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 This thesis, Hearing Her Call: A Textual Analysis and Feminist Reading of 

Wisdom Personified as a Woman in the Book of Proverbs, includes four chapters, an 

introduction, and conclusion.  

 Introduction 
 Chapter 1: “Turn Toward Wisdom’s Counsel” – Proverbs 1:20-33 
 Chapter 2: “Acquire Wisdom” – Proverbs 4:1-9 
 Chapter 3: Wisdom’s Character, Value, and Beginnings in Proverbs 8 
 Chapter 4: Reading Personified Wisdom through a Feminist Lens 
 Conclusion 
 
The introduction provides background on wisdom literature and the book of Proverbs, as 

well as a brief explanation of wisdom as a concept and Wisdom as a character.  Chapters 

1-3 are further subdivided into a structural outline, annotated translation, and brief 

analysis of the texts they consider.  Chapter 4 introduces the concept of a feminist reading 

of Wisdom personified as a woman in Proverbs, and is also subdivided into sections.  

These subdivisions are as follows: “Why a Feminist Reading of Personified Wisdom;” 

“Acquiring Wisdom;” “Wisdom’s Speeches and Her Position of Authority;” “Wisdom ad 

a Prophet;” “Wisdom and Creation;” and “Wisdom as a Goddess.”  Finally, my brief 

conclusion considers Wisdom’s importance for modern, feminist readers, searching for a 

role model and example of leadership. 

 The goal of this thesis was to offer an in depth consideration of sections of 

Proverbs that present Wisdom personified as a woman, and read these sections through a 

feminist lens.  This thesis contributes to the field by bringing to light a female biblical 

voice, who might otherwise be lost to Reform Jews, who rarely read or study Proverbs.    
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Introduction 
 

 I first met the feminine Wisdom in my second year of rabbinical school in Dr. 

Aaron Panken’s Talmud I course.  Ancient texts from the Second Temple period, 

specifically Ben Sira, make mention of a personified Wisdom, who is both God’s 

confidant as well as humanity’s avenue to access our wonder of the divine.1  The rabbis 

of Midrash, Talmud, and even the Zohar turn personified Wisdom into a personified 

Torah.  She, too, is God’s partner in creation, providing the blueprints for the world and 

humanity’s unique access to the divine.2  Wisdom, as חכמה, appears in the Godhead as 

part of the ten sephirot; wisdom is part of the Divine Intellect.  Throughout rabbinical 

school, Wisdom appeared in a variety of classes, like a subtle thread bringing disparate 

subjects and ideas into closer contact.  Ultimately, I was most interested in personified 

Wisdom’s biblical roots. 

 In Proverbs, there are times when wisdom is an abstract concept, equated with 

knowledge (דעת) and understanding (בינה), or righteousness (צדק) and justice (משפט).3  

Then there are times when the author imbues wisdom with feminine characteristics, and 

when narrators speak about wisdom as if it was a woman.4  Finally, there are times in 

Proverbs when personified Wisdom5 speaks, calling out to the reader to hear her counsel, 

and follow her ways.  In Smooth Words: Women, Proverbs and Performance in Biblical 

                                                           
1 This interpretation is from my classnotes from 7 October 2013. 
2 See Genesis Rabbah 1. 
3 See Proverbs 1:2-3. 
4 See Proverbs 2:4; 3:13-18 for a few examples of this. 
5 For the sake of clarity, when I refer to personified Wisdom, I will capitalize it, as befits 
a named character.  When referring to wisdom as a concept, I will not capitalize the 
word.  
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Wisdom, Carol Fontaine explains that there is confusion surrounding the subject of 

“wisdom” in scholarly works about wisdom literature.  She writes: “Even for such well-

trained scholars, however, there is a decided ambiguity about the subject ‘Wisdom’: does 

it represent a ‘way of thinking,’ some sort of intellectual tradition, perhaps, or a 

‘movement’ championed by a specific social class (urban scribes, for instance), or simply 

an index of literary forms used in didactic settings?  In fact, Wisdom may be understood 

as all of these things and more.”6  She adds that ḥokmā in the Hebrew Bible can flow 

from one overlapping meaning to another, with overlapping lexical meanings assigned to 

the same word, when it appears in different contexts.   

