymnbook for modern Christians; with Clowney, we can say, “The hymns as the songs of Jesus indicate his glorification and may be sung to him to glorify him.  The laments indicate his humiliation…, and they may be prayed to him as expressions of the sufferings of modern Christians” (IOT, 234).   
PROVERBS

1. TITLE, PURPOSE & THEME

a. TITLE:  The book’s original title was very likely its first verse: “The proverbs of Solomon the son of David, king of Israel.”   The Septuagint calls this book “Proverbs of Solomon son of David, who ruled in Israel” while the Vulgate titles it “Liber Proverbiorum” or “The Book of Proverbs” (Bullock, 147).  Clearly the book gets its name from the bulk of its contents, the short maxims or aphorisms that make up most of the chapters.  

i. What is a PROVERB?  

1. The word “proverb” is translated from the Hebrew mashal, meaning “likeness” or “parallel.”  According to Bullock, the proverb would be “a statement that seeks to reveal the true nature of one thing by comparing it to something else” (149).  

2. The word, however, has a number of different uses in the OT (Bullock, 149).  Compare:

a. Isa. 14:4 – a taunt

b. I Sam. 10:12; 24:13 – a simple folk saying

c. Ezek. 17:2 – an allegory

d. Job 29:1 – a plea

e. For Proverbs, it probably means “aphorism” or “discourse.”   

3. The proverbs must be contextually applied – IOT: “some proverbs are true, but true only in certain situations.  The proverbs embody wisdom, only a wise person knows the situation in which a particular proverb applies” (244).  Consider Proverbs 26:4 and 5:  Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will be like him yourself.  Answer a fool according to his folly, or he will be wise in his own eyes.   

b. PURPOSE:  See Proverbs 1:2-6: “Proverbs functions to impart wisdom to both the simple and the wise” (IOT, 238).  The book mainly addresses young men and seeks to equip them with wisdom as they negotiate the world.  Proverbs is primarily occupied with the “horizontal dimension of life” (Bullock, 148): how man relates to man and how man ought to live in relationship with others.  The book also means to communicate the vital place of “the Fear of the Lord” in ethics; indeed, the fear of the Lord is basis for the rest of the book.  

c. THEME:

i. “Fear of the LORD” – see earlier discussion.

ii. Wisdom Personified - the center of the book falls on the personification of Wisdom, chapters 8-9.  That personification is a literary method designed “to help us understand God by abstracting one of His attributes and endowing it with personality and consciousness” (Bullock, 148).  The personification serves to emphasize the importance and eternality of this characteristic.  Also, according to Bullock, this type of personification is the “closest thing wisdom has to the prophetic formula, ‘Thus says the Lord’” (148).  Though God is rarely mentioned in the book of Proverbs, His nature shines through the wisdom of each verse.            
iii. Wisdom vs. Folly – Proverbs can be divided up into two parts, with chapter 9 providing the turning point.  Indeed, while chapters 1-9 are much different in form than the rest of the book, the two sections are profoundly related.  As Dillard and Longman point out, “the dominant theme of these early chapters is the great value of wisdom and the fearful danger of folly” (242).  Chapters 9 personify wisdom and folly as women living at the top of a hill, where a deity would dwell in ancient cities.  Each woman cries “Let all who are simple come in here!” to those who “lack judgment” (Proverbs 9:4, 16).  We know from chapter 8 that the woman Wisdom stands for “God’s wisdom and ultimately … for God himself” (IOT, 243).  Similarly, Folly stands also for a deity, but this time the local deities: Marduk, Ishtar, Baal, or Asherah.  The young man is faced with two voices, two choices.  He can dine with Yahweh or Baal, share intimacy with God or a false god.  And that is the dominant question of Proverbs – whom will you worship?  The rest of the book follows that theme.  So, contrary to what many scholars assert, the book is not “secular” wisdom, but a call to worship.  Follow God (wisdom) or succumb to folly (Baal).  For example, 10:1

A wise son brings joy to his father, 
  but a foolish son grief to his mother.

According to Longman and Dillard, children who bring joy to their parents are not only wise but this wisdom is also an indication of their allegiance to Yahweh.  Children who grieve their parents are foolish and run after the dame Folly, showing “their allegiance” to other gods.  

