A PN

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

Tim Chen

Is there a Spirit Wisdom in the Wisdom of Solomon and Sirach?

The Rise of a Biblical Wisdom Christology and the Problematic Assumption
While Wellhausen and his followers overemphasised their historical approach to the texts of
the Bible, Wisdom literature was previously marginalised in OT studies in modern biblical
scholarship. Only since the twentieth century, there had begun the revival of Wisdom
theology which then impacts NT studies and discussion of the Jesus tradition, and such an
influence continues today. In his book published in 1908, William Fairweather had already
argued that the Hellenistic Jewish concept of wisdom overshadows the development of
Christology in the NT.? Rendel Harris is the first scholar in modern biblical scholarship who
evidently argued for the dependence of John’s Prologue on Jewish wisdom literature.® Due to
Harris’ remarkable achievement, Elizabeth Johnson rightly comments, that ever since the
publication of Harris’ 1917 book, his thesis is “unanimously” accepted among Johannine
scholars.* It was then H. J. Lawlor used the term Wisdom Christology in his review of Harris’
work, which was possibly the first appearance of this term in modern scholarship.®

Despite the increasing interest on the topic of Wisdom Christology, the following
discussions in the NT studies are often entangled by a Hellenistic understanding of the
concepts of Wisdom and the Spirit. Doing his studies on the wisdom sayings in the Q source,
Robinson acknowledged that the construction of Wisdom Christology in the Gospels of
Matthew and Luke was significantly influenced by the Hellenistic Jewish Christian milieu.®
He then uncritically picked up the assumption of the identification between Wisdom and the
Spirit in his argument.” It is obviously not Robinson alone who adopted this assumption in
discussions of Wisdom Christology in the Synoptics;® the same position was adopted in
discussions of Johannine Wisdom Christology.® In addition, when talking about Wisdom

Christology in the Pauline letters, the same problem persists.°
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In the following part, we shall see that an equation between Wisdom and the Spirit is
chiefly caused by a Hellenistic reading of the Wisdom of Solomon. It is neither faithful to the
book itself nor to Jewish writings throughout the ages. Studies on the Wisdom of Solomon
affirm the evident influence from Stoicism in this book, as some vocabulary and phrases
show.* However, a careful reading of those ambiguous passages demonstrates that the
Wisdom of Solomon did not facilitate a new development of Wisdom theology through
identifying Wisdom as the Spirit. Besides those verses from the Wisdom of Solomon, other

passages from Second Temple Jewish literature, including Sirach, need also to be clarified.

Wisdom and the Spirit in Second Temple Jewish Literature

There is in fact a long scholarship of reading the Wisdom of Solomon against a Stoic
background and consequently equating Wisdom with the Spirit as a theological conclusion.
Although Clement of Alexandria had already pointed out the mistake of the Stoics in
confusing God with Wisdom and the stoic spirit in their reading of Wis. 7:24,%2 the same
mistake continues today. Back in 1913, in his reading of this book, R. H. Charles had already
articulated such an equation between Wisdom and the Spirit based on Wis. 1:4-7, 9:17,
Sirach 24:3; and the Midrash Bereshith Rabbah 85.%2 This is the position that most scholars
have adopted in modern scholarship.* However, in these texts, there is no more than the
superficial equation of Wisdom and Spirit.

The verses of Wis. 1:7, 9:17, and 12:1 are often cited by scholars to establish the
identification of Wisdom with the Spirit in the Wisdom of Solomon, as R. H. Charles did.*®
However, both in 1:7 and 9:17, the Spirit is identified as “the spirit of the Lord”; even in
12:1, from the following verse 12:2, the Spirit here is “the spirit of the Lord” as well.
Regarding Wis. 1:6; 7:7, 23-24, which Witherington uses to vindicate a Pauline Wisdom

Christology in 1 Corinthians 1-4,'® mvedpo cogiag (genitive form) in 7:7 and &v abti) Tvedpo
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(“in her a spirit”) in 7:22 both indicate that the Spirit belongs to and is in Wisdom.
Seemingly, what Witherington confirms is not the identification of Wisdom with the Spirit,
but that the Spirit of Wisdom is also the Spirit of the Lord. However, before arriving at a
conclusion, there is the most confusing verse, Wis. 1:6, which reads that “wisdom is a kindly
spirit”.’ Besides Wis. 1:6, Wis. 7:25 and Sirach 24:3—4 are two other texts scholars usually
cite as supporting evidence for a “spiritual” reading of Wisdom. In these two texts, Wisdom
is described as a “breath” coming directly from the mouth of the Lord, reminiscent of the
Spirit. All these three texts require close and careful reading.