 My interest in this topic centers around times when the author of Proverbs 

presents a personified, female Wisdom.  In these sections, Wisdom speaks out to the 

people, demanding they heed her call.  Her language and her rhetoric are undeniably 

powerful, echoing both the biblical prophets and God, and she identifies herself as the 

source through which sovereigns rule justly.  She even associates herself with creation, 

thus lending her identity legitimacy.  Many scholars also draw connections between 

Wisdom and goddesses of the Ancient Near East.  Fontaine adds: “At the level of 

‘character,’ Wisdom…designates that mediating female personification/hypostasy found 

in Proverbs and elsewhere, who may or may not be the vestigial remains of a scribal 

goddess retained within the Bible’s patriarchal system of monotheism.”7  Some see 

Wisdom as not only God’s partner in creation, but perhaps God’s partner and 

                                                           
6 Carole Fontaine, Smooth Words: Women, Proverbs and Performance in Biblical 
Wisdom, (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 2. 
7 Fontaine, Smooth Words, 2. 
See also Gerlinde Baumann; and Bernhard Lang.  
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contemporary in all things – a consort for the God of Israel, who was supposed to “work 

alone.”8 

 In Christian theology, Jesus is associated with wisdom or Sophia.  Therefore, for 

Christian feminists, personified Wisdom represents a woman friendly understanding of 

theology, which might include women’s experiences and female identity.9  And not 

surprisingly, there is pushback from other theologians who call this reading of Wisdom as 

heresy.  As mentioned above, Judaism, in comparison, incorporated Wisdom into later 

traditions, making her synonymous with Torah in rabbinic literature, or part of the 

aspects of God in Kabbalah.10  However, my interest in this project lies in personified 

Wisdom’s roots in the Bible, and Proverbs specifically.  I chose to highlight Wisdom’s 

words and actions, because I wanted to bring forward a female voice in the Bible, which 

might otherwise be lost to a Reform Jewish audience, who are rarely exposed to the book 

of Proverbs.   

   

Wisdom Literature and the Book of Proverbs   

 Personified Wisdom appears almost exclusively11 in the book of Proverbs.  

Though we cannot precisely date all of Proverbs, most scholars agree that the majority of 

                                                           
8 See Maxine Hancock and Tikva Fryner-Kensky. 
9 Fontaine, Smooth Words, 3. 
See also Silvia Schroer and Christine Roy Yoder. 
10 See Genesis Rabbah 1:2, Bahir 96-115.  For more on the basics of ḥokmah in 
Kabbalah, see “Teachings of the Kabbalists: The Ten Sefirot” in Arthur Green’s A Guide 
to the Zohar. 
11 Some scholars suggest that there are a few verses in Job, which one might interpret as 
presenting a personified version of Wisdom (see Job 28:12, for example). 
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this “anthology of anthologies,” as Robert Alter calls Proverbs, predates 587 B.C.E.12 We 

can trace the roots of Proverbs 10-29 to the first commonwealth, because these chapters 

refers to the kingship.13  Michael Fox, argues that Proverbs 1-9, originated later than the 

other chapters of Proverbs, because Proverbs 1-9 serves as the introduction to the rest of 

the collection.14  Most scholars date the completion of this introductory section to the 

Persian or early Hellenist periods.  Though David Penchansky suggests that all three 

Hebrew wisdom books (Ecclesiastes, Job, and Proverbs) predate Alexander the Great’s 

conquest of the Middle East in the fourth century B.C.E., including the beginning of 