2. AUTHORSHIP & DATE

a. AUTHORSHIP:  1 Kings 4:32 tells us that Solomon wrote three thousand proverbs.  Solomon is generally considered the main contributor of the book of Proverbs, but Agur (30:1) , King Lemuel (31:1), and a group called “the wise” (22:17; 24:23) also wrote parts of the book.  There are also two anonymous sections: 1:8-9:18 and 31:10-31.  A scribal role also is attributed to the “men of Hezekiah king of Judah” (25:1). 

b. DATE:  Because there are so many different authors of the book, it is difficult to pin one date for Proverbs.  Solomon lived during the 10th century B.C. and Hezkeiah’s men are dated to four hundred years later.  Not much is known about Agur or King Lemuel, but certain Aramaisms seem to suggest that King Lemuel was probably not an Israelite (Keathley).     

3. STRUCTURE

- Preamble (1:1-7)
- Extended Discourses on Wisdom (1:8-9:18)
- Solomonic Proverbs (10:1-22:16; 25:1-29:27)
- Sayings of the Wise (22:17-24:34)
- Sayings of Agur (30)
- Sayings of King Lemuel (31:1-9)
- Poem to the Virtuous Woman (31:10-31)


4. APPROACHING THE NT

a. Proverbs as a Call to Worship.  Christians today are tempted to look at the book of Proverbs as a collection of pithy mottos for life.  But the book is far more profound.  Remembering the Wisdom vs. Folly theme from earlier, Proverbs is another call to worship God and to forsake “any created thing that we put in the place of the Creator” (IOT, 245).  We can read it the same way.  As we look at each verse, we can examine our lives and find out how to follow Christ.  Proverbs asks us, “With each action and attitude, are you following Christ?  Or are you declaring allegiance to another?”  

b. Christ as Divine Wisdom.  Christ is also called “the wisdom of God” (1 Cor. 1:30).  With Dillard and Longman (245) we affirm that He is the one “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3).  On earth, Christ taught in parables, a form of wisdom.  The parable in Hebrew?  Mashal.  The book of Proverbs is a glorious testament to the wisdom of God – we can look in its depths and find Christ.  Just like Wisdom, Christ is available to all who seek Him.  Just like Wisdom. Christ is calling out to us.  Just like Wisdom, Christ is righteous.  Just like Wisdom, Christ gives us life!  “The Wisdom who beckons us is none other than Jesus Christ” (IOT, 245).      

ECCLESIASTES

1. TITLE, PURPOSE & THEME

a. TITLE:  The title of the book in our English Bibles comes from the Septuagint Ekklesiastes, meaning “assembly.”  This is fitting because the Hebrew title Qoheleth is a feminine participle for the Hebrew verb “to gather or assemble.”   According to Bullock, the femininity of the title suggests “wisdom” which is also feminine in gender (179).  In any case, the word is generally translated “Preacher” or “Teacher” in English – as the one who “convenes and speaks” at a gathering (Keathley).  

b. PURPOSE:  The purpose of the book is clearly instruction; our author “was a wisdom teacher who sought to transfer to his young pupils the conceptual and practical benefits that he had gathered over many years of thought and experience” (Bullock, 180).  The compiler of the book (see AUTHORSHIP below for more details) is the second “wise” man who frames Qoheleth’s own words with his prologue and epilogue.  The wise man commends Qoheleth for his efforts but uses Qoheleth’s words as a foil to his own as he instructs his students.  The message of Ecclesiastes is not the shocking meaninglessness of the search for wisdom (Qoheleth in 2:15: “The fate of the fool will overtake me also, what then do I gain by being wise?”) but rather in bold relief, the author’s “here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments” (12:13).  Thus, Job can almost be considered as a helpful counterpart to Ecclesiastes – the prologue sets the stage, the middle dialogues are mostly unorthodox, but the end sends the intended message.  The same can be said of Ecclesiastes.  

i. NOTE:  The NIV translates 12:10 – “The Teacher searched to find just the right words, and what he wrote was upright and true.”  Dillard and Longman (254) read 12:10 this way:  “Qoheleth sought to find fine words and to write the most honest words of truth” (italics added).  This translation casts a different gleam on Qoheleth’s words.  Which should we adopt?  Grammatically, both are viable.  Internally, many of Qoheleth’s words are out of concert with the rest of the wisdom literature (more on that below), so we favor the second reading.  Something good can be gleaned from Qoheleth’s words, but it is better to approach them like a sieve instead of a sponge.  Consider: “I found one upright man among a thousand, but not one upright woman among them all” (7:28).  How do you ingest that?  Compare that to Proverbs 31:10-31.  We already sift through Qoheleth whether we are aware of it or not.             

