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Review of Old Testament Understanding of Wisdom 
The Hebrew term for wisdom (hokmah) occurs more than three hundred times in the Old 
Testament and apocryphal books.  One of the best definitions of wisdom literature is provided 
by James Crenshaw (theologian who taught at Duke Divinity School).  He makes the distinction  
between formal wisdom and thematic wisdom.  Formal wisdom consists of proverbial phrases 
or instruction, debate, and intellectual reflection.  Thematic wisdom is self-evident intuitions 
that help us examine life for the betterment of humanity.  It seeks to understand the nature of 
suffering, how to view our limited time on earth, and the quest for truth.  Crenshaw says that 
Wisdom literature is best explained as a marriage of the two.   
 
There are two types of material from the Wisdom literature that feed into the New Testament.  
First is the actual wisdom teaching.  The second involves the personification of Wisdom.   
 
Wisdom Teaching and the Law 
The voice of Wisdom in Israel was a way for God to reveal himself.  The voice of Wisdom invited 
the hearers to choose between two paths (the way of justice or the way of wickedness).  It 
helped people to better define a moral and upright life.  It addressed the skills needed for 
everyday living.  It also struggled with the deepest problems of life, including suffering and evil.  
The wisdom we read about in the Old Testament was unique from that of the surrounding 
nations because it was set within the framework of the Torah (the covenant law that bound 
God with his people).   
 
In Genesis 3 we see the long-lasting effects when people chose the path of disobedience.  
Choosing the right path starts with the fear of the Lord and walking in obedience.  This call to 
the path of wisdom was later attached to the law.  When Jesus came as the fulfillment of the 
Old Testament it included the fulfillment of its wisdom and its laws.  One of the parables he 
taught reflected those two paths of wisdom.  It is found in Matthew 7:24-29. 
 

The parable sharply contrasts two ways of responding to the teachings of Jesus.  The 
church leaders (mentioned in verse 21-23) heard the words of Jesus but they 
refused to make those words the rule of life.  On the other hand, there were humble 
followers of Jesus who claimed no special gifts but listened intently to his words and 
strived to live by them.   
 

 



In Israelite wisdom, commitment to the Lord and his covenant were assumed.  From the book 
of Ecclesiastes we are told to fear God and keep his commandments.  God would bring every 
deed into judgment whether good or evil.  In Sirach, law and wisdom were fused even more.  
When wisdom speaks, it is the wisdom of Torah.  This understanding had important 
implications for the early church when the place of God’s unique wisdom found its fulfillment in 
Jesus rather than in the law itself. 
 
Wisdom was also seen as revelation.  There was much in Wisdom literature that came from the 
perspective of the wise person seeking to discern the truth.  True wisdom for Israel was 
equivalent to the wisdom of the Creator.  The relationship of the Israelites to God was the 
context for all Jewish wisdom literature.   
 
Tension in Wisdom Literature  
In our previous sessions we noticed the tension between the accessibility of wisdom (as found 
in Proverbs) and its inaccessibility (as found in Job and Ecclesiastes).  Wisdom is accessible 
because it is how God reveals himself (whether in creation or by his Spirit).  It is inaccessible 
because we are limited in our ability to fully understand God and because of our sinfulness that 
separates us from God.   
 
Another tension in wisdom literature is between a good creation (in which wisdom can be 
discerned) and the fallen creation (in which evil and suffering exist).  Job and Ecclesiastes 
wrestle with these problems.  Both books of the Bible leave us wanting more.  The solution to 
evil and suffering was still unresolved by the time Jesus arrived in human form.  When he came, 
he overcame evil and turned suffering upside down.  Wisdom was seen as re-configured in 
Christ.  All preconceptions of what it meant to be wise were also subject to revision.   
 
The wisdom of God in Christ was not merely an idea or a theological doctrine.  It was grounded 
in the historical events whereby Christ uniquely revealed himself.  The wisdom of God in Christ 
is particular, historical, and counter-intuitive to our human reason.  It involves the incarnation 
of Jesus, his death on the cross, the triumph of the resurrection, the sending of his Spirit, and 
the promise of a glorious recreation of the world.  It is an invitation to people everywhere to 
know and enjoy the God of Scripture.   
 
Personification of Wisdom 
While early church fathers sometimes identified Jesus with the Old Testament personification 
of Wisdom, the New Testament itself never makes this classification.  Wisdom personified is a 
way of talking about an attribute of God.  While Lady Wisdom is described in the Old Testament 
as playing a saving role in Israel, this never involves salvation from sin.  Some argue that the 
personification of Wisdom deepened the New Testament understanding of the saving role of 
Jesus.  But that would mean we would have to read the redemptive work of Christ into all the 
earlier Jewish literature.   
 