Turning to the Qumran literature (or Dead Sea Scrolls), personified Wisdom is hinted
at in 4Q185, 4Q525 and 11QPs?.'8 Collins also notes that the “mystery” in the book of
Mysteries (1Q27, 4Q299-301) might indicate a personified figure as Lady Wisdom.® Again,
there is no suggestion of any equation of Wisdom with the Spirit in these texts. In 1QS,
4Q299, and 4Q300, wisdom is often described as “hidden”. Menzies notes specifically that
according to 1QS and 1QH, the wisdom of God is only available to humankind through being
illuminated by the Spirit, a heavy influence from the Apocalyptic wisdom tradition, as
Bennema indicates.?® Apart from the Qumran Literature, R. H. Charles declared that Wisdom
is identical with the Spirit in the Midrash Bereshith Rabbah 85. However, leaving alone the
difficult question of dating, as an interpretation of Genesis 38:26, the Midrash Bereshith
Rabbah 85 only states that Solomon’s wisdom is granted by the Holy Spirit.?! In Bereshith
Rabbah, personified Wisdom is more associated with the Torah.?? Therefore, as being
previously mentioned, Wis. 1:6, Wis. 7:25 and Sirach 24:3-4 remain as the three most

complicated texts that require careful investigation.
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Complicated Texts in the Wisdom of Solomon and Sirach

This section focuses on Wis. 1:6, Wis. 7:25, and Sirach 24:3—4, which are the most
complicated texts regarding Wisdom’s relationship with the Spirit. Analysing the phrases and
vocabularies that cause ambiguities in translation, this article argues that the accepted
translations of Wis. 1:6, Wis. 7:25 render the original text in a problematic way. Putting
Sirach 24:3-4 back into its Jewish theological setting also shows that Sirach created not an
alien understanding of Wisdom to other Jewish writings. Despite the significant development
of Wisdom theology as reflected in these two books, neither the Wisdom of Solomon nor
Sirach directly adopted Hellenistic concepts of Wisdom and the Spirit. A re-evaluation of

Wisdom theology in the Wisdom of Solomon and Sirach is required.

Wis. 1:6 and the Apposition of avedpa and cogia

A close reading of Wis. 1:6 within its context does not support the statement that Wisdom is
the Spirit. The KJV Apocrypha originally published in 1611 renders the text as “wisdom is a
loving spirit”.?® Charles translated this verse into “wisdom is a spirit that loveth man”?* and
the NRSV version put it as “wisdom is a kindly spirit”. But according to the Septuagint text
of Wis. 1:6, it is difficult to tell in the phrase euavOpwmog yap nvedua copio whether
nvedpa or coeia should be the subject. Both words are nominative in Greek here. However,
when due attention is paid to the context of verse 6, this verse places more meaning on
nvedpa than copia. Firstly, looking at 1:5-8 as the context of verse 6, while the subject in
verse 5 is “a holy and disciplined spirit”, in verses 7—8 the subject is “the Spirit of the Lord”.
Therefore, it is more feasible for Tvedpua to be the subject of verse 6; all the more so because
nvedpa stands ahead of cogia and is closer to the adjective pilavOpwmog. Secondly, verse 6
addresses things that happened to human souls, which also indicates its strong connection

with the Spirit rather than Wisdom. Reading together with 1:4, it is clear that the following
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discussion of verses 5-8 is located in human souls. Dillistone rightly comments that as in
12:1, here in verse 6, spirit is regarded as a “universal immanent principle” existing within
human beings.? Thirdly, throughout the entire book, while Wisdom is somehow
hypostasised, the “spirit” of Wisdom is considered more as a contact between humankind
and the divine.?® And fourthly, a Jewish understanding of the Spirit differs significantly from
the Hellenistic view. Despite similarities between the nvedua in the Wisdom of Solomon and
in the Stoics, Gilbert states that the Jewish mvedpa has divine implications that Stoic
materialism could not accept.?’ It is therefore not because of the text itself but probably the
mutual relationship between pneuma and Logos in Greek philosophy, that scholars are
tempted to make a similar judgement in the Wisdom of Solomon.?®