c. THEME:  Life is meaningless without the fear of God.  That theme rings through the book of Ecclesiastes from beginning to end.  As has already been stated, the words of Qoheleth can be startlingly unorthodox, but still the message that God is over all and that God gives purpose and meaning to our short lives peeks through his skepticism.  While Qoheleth batters us with “A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work” (2:24) and “I hated life” (2:17) and “I saw the tears of the oppressed and they have no comforter” (4:1), Qoheleth also tells us, “[God] has made everything beautiful in its time” and “everything God does will endure forever” (3:14) and “I know that it will go better with God-fearing men, who are reverent before God” (8:12).  At the end of his words, however, Qoheleth can do not much more than to reiterate his first cry: “Meaningless!  Meaningless!  Everything is meaningless!”  Thankfully, the second wise man (the compiler) has the final word: “He calls his son to a right relationship with God (fear God), obedience, and a proper understanding of judgment” (IOT, 254).  

Now all that has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter:
Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.
For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing 
    whether it is good or evil.  (12:13-14).
   

2. AUTHORSHIP & DATE

a. AUTHORSHIP:  Traditionalists argue that the author is Solomon and that he is Qoheleth.  Conservative scholars are divided on this, however, and most now believe that Qoheleth is certainly not Solomon, and that the book of Ecclesiastes is written by two authors: the Qoheleth and a second “wise” man who wrote the prologue and the epilogue.  This second “wise” man is “the narrative voice in control of the book” (IOT, 250); we have been calling him “the compiler.”   

i. Impersonating Solomon:  It is clear to these conservative scholars, however, that Solomon is alluded to and referenced in Ecclesiastes:  “[the author], in effect, pretends he is Solomon as he considers wealth, pleasure, and philanthropy as sources of meaning” (IOT, 249).  According to Bullock, this type of impersonation was an effective tool “to capture a certain spirit represented by an historical person and to speak through his spirit” (185).  Bullock asserts that this impersonation is literary form not forgery because the author never pretended to pawn the book off as Solomon’s (185).  

1. Reasons that Solomon was not Qoheleth:
a. The book fashions itself in the form of a parable.  The form itself should be a clue that impersonation might be forthcoming.  Jesus Himself, after all, also used this literary device in his parables (see Abraham and Lazarus in Luke 16:19-31).  

b. Bullock also remarks: “Although injustice and oppressive politics were evident in Solomon’s reign (I Kings 12:1-4), Qoheleth, if he were Solomon, seemed impotent to do anything about the injustice” (184).  And interestingly enough, Driver takes the argument a step further: “When Qoheleth alludes to kings, he views them from below, as one of the people suffering from their misrule” (from Bullock, 184).
c. Yet Qoheleth calls himself “King” in chapter 1.  Even this, however, bears more scrutiny.  Qoheleth calls himself “King in Jerusalem” – a designation that occurs nowhere else for Solomon.  Furthermore, Dillard and Longman note that Qoheleth refers to his kingship in the past tense – this is highly unlikely for Solomon, “since there was never a time when he was older but not ruling as king” (250).  Moreover, Qoheleth boldly states, “I have grown and increased in wisdom more than anyone who has ruled over Jerusalem before me” (1:16).  If Qoheleth is indeed Solomon, it seems strange that he would make this claim with only David having preceded him.

d. Gordis:  “Had it been the author’s intention to palm his work off as the work of Solomon, he would not have used the enigmatic name ‘Koheleth,’ but would have used the name ‘Solomon’ directly as happened time without number…” (Bullock, 184).  Indeed, Solomon does not hesitate in naming himself at the beginning of Proverbs.  Why the pen name Qoheleth?  This has puzzled many scholars.  With Dillard and Longman, we wonder, “What need would there be for him to hide his identity?  No good reason can be given” (249).    

b. DATE:  It is difficult to date the book of Ecclesiastes, but most favor a later completion, around the postexilic era.  Most scholars place the book from the sixth century BC to 190 BC.  Bullock cites Hengstenberg who believed that “the evidence of internal corruption in Israel and decay in the imperial power, which he believed to be Persia, pointed to the period between Cyrus and Xerxes (last quarter sixth and first quarter of the fifth centuries)” (187).  Hengstenberg also saw certain similarities between the Malachi and Ecclesiastes, reinforcing this hypothesis.  Still, no certain date can be given.  