 



All of this background on the Wisdom material provides language for us to express truths about 
Christ.  There is a wisdom Christology in that Jesus is God’s fullest revelation for the church and 
the world.  True wisdom (rooted in the nature and life of the triune God) is revealed by Christ 
and the gospel.  Something new and definitive is made known in Jesus.   
 

 

 
 
Matthew 11:16-19 
In verse 19 we hear the words that wisdom is justified by her deeds.  In this context Jesus is 
rebuking the people for their failure to respond to God’s revelation.  John came to the people 
and they labeled him a demon.  Jesus came to them and the people said he was a glutton, a 
drunkard, and a friend of sinners.  And the verse ends with this phrase about wisdom.   
 
What does wisdom refer to here?  The section begins with John the Baptist questioning the 
identity of Jesus when John hears of his deeds (11:2-3).  The section ends with Jesus making this 
declaration about wisdom.  One theory proposed by scholars is that these are not the words of 
Jesus but the sarcastic words of those who are rejecting Jesus.  In other words, Jesus and John 
were accused of violating the wisdom of the day (John’s extreme asceticism and Jesus’ implied 
drunkenness) so that neither of them was wise.  Those who were criticizing them did not 
understand what God was doing in John and Jesus.   
 
Another theory is that Jesus is making a final comment on the poor response of the people to 
him and to John.  His point would simply be that both his own conduct and that of John will be 
vindicated when understood in light of the saving activity of God (the light of the wisdom of the 
gospel).  In this sense the deeds of Christ and the deeds of wisdom are the same.  It highlights 
the gap between the wisdom of the world and what God is doing in Christ. 
 
The Q community (the Essenes) had originally understood both John and Jesus (as well as the 
members of their own prophetic community) as children of a superior Wisdom who faithfully 
lived out their prophetic mission.  In our text Matthew identifies Jesus with that superior 
Wisdom.    
 
Matthew 11:25-30 
Scholars look for key words to connect Christ with wisdom.  Wisdom is referred to indirectly in 
these verses as these things (verse 25), all things (verse 27), and the things that can be learned 
from Jesus (verse 29).  Two characteristics of this wisdom are clear from the context of the 
Gospel of Matthew.  1) the wisdom is revealed to Jesus by the Father and 2) the wisdom 
concerns what the Father is doing in the Son.  Whatever else can be said about this divine 
wisdom, it originates with the Father and focuses on the Son.   



What the wise and understanding cannot grasp in the normal human sense the Father reveals.  
This revelation involves the teaching of Jesus about the kingdom, his mighty words, and the 
identity of Jesus that includes his unique relationship to the Father.   
 
God the Father has handed over this wisdom to the Son, and the Son bestows it upon his 
disciples.  Any interpretation to wisdom in Matthew must be consistent with this under-
standing.  Just as only God knows Wisdom so also only the Father knows the Son.  Just as only 
Wisdom knows God so also only the Son knows the Father.  Just as Wisdom makes known the 
divine mysteries so also Jesus is the revealer of God’s hidden truths.  As the personified divine 
Wisdom calls people to take up her yoke and find rest (Proverbs 1:20-23) so Jesus extends the 
same invitation.   
 
Matthew 12:41-42 
Wisdom occurs in Matthew in other places.  In Chapter 12, Jesus is again rebuking the people 
for their unbelief and lack of repentance.  Jonah was known for his preaching.  Solomon was 
known for his wisdom.  People responded positively to them.  Now something greater than 
either of these Old Testament figures has arrived and the people are not responding.  This is 
what we hear in Jesus’ indictment.   
 
There is a parallel in Matthew 12:6 when Jesus says – I tell you, something greater than the 
temple is here.  The something greater, of course, is God’s revelation in his Son and the 
promised messianic kingdom.  Wisdom for Matthew is wrapped up with God’s final revelation 
in the person and work of Jesus.  The focus here is on judgment because the people do not 
repent and lack faith in the Messiah.   
 
The wisdom of Solomon attracted the Gentile Queen of Sheba.  The preaching of Jonah caused 
the Gentile city of Nineveh to repent.  The temple was intended to be a house of prayer for all 
peoples.  Jesus is greater than all these because the door to the Gentiles is thrown wide open in 
the gospel. By the end of Matthew this will become clear as Jesus gives the Great Commission.  
Paul will also extend this invitation to all.    
 
Matthew 13:54-58 
Wisdom also occurs when Jesus is preaching about the kingdom (this time at Nazareth) and is 
met with unbelief.  Those who heard him took offense at him.  The people in his hometown 
were confused about his true identity and did not understand his wisdom.  They recognized him 
more as a sage and their response could be taken sarcastically.   It illustrates the prophecy of 
Isaiah that Jesus referred to in 13:14 – You will indeed hear but never understand, and you will 
indeed see but never perceive.   
 