Returning to Wis. 1:6, the complicated concurrence of two nominatives, the phrase
nvedpo cogia is what is termed apposition in grammar. The word cogia is an appositive to
nvedpo here. According to Wallace, the use of appositives indicates assumption but not
assertion: appositive is different from the Predicate Nominative.?® Therefore, the translation
“wisdom is spirit” does not fit well with Greek grammar and even destroys the apposition
here intended by the author. The appositive may refer to the same person or thing as the first
noun;® however, it might also be a “clarification, description, or identification” of the
previous noun.® Therefore, Blake considered appositive as the modifier. Blake stated that in
Semitic, it is possible for either noun in apposition to be the modifier of the other, but the
second noun most often serves as the modifier denoting “class, quality, material or content”
of the first.3 When the author of the Wisdom of Solomon wrote this book, the phrase mvedpo;
cogia probably resembled the Hebrew phrase ;17 21 o3 (spirit of wisdom) in Exodus 28:3;
Deuteronomy 34:9; and Isaiah 11:2. Additionally, in the LXX, nvebpatog copiog (nouns in

genitive forms) in Exodus 28:3 is an exact example of apposition as in Wis. 1:6.
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Therefore, being consistent with the rest of this book, nvedua copia in Wis. 1:6
should be translated into “the spirit of wisdom”. Wis. 1:6 thus should be better read as: “For
the spirit of Wisdom is gracious, yet she will not exonerate the blasphemous from words out
of his lips; because God is a witness of his innermost, a true inspector of his heart, and a

hearer of his tongue.”

Wis. 7:25 and the “Breath” of God
Wis. 7:25 is the second of the most complicated three texts to look at. In this verse, in an
English translation, Wisdom is described as ““a breath of the power of God”. But the Greek
term for “breath” here is dtpic, which should be literally translated as “vapour” or “smoke”
but not “breath”.3 The same Greek word also appears in Plato’s Timaeus and Aristotle’s
Meteorologica.** However, while Plato used this word to describe how the “vapour” of the
“humours” (a fluid as essence) forms human souls,® Aristotle used the same term to describe
the “exhalation” of what is “moist”.%® Although both Plato and Avristotle used this term in a
metaphysical way, they only used it to explain formations that happen in the physical world.
In contrast to Plato and Aristotle, the author of the Wisdom of Solomon used this term in a
totally different way; he used it in its Jewish theological context to describe Wisdom’s
divinity as having a close relationship with God.®’

Examining the way dtpic is used in the LXX as well as in the NT, it is not difficult to
judge that dtpig in 7:25 should be literally translated as “smoke”, especially in the setting of a
fire or sacrifice (or incense). In terms of atpic, the closest verses to Wis. 7:25 in the LXX
are Sirach 38:28 and 43:4. While Sirach 38:28 adopts this term to describe the power of the
“breath of fire”, in 43:4 it is used again to depict the “fiery vapours” of the sun. This is
exactly what Wis. 7:25 intends to express: as atpic, Wisdom is the extension of God’s power

towards this world. When Wis. 7:25 describes Wisdom as a “pure emanation of the glory of
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the Almighty”, the writer also utilises the metaphor of the sun to indicate the excellency of
God.* But surely, the glory of Wisdom and the Lord is far superior to the sun (Wis. 7:29).
However, despite the nuances in meaning, the English translation “breath” still has merits
worth preserving. First, analogically, this word depicts Wisdom as the action of God,
provided we clearly know that “breath” here is Wisdom but not the spirit of Wisdom.*
Second, the word “breath” also theologically renders the action of Wisdom as inseparable

from the spirit of Wisdom or the Spirit of the Lord, which is intended by the author.

Sirach 24:3—4 and the “Mist” from on High

We have seen that the author of the Wisdom of Solomon by no means intended to equate
Wisdom with the Spirit. Sirach 24:3-4 is the last of the three most complicated texts.
Compared to Wis. 1:6 and 7:25, Sirach 24:3-4 is much less confusing. While Wisdom here is
described as coming from “the mouth of the Most High” who “covered the earth like a mist”,
Witherington relates this quotation here with Genesis 1:1-2 to argue that Wisdom is the m37
(breath) of the Lord.*! However, despite their judgement of the identification of Wisdom and
the Spirit in the Wisdom of Solomon, Collins and Perdue do not see Sirach 24:3-4 as a
similar case. Perdue denotes that describing Wisdom as coming from the mouth of God in
Sirach 24:3-6 is a metaphor of “God’s speaking reality into existence”; such an expression
stands in line with Genesis 1:1-2:4a and Psalm 33.%? Additionally, Collins puts Sirach 24:3
together with Wis. 7:25-26 as texts that both vindicate Wisdom’s divinity.*® In Sirach 24:3-4
and also 1:9-10, we see a Wisdom theology consistent with Proverbs 2:6 and Psalms 33:6.
While God’s Word or Wisdom is normally regarded as the acting agent, the Spirit is the

cooperating agent, as Psalms 33:6 indicates.**
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Assessment and Conclusion