3. STRUCTURE

- Prologue (1:1-11)
- Monologue by Qoheleth (1:12-12:8)
- Epilogue (12:8-14)


4. APPROACHING THE NT

a. IOT: “While Qoheleth sounds unorthodox in the light of the rest of the canon, he represents a true assessment of the world apart from the light of God’s redeeming love” (255).  Indeed, we can read Ecclesiastes and thank God that even though from time to time we experience the same type of skepticism that Qoheleth eloquently expresses, we know that Christ represents an end to the frustration and meaningless that this life gives us.  Qoheleth is right: without God our lives are meaningless.  

b. Qoheleth represents a life to us under the “covenant curse without recourse to God’s redemption” (ibid, 255).  Qoheleth lacked hope.  He saw no end to the meaninglessness and frustration of the world and he felt the need for a Redeemer to make sense of the brokenness of the earth.  Like Job, Qoheleth looked for Jesus.  Unlike Job, he did not explicitly say he needed a Redeemer, but his search implied a desire for the completion of the history of redemption.  Longman and Dillard comment “Jesus redeemed us from Qoheleth’s meaningless world by subjecting himself to it.  Jesus is the Son of God, but nonetheless he experienced the vanity of the world so that he could free us from it” (255).  

SONG OF SONGS

1. TITLE, PURPOSE & THEME

a. TITLE:  The title of the book “Song of Songs” probably means the superlative song (Keathley) and is taken from verse 1; compare “Song of Songs” to “King of Kings.”  In Latin, the book was called “Canticles,” or “Songs.”  

b. PURPOSE:  The purpose of the book depends heavily on the method of interpretation.  Historically, Song of Songs has been viewed:

i. ALLEGORICALLY:  Song of Songs has been read as allegory for many centuries.  In fact, this was the only way that Jewish and Christian scholars read the book until somewhat recently.  For the Jews, Solomon represented Jehovah and the Shulammite woman Israel.  For Christian theologians, Solomon was the Christ and Song of Songs portrayed the love between Christ and the church.  Allegory is a “story, picture, or play employing the representation of abstract ideas or principles by characters, figures or events…”  And allegory plunged deep into the smallest details of Song of Songs.  For instance, the Jews saw 1:2-4 as allegory for the Exodus: “Take me away with you—let us hurry!  The king has brought us into his chambers” (v. 4).  Christians saw 1:2-4 as Christ drawing his saints into the church.  Cyril of Alexandria uses every ounce of his fertile imagination to fashion allegory out of this verse:  “My love is to me a sachet of myrrh resting between my breasts” (1:13).  For Cyril, the breasts represent the two testaments, Old and New, and the sachet is Christ who “rests between two testaments” (IOT, 260).   

1. Some arguments against it:

a. There is nothing in Song of Songs that leads us to interpret the sexual imagery as spiritual.  The book gives us no clue that we should turn our minds this direction.  “There is nothing in the book itself that suggests an interpretation that transfers the meaning of the clearly erotic language of the book to a spiritual realm” (IOT, 261).

b. Solomon was “hardly a worthy candidate to represent God or Christ” (Bullock, 209).  I Kings is clear: Solomon was an idolater.  

c. The vast sum of ancient literature shows many similarities between Song of Songs and love poems from Mesopotamia and Egypt.  They are so similar, in fact, that it must be argued that they share the same purpose: to extol the love between man and woman.  Song of Songs merely places the love in the context of people living under covenant with God (perhaps this is why, for instance, marriage is mentioned (3:6-5:1) before sexual intercourse is consummated).          
2. Motivations for an Allegorical Reading:

a. Bullock (209-210) cites critics who asserted that “[a] book presenting the pleasures of virtuous love is not worthy of the inspired canon of Scripture.”  According to Bullock, these critics believed that sex was for fallen creatures – running against that argument is God’s joyful command to Adam and Eve: “Be fruitful and multiply!”  

b. Monastics influenced by Greek thought believed that the body was the source of evil and that its activities were “temporary” and “sinful” (IOT, 261).  Embarrassed by the eroticism of Song of Songs, early fathers like Jerome admonished their students to carefully consider the book “a marriage song of a spiritual bridal” (ibid, 261).  

ii. LITERALLY:  From about the mid-nineteenth century, scholars have turned to a more literal view of the book because of the varied problems with allegorical interpretation.  Two approaches have been put forth:  
1. Song of Songs as DRAMA:  Some scholars see Song of Songs as a sort of play with a unified plot and history.  

a. Two Schools of Thought:

i. Two Characters:  The plot centers on Solomon and the simple Shulammite country girl.  They marry, experience difficulty, but remain committed and loving in the end.  Solomon moves away from his lustful polygamous ways and finds monogamy with the girl.  Unlikely!   (These two are interrupted only by “the daughters of Jerusalem” – a kind of chorus).  