Proverbs.15  We also know that Ben Sira, from the early second century B.C.E, draws 

extensively from the introductory section of Proverbs, and therefore chapters 1-9 must 

predate Ben Sira, as well.16   

 We also know little about the social setting and authorship of the book of 

Proverbs.  Penchansky argues that wisdom literature clearly existed as part of some sort 

of teaching tradition.17  R. N. Whybray outlines two major theories for authorship of the 

material in Proverbs.  The first imagines the book of Proverbs, or parts of it, as 

originating from “native Israelite, ‘popular’ proverbs and aphorisms.  The other theory 

argues that the book of Proverbs   is a literary work, a product of an “upper class” of 

                                                           
12 Robert Alter, The Wisdom Books: Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2010), 183.  
13 Michael V. Fox, Proverbs 1-9: A New Translation and Commentary, (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2000), 6. 
14 Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 6. 
15 David Penchansky, Understanding Wisdom Literature: Conflict and Dissonance in the 
Hebrew Text, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2012), 1. 
16 Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 6. 
17 Penchansky, Understanding Wisdom Literature, 3. 
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highly educated officials or scribes from the monarchy, which adopted a “wisdom 

tradition” similar to the rest of the ancient Near Eastern world.18 

 Christine Roy Yoder explains that individual proverbs have parallels in wisdom 

literature of other cultures of the ancient Near East.  The genre of father-to-son 

instruction, in particular, closely resembles the style of wisdom literature from other 

cultures.19  She adds: “Israelite sages created analogous wisdom and/or adopted and 

modified the wisdom of other cultures to teach their community about the ways of 

wisdom.  Their search for knowledge is international and ecumenical in scope.”20  

Proverbs, by most accounts, operates as a secular work, as Fox explains: Proverbs 

“makes no pretense to an origin in divine revelation of inspiration.  God is never quoted 

or addresses.  It had no role in the ritual life of Israel, in neither temple nor synagogue… 

With the exception of a few passages, it treats everyday life, not the grand affairs of state, 

history, culture, or law.”21  Like the other wisdom books in the Jewish canon, Job and 

Ecclesiastes, Proverbs confronts the realities of life, considering both the beauty and 

goodness of it, as well as the ugliness and injustice.   

 Like Job and Ecclesiastes, Proverbs both acknowledges the ambiguities of life, 

while guiding its audience in how best to navigate life.22  Fox emphasizes that while 

Proverbs offers the reader counsel, the proverbs, even if they were passed down by sages, 

are not laws or commandments.23  Roy Yoder agrees.  She writes: 

                                                           
18 R.N. Whybray, The New Century Bible Commentary: Proverbs, (Grand Rapids: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1994), 5. 
19 Christine Roy Yoder, Proverbs, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2009), xxix. 
20 Roy Yoder, Proverbs, xxix 
21 Fox, Proverbs, 7. 
22 Ibid., 3 
23 Ibid., 3, 7. 
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Proverbs,” she writes, “strikes many readers as commonplace.  It does not 
appear particularly ‘revelatory,’ namely, received as a word from God.  
Nor does God ever speak…Rather the book is a compilation of wisdom 
based on the experiences of ordinary, faithful, people trying to live wisely 
every day, striving to discern what is right and true for themselves and 
their community.24 
 

Proverbs encourages its audience as to how to be a good and decent person, how to make 

righteous choices in personal and professional affairs, and ultimately how to earn God’s 

favor and avoid a terrible end.   

 What most distinguishes Proverbs from its contemporaries in the canon, is its 

introduction of the concept of wisdom.  Fox argues:  

Wisdom as conceived in Proverbs as a whole, is not just a set of 
prepackaged traditional truths or wise teachings.  It is the power of the 
human mind, both in its intellectual faculties and in the knowledge it can 
gain, hold, and transmit.  Wisdom both transcends the individual mind and 
resides within it.  God possesses it and, we are taught, it can be ours as 
well.25   
 

The broad concept of wisdom in Proverbs is a power that not only God, but humanity, 

too, can enjoy.  Indeed, in many ways, the same can be said of personified Wisdom.    