Concerning relationships between Wisdom, Word, and the Spirit, Dillistone’s opinion back
in 1948 is still very appropriate: the identification of Wisdom with the “spirit” in reading the
Wisdom of Solomon is doubtful.*® He commented that there are “overlaps” between the
concepts of Wisdom, Word, and the Spirit in Second Temple Jewish literature.*® But there is
still more to say about Dillistone’s comments: what seem to be “overlaps” to Dillistone come
from his Hellenistic point of view. Dillistone still confused Wisdom with the Spirit in the
Wisdom of Solomon.*’

Based on the above investigations, the relationship between Wisdom and the Spirit
might be mutual rather than identical in the Wisdom of Solomon and Sirach. Such a mutual
relationship is not from yet also should not be confused by Hellenistic ideas. A further
development of Wisdom theology in the Wisdom of Solomon is undeniable, but in terms of
its perspective of Wisdom and the Spirit, this book is still in line with other Jewish wisdom
writings. The mutual relationship between Wisdom and the Spirit is also consistent with the
same relationship of God’s word and God’s Spirit that occasionally occurs in the OT.*® While
the God’s word could hardly be considered as a “hypostasis” of God, the mutual relationship
between word and spirit culminates in Jewish wisdom literature and, most significantly, in
the Wisdom of Solomon.*

Gilbert indicates that Wisdom in Sirach, and especially in the Wisdom of Solomon,
are as pervasive as the Spirit.>° Gilbert thus uses the word “assimilate” or “approximate” to
describe the “overlaps” between the concepts of Wisdom, Spirit, and Logos in the Wisdom of
Solomon.>! Rylaarsdam used a stronger word than Gilbert by saying that the Wisdom of
Solomon “transfer[red] the functions of the Spirit to Wisdom”.>> While it is undeniable that
the cosmic yet immanent role of Wisdom is reinforced in the Wisdom of Solomon, it is still

important to see that Proverbs had already introduced both the cosmic and immanent role of
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Wisdom. Wisdom cheerfully joined God’s work of creation (Prov. 8:22-33); yet She is also
“rejoicing in his inhabited world and delighting in the human race” (Prov. 8:31).

Regarding the role of the Spirit, according to the book of Job, there already existed an
immanent yet pervasive pneumatology which is not necessarily to be ascribed to the
Stoicism. Wisdom is not apart from God (Job 12:13, 16), and the same is the “spirit of
wisdom”. When Job 26:13 and Psalm 33:6 are read together with Job 34:14-15 and Psalm
104:29, it testifies that the same Spirit sustains and “holds” all God’s creation in its totality.>
In terms of the Spirit’s relationship with human understanding, Job provides both creational
and functional elucidations: Job 33:4 explains that God’s Spirit (717) creates human beings
and “the breath (72¥7]) of the Almighty” grants life; Job 32:8 then explicates that it is the
spirit (717) of humankind, which is inspired by “the breath (77%) of the Almighty” that
causes human understanding.>* Based on Job 32:8, Levison concludes: “The spirit given at
birth was considered no less divine, no less the spirit of God, than the spirit understood as a
subsequent, charismatic endowment.”*® Job 34:14-15 then affirms that “all flesh would
perish” without God’s Spirit (737) and breath (7). Collins rightly comment that the
Wisdom of Solomon has a strong cosmology which is not seen in other wisdom writings;>®
but again, the cosmic role of Wisdom and the Spirit is already rooted in Jewish wisdom
literature but not in the Stoics.

In conclusion, the author of the Wisdom of Solomon did not equate Wisdom and the
Spirit but instead depicted a mutual relationship between them. Neither there exists an
identification between Wisdom and the Spirit in the other writings from Second Temple
Jewish literature. Such a mutual relationship is consistent with the Wisdom theology of the
OT and other Jewish wisdom writings from the Second Temple period. The concepts of
pervasive yet immanent Wisdom and the Spirit exist already in the OT thus need not to be

ascribed to Stoicism’s influence upon the Wisdom of Solomon. Wis. 1:6, Wis. 7:25 and
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Sirach 24:3-4 are the three texts that most often misguide readers to the identification
between Wisdom and the Spirit. However, Wis. 1:6 requires a retranslation as to properly
render the apposition nvedua cogio which is from the Hebrew phrase 1537 m37. Through
examining the term dtpic in Wis. 7:25 in its contemporary writings and especially in the
LXX, there stands not a “breath” in this verse resembling the Spirit. When Sirach 24:3-4 is
put back into Jewish contexts, it does not suggest either a Spirit Wisdom in the book of
Sirach. There are still much more words needed to detail this mutual relationship between

Wisdom and the Spirit, but this is surely a task far beyond the capacity of this article.
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