Where did this man get this wisdom and these mighty works? is the right question from the 
people.  Later, in writing to the Corinthians, Paul will give the answer when he connects both 
wisdom and power with the identity of Jesus (1 Corinthians 1:24).  As noted earlier both 
wisdom and power are counter-intuitive in the New Testament.  Wisdom is not found among 
the wise of the world but only in the gospel message.  Power is made manifest in weakness.   



Matthew 23:34-36 
God hides the things of the kingdom from the unbelieving and unrepentant, from the wise and 
understanding of this world, but God has handed over all things to the Son.  The Son (in his 
unique relationship with the Father) then reveals (or hides) the truth according to his will.  Once 
more this passage reminds us of the rejection and judgment that frequently appear with the 
invitation of wisdom and the proclamation of the gospel.   
 
Matthew 23:37-39 
Matthew has relocated these words (found earlier in Luke) to make them Jesus’ last words in 
Jerusalem and at its Temple before he leaves it for the final time.  Next he will reenter the city 
to face his arrest, trial, and crucifixion.  In these verses we continue to picture Jesus as being 
the superior Wisdom who is grieved to have been rejected by the wisdom messengers.   
 
Summary  
When these wisdom passages in Matthew are considered together they paint a picture that 
portrays Jesus in both messianic and eschatological terms.  They emphasize the forward 
movement in the history of redemption.  The arrival of Jesus and his message demand a proper 
response.  When attention is turned to the future, Jesus stands in a position of divine authority.  
When he grieves over Jerusalem, Jesus speaks in terms that suggest a direct identification with 
God.  Matthew focuses on the role of Jesus as the ultimate revealer of God.  Jesus is the 
promised manifestation of the Lord whose conduct will be vindicated.   
 
The Apocryphal Book of Sirach 
Although not considered in our canon it was influential at the time of Christ.  From Sirach 
51:23-26 – Come aside to me, you untutored and take up lodging in the house of instruction.  
How long will you be deprived of wisdom’s food and how long will you endure such bitter 
thirst?  I open my mouth and speak of her: gain (at no cost) and wisdom for yourselves.  Submit 
your neck to her yoke that your mind may accept her teaching.  For she is close to those who 
seek her and the one who is in earnest finds her. 
 
The parallels between this text and Matthew 11:25-30 are striking.  Most of them can be traced 
to common roots in the Old Testament.  Refer to Proverbs 1:24, 8:1-6, and 9:5.  In Sirach 51:26 
the yoke is described as belonging to wisdom.  At the end Sirach celebrates the law (Torah) 
under the guise of wisdom.  In Sirach 24:22 – Reflect on the precepts of the Lord, let his 
commandments be your constant meditation.  Then he will enlighten your mind and the 
wisdom you desire he will grant.   
 
Jesus is not identifying himself with the wisdom of Torah as understood by much of the 
tradition of his day but rather he is identifying himself as the fulfillment of the law.   
 
In Sirach wisdom was largely restricted to the upper class and those who had leisure.  The 
profession of a scribe increased his wisdom.  Whoever is free from labor can become a wise 
man.  Jesus, on the other hand, invites all of us (even those who labor) to find rest and wisdom 
in him.  It truly was a counter-cultural message.   



What made it particularly difficult for first-century Judaism to understand Jesus  as Wisdom was 
this shift in perspective on the law.  With the gospel, the principle of interpretation shifts from 
the law as wisdom to Christ as wisdom.  This accounts for much of the disorientation of the 
religious leaders when they misinterpret Scripture.  It also explains the reconfiguration of 
Scripture around Christ.  The former wisdom brings bondage.  The latter wisdom brings rest.  
John will refer to this shift in his opening prologue.   
 
All of this raised huge questions for the early church.  It would affect all of Israel whose basic 
identity markers were the stipulations of the law.  Their righteousness was tied tightly to the 
law.   
 
Implications for Christians Today 
We must not assume that we already know the ways of Jesus (the ways of God).  We must 
constantly ask – What does it mean for us to follow Jesus in this situation?  What does it mean 
for us to be the church in the world today?  The rest of the New Testament can be seen as case 
studies in Christian discipleship.   
 
We are being invited to participate in the divine life of the triune God.  Only the Father knows 
the Son, and only the Son knows the Father, and any to whom the Son chooses to reveal the 
Father.  The Son is inviting us into the wisdom of God – the intimate, experiential, and personal 
knowledge shared by the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  This is the ultimate theological context of 
Jesus’ invitation – Come to me and learn from me.   
 