 

What is Wisdom? 

 Before going forward, I want to offer a brief explanation of wisdom as both a 

concept in biblical literature, as well as the personified Wisdom of Proverbs.   

 Wisdom, or כְמָה  בינה  is regularly paired with words like חָָ֭

(discernment/understanding) or דעת  (knowledge), which helps to flesh out its meaning.  

For instance, God describes Bezalel, whom the Eternal chooses to decorate the sanctuary, 

                                                           
24 Roy Yoder, Proverbs, xxx. 
25 Fox, Proverbs, 3. 
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as א , ּובְכָל-מְלָאכָה וָאֲמַלֵּ ּונָ ּובְדַעַ ֹו, רוּחַ אֱלֹהִים, בְחָכְמָ ּובִתְ  I have endowed him with a“ – אֹ

divine spirit of skill, ability, and knowledge in every kind of craft” (Exodus 31:3).  

Similarly, in I Kings 7:14, Hiram, the craftsman from Tyre who came to help with the 

making of the Temple is also endowed with “with wisdom (אֶת-הַחָכְמָה), understanding 

ּונָה)   ".for executing all work in bronze (אֶת-הַדַעַת) and skill ,(אֶת-הַתְ

 We find כְמָה  compared items of value (financial and religious), as well as, in חָָ֭

Proverbs.  For instance, in Proverbs 16:16 we read:  ,ֹות בִינָה ּוץ; וּקְ חָ ֹוב מֵּ קְנֹה-חָכְמָה--מַה-

 How much better to acquire wisdom than gold; to acquire understanding is“ – נִבְחָר מִכָסֶף

chosen [over] silver.”  Here we find כְמָה  ,is preferable to precious metals.  Additionally חָָ֭

Proverbs 24:14 compares wisdom to long life:  ;ן, דְעֶה חָכְמָה--לְנַפְשֶׁךָ: אִם-מָצָאתָ, וְיֵּשׁ אַחֲרִית כֵּ

ת  Therefore, know wisdom for yourself, if you find [it], then there will“ - וְתִקְוָתְךָ, לאֹ תִכָרֵּ

be a future, and your hope will not be cut off.”  In 10:31 we find wisdom equated with a 

righteous mouth - ּוב חָכְמָה  .and in 3:13 it brings happiness to those who find it ,פִי-צַדִיק, יָ

 Personified Wisdom embodies the concept of wisdom, and presents them in the 

form of a woman who speaks to her audience and demands their attention.  As Schroer 

explains in Wisdom Has Built Her House: Studies on the Figure of Sophia in the Bible, 

scholars are still undecided about the exegetical purpose of Wisdom in the Bible.  “Is she 

a hypostasis, a personified voice, the self, revelation of the mystery of creation, or the 

redefinition of an Israelite goddess?  The central question appears to still be 

unresolved.”26  Throughout my analysis I hope to present many of these understanding of 

personified Wisdom.  Though we cannot say for sure who personified Wisdom is in the 

                                                           
26 Silvia Schroer, Wisdom Has Built Her House: Studies on the Figure of Sophia in the 
Bible, (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2000), Google e-book, 16-17. 
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Bible, I believe she offers modern readers exciting new ways to think about female 

voices in biblical literature. 

  

A Note on Gender and Translation 

 I endeavor to present a gender-neutral translation of the biblical text in my 

annotated translations and my own analysis of the sections where Wisdom appears.  This 

means that while I intend to stay true to the Hebrew of the Bible, I also want to 

acknowledge that translation is a powerful tool.  I believe that thoughtlessly translating 

words like אב ,בן ,איש, or אדם as “man,” “son,” “father,” or “man” ignores both how these 

words appear in the Bible and their purpose in the text.  In many cases, one can read a 

term that seems to be gendered as  gender neutral by considering its usage throughout the 

Bible.  Furthermore, by translating the Bible with an awareness of gender, one allows for 

more opportunities of both male and female readers to be able to see themselves in the 

text.   