ii. Three Characters:  Here there is a love triangle.  The wicked King Solomon, the Shulammite and a country boy, or shepherd.  The Shulammite is in love with the shepherd, and is only reunited with her love after Solomon tries to abduct her and force her into his harem.  More likely!  But still, unlikely!

b. Arguments against Drama:

i. It is virtually impossible to assign passages to specific characters.

ii. Determining the number of characters in the drama is difficult.  If it were a drama, then the characters should be easier to identify.

iii. Dramas are unattested to in the Bible and in ancient Near Eastern literature.

iv. The plot is too hard to determine; the only definitive event is the marriage.

v. Love poems from ancient Near Eastern literature and Song of Songs bear striking similarities.   

2. Song of Songs as LOVE POEMS:  The consensus now is that Song of Songs is a collection of love poems.  We have already seen that the book falls loosely in line with other love poetry of the day.  According to Maria Falk (IOT, 259), the book is much better unified by thematic connections rather than plot.  “The best conclusion is that the Song of Songs is a collection of poetry that extols the love that a man and a woman have for each other” (IOT, 259).    
If we view Song of Songs literally, as most scholars do today, the meaning of the book revolves around the love between a man and a woman.  That is not to say, however, that the book fails to provide us with rich theological meaning: “the book does teach us about our relationship with God” (ibid, 265).  According to Longman and Dillard, “God has a covenant with his people much like the marriage covenant: it promises and requires exclusive allegiance when Israel commits adultery against the Lord” (ibid, 265).  In addition, we must not forget that the marriage metaphor is vitally important in the New Testament for understanding the relationship between the Church and Christ.        

c. THEME:

i. God’s good gift of sexuality:  Song of Songs provides a canonical corrective to the monastic view of sexuality (sex=body=bad) and the licentiousness of sexual idolatry (cf. our culture today).  The book shows us that sex is a gift from God, one to be enjoyed and savored.  “It reminds us that sex is good and pleasurable” (IOT, 265).   Sex is not evil when it occurs in the context of marriage.   
ii. A Celebration of Love:  Song of Songs also celebrates the love between man and woman.  The book can be mined for the devotion and commitment that a man and his wife have for one another and provides a vivid example of passionate marriage
iii. The Restoration of Pure Love:  As we have already discovered, Song of Songs is not a simple manual on lovemaking, but also informs sexuality theologically.  In Song of Songs, lovemaking happens in the garden which “should remind us of the garden of Eden” (IOT, 265).  One of the last episodes in the Garden shows the shame that the man and woman feel because of their nakedness.  Song of Songs is a redemption of this: instead of shame, there is consummated desire.     

2. AUTHORSHIP & DATE

a. AUTHORSHIP:  Because Song of Songs is a collection of love poems, various authors probably contributed to its completion.  Solomon, however, is cited as the author in verse 1 (although grammatically the Hebrew preposition could also mean “to Solomon” as opposed to “of Solomon” – Bullock, 220).  He is probably the writer of at least some of the poems.  “The interest in flora and fauna in the Song of Songs has been compared with 1 Kings 4:32, where Solomon’s interest in such things is described” (IOT, 264). But certain linguistic features of the book imply a possibly later date than Solomon, supporting the hypothesis that Solomon was not the only author.  

b. DATE:  During the Solomonic period, around the tenth century BC.  But again, certain linguistic features suggest that the book also might have been added to at a much later date.  It is hard to know.  

3. STRUCTURE:  Because this book is a collection of poems, it’s difficult to assign a structure to it.  Here is Keathley’s attempt:  

I. Title (1:1)

II. Falling in Love (1:2-3:5)

III. United in Love (3:6-5:1)

IV. Struggling in Love (5:2-7:10)

V. Maturing in Love (7:11-8:14) 

4. APPROACHING THE NT

a. We can also look to Song of Songs for a redeemed sexuality.  Sex is good in the context of marriage.  Song of Songs is celebration of the goodness of love and the pleasure of sex between man and wife.  Believers today take note!  
b. Song of Songs also vividly portrays the longing and passion that the man and woman feel for each other.  This book should lead married couples into deeper intimacy. 

c. With Longman and Dillard, we also affirm that “the intimacy of marriage pictures the intimacy of God’s love for us” (265).  Paul uses marriage as a metaphor for the relationship between the Church and our Lord Jesus, and we can read Song of Songs in much the same way, as long as that is the secondary focus.  The love between man and woman stands as the primary theme of Song of Songs.
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