 My awareness of gender in translation is not limited to creating a gender inclusive 

translation of my specific texts.  When appropriate, I also endeavor to use gender neutral 

language when referring to God.  The exception to this rule appears in Proverbs 8, when I 

translate certain verses that refer to God and God’s actions in the masculine.  In this 

section, I note that female Wisdom’s relationship to the male God is important for the 

reader to see.  Additionally, though I rely heavily on the NJPS, and to a lesser extent, the 

NRSV translations for supporting biblical texts, I am careful to change the God language 
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from these translations to reflect a gender inclusive reading of God.  For example, I 

change all references to YHWH as “Lord” to “Eternal.”27 

 Finally, my gender inclusive translation of personified Wisdom does not include a 

gender inclusive reading of personified Wisdom, herself.  My goal for this project is to 

highlight a female voice in the Bible, and to ignore when narrators refer to Wisdom in the 

feminine, and when Wisdom refers to herself this way, would miss the point of this 

endeavor.  

 

Overview of Project 

 My analysis of the biblical roots of personified Wisdom begins with the text.  I 

focused my research and analysis on three sections where the author features Wisdom 

personified as a woman.  I present structural outlines, detailed annotated translations, and 

my own brief analysis of Proverbs 1:20-33; 4:1-9; and Proverbs 8 in chapters 1-3 of this 

project.  I consulted some of the major commentaries on Proverbs, including works by 

Fox, Alter, and scholars such as Whybray, Roy Yoder, and Richard J. Clifford, as well as 

doing a deep textual analysis of the main sections where personified Wisdom appears. 

 Chapter 1, which focuses on Proverbs 1:20-33, introduces the reader to 

personified Wisdom, and, in fact, Wisdom introduces herself to the public.  She speaks in 

open plazas and at the crossroads of a bustling town in order to reach her audience; and 

though she speaks to all people, she focuses her frustration on the simple and fools, who 

refuse to heed her call.  Chapter 2 looks at Proverbs 4:1-9, which, at first blush, 

                                                           
27 For more on this translation choice, please see W. Gunther Plaut’s introduction to the 
revised edition of The Torah: A Modern Commentary. 
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stylistically resembles other sections of Proverbs 1-9.  Proverbs 4 uses the conceit of a 

parent offering advice to a child, to encourage people to acquire wisdom.  Proverbs 4 

offers a contrast to Proverbs 1:20-33 and Proverbs 8, which Wisdom, herself, narrates, 

and gives us insight into how others describe personified Wisdom in comparison to how 

she speaks of herself.  Chapter 3 considers all of Proverbs 8, Wisdom’s opus.  Though 

she places herself in a similar locale to that or Proverbs 1:20, in Proverbs 8, Wisdom’s 

focuses instead on her authority, her beginnings, and the excellent results all find from 

following her sage counsel.  Finally, in chapter 4, I add my own feminist analysis of 

Wisdom.  Drawing on influences from Schroer, Claudia V. Camp, Maxine Hancock, 

Gerlinde Baumann, Bernhard Lang, Carol Newsom, and Tikva Frymer-Kensky, I 

consider both the ramifications of Wisdom personified as a woman, and the important 

model she offers to modern, feminist readers of the Bible. 
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Chapter 1: “Turn Toward Wisdom’s Counsel” - Proverbs 1:20 - 33 

 

Structural Outline of Proverbs 1:20-33 
 

I. Wisdom’s Call (1:20-22) 

a. Outside in the streets Wisdom gives her voice. (v. 20) 

b. Wisdom asks: “How long will fools love simplicity and hate knowledge?”  

(vv. 21 - 22) 

II. Wisdom’s Rebuke (1:23–30) 

a. Accept Wisdom’s counsel. (vv. 23 – 25) 

b. She delights when your calamity comes. (vv. 26 – 27) 

c. Wisdom will not answer when fools seek her. (v. 28-30) 

III. Wisdom’s Counsel: Death or Security (1: 31 – 33) 

a. Those who waste Wisdom’s advice are sated with their own ruin. (v. 31) 

b. Turn from simplicity and complacency toward security. (vv. 32 – 33) 
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Annotated Translation of Proverbs 1:20-33  
ּוץ תָרֹנָה     ֹות, בַ  חָכְ

ֹולָהּ ן  ֹות, תִתֵּ  בָרְחֹ

20. Wisdom in the street cries out;   

in the plazas she gives [forth] her voice 

 ֹות  Wisdom – חָכְ

 חָכְמוֹת is a feminine noun with a plural ending, and it is paired with תָרֹ נָה, a 

singular verb.  In 9:1 we find a second pairing of the seeming plural form of 

the noun with a feminine, singular verb.  Other occurrences of ֹות  in חָכְ

Proverbs do not help us to understand this puzzling form.  For example, in 

 a ,רָאמוֹת  appears in an adjectival form, and in 24:7 it is paired with חכמות 14:1

plural verb.  R.N. Whybray suggests that there can be no doubt that “the 

single figure of Wisdom” is meant in this section.  The majority of 

commentators “regard ḥokmột as an intensive plural form emphasizing the 

honourable or pre-eminent status of Wisdom or the amplitude of the gifts 

which she confers” (Whybray 45).  In contrast, Fox argues that ֹות  might be חָכְ

a Phoenician term, or a derivative of Canaanite.  He further explains: “It is no 

help to call ḥokmột a plural of extension and intensity, because there is 

nothing extended or intense about the wisdom designated by this form.  

Possibly it is a plural of majesty.  Most likely it is a plural form treated as a 

singular because it refers to a single figure.  The plural forms of bînāh and 

tᵉbûnāh function almost exactly like the respective singular forms, designating 

both a plurality of sayings and an abstract singular” (Fox 97).  Finally, Robert 
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Alter suggests that the plural form could be indicative of “intensification” or 

simply an “archaic form” (Alter 196). 

 ּוץ  in the street  – בַ

 Most frequently ּוץ  is “outside,” but one can find other usages in the biblical בַ

text, which indicate “street” or “streets.”  For example, in 2 Samuel 1:20: 

“Tell it not in Gath, Do not proclaim it in the streets (ת ּוצֹֹ֣  of Ashkelon, Lest (בְ

the daughters of the Philistine rejoice, Lest the daughters of the uncircumcised 

exult.” 28  Though it is in the plural, here we find ת ּוצֹֹ֣  ,as “in the streets.”  So בְ

too in Nahum 3:10 -ּוצוֹת; וְעַל ׁש כָל- ֹ ּו, בְר גַם-הִיא, לַגֹלָה הָלְכָה בַשֶבִי--גַם עֹלָלֶיהָ יְרֻטְּ

ּו בַזִקִים ֹולֶיהָ רֻתְ ֹורָל, וְכָל-גְ ּו   Yet even she was exiled, She went into“ – נִכְבַדֶיהָ יַ

captivity. Her babes, too, were dashed in pieces At every street corner. Lots 

were cast for her honored men, And all her nobles were bound in chains.” 

Here, כָל-חוּצוֹת is rendered “at every street.”  Ultimately, the setting of this 

verse places Wisdom in public, and with ּוץ רְחֹב֗וֹת parallel to בַ  I chose “in ,בָָּ֜

the street” as the translation for this phrase, rather than “outside” to emphasize 

this public setting and the parallel structure of the verse. 

 תָרֹנָה – cries out 

 The rendering of תָרֹנָה as “cries out” is also unusual, when comparing this root 

to other uses in the Bible.  In The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew, this usage 

appears as the second entry for the root רנן.  We usually render the root רנן as 

“rejoice,” however, by context, it is clear that its usage in this verse is not 

                                                           
28 All translations of biblical verses, which I use for support or reference to explain my 
own translation are from the 1985 NJPS translation, unless otherwise noted. 
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about rejoicing.  The only other appearance of this verb in this form is in 

Wisdom’s second speech in Proverbs 8:3. The conjugation of this verb is also 

noticeable.  תָרֹנָה, is in the third person, feminine, with the “old energic 

ending” (HALOT).  Whybray explains that some commentators read this 

conjugation as a “rare emphatic form of the qal imperfect feminine of רננ, 

comparable with the Arabic modus energicus” (Whybray 45).  We find a 

similar form in Job, תִרְנֶה אַשְׁפָה עָלָיו, which Alter renders as “Over him rattles 

the quiver, the blade, the javelin, and the spear. / With clamor and clatter he 

swallows the ground, and ignores the trumpet’s sound” (Job 39:23-4).  

Whybray draws the conclusion that תָרֹנָה is like a “piercing human voice,” like 

the rattling of tools of war (Whybray 45).  We can, therefore, read power in 

   .which is tied to a “clamor” louder than a trumpet ,תָרֹנָה

 ֹות  in the plazas – בָרְחֹ

 Fox renders ֹות  as “in the plazas,” while Robert Alter translates it as “in בָרְחֹ

the squares” (Alter 196).  Both translations reflect the sense of it being a wide 

open space, which relates to the root רחב, or “wide.”  While not different 

understandings of ֹות  it is worth noting that both translations emphasize ,בָרְחֹ

the public nature of Wisdom’s speech.  

 

ֹות, תִקְרָא:     ׁש הֹמִ ֹ  בְר

ר  בְפִתְחֵּ ׁשְעָרִים בָעִיר--אֲמָרֶיהָ תאֹמֵּ

21. At the head of bustling [crossroads] she calls;  

at the entrances of the gates in the city her sayings she says 
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 ֹות ׁש הֹמִ ֹ  at the head of bustling [crossroads] - בְר

 המה generally means “to make noise, be tumultuous,” as in 1 Kings 1:41, 

when Joab hears a horn, he asks: “Why is  the city in such an uproar (קֽוֹל־

ה   So, too, in Isaiah 22:2, the prophet declares: “O you who were  ”?(הַקִרְיָָ֖ הֹומָֽ

full of tumult, You clamorous town (ה קִרְיָָ֖ה יר הֽוֹמִיָָּּ֔ ה עִִ֚ אָ֗ וֹת׀ מְלֵּ  You city so  .(תְשֻׁאֹ֣

gay? Your slain are not the slain of the sword Nor the dead of battle.”  Here, 

ֹות  is also similar to Psalm 39:7, where the psalmist compares humanity to a הֹמִ

“mere shadow; meter futility is his hustle and bustle (בֶל יֶהֱמָי֑וּן  amassing ,(אַךְ־הֶֶ֥

and not knowing who will gather in.”   

 If ראש is “head” and המיות is “bustlings,” then there seems to be a missing 

word in this phrase.  According to Alter, the literal understanding of this 

phrase is “chief [or head] of the bustlings” (Alter 196).  Yet Fox makes a 

compelling argument for reading ֹות  as elliptical for “bustling roads” (Fox הֹמִ

98).  He suggests that “Wisdom calls from the busiest places.  ‘Crossroads’ 

are literally the ‘head of bustling (roads),’ in other words, the point at the city 

gate from which the roads fan out into the city” (Fox 98).  He emphasizes that 

hommiyyot ‘bustling, noisy’ is in noun form in this phrase, and roads can have 

a head or beginning.  One can imagine an ellipsis in this verse, when 

considering its parallel structure.  In the first cola we find the  ְּב prefix 

preceding a smichut phrase, and so too in the second cola (בְפִתְחֵּ ׁשְעָרִים).  Yet 

in the second cola there is also a locational noun (בָעִיר) to ground the 

statement, which is missing in the first cola.  Fox proposes that dᵉrakim 

(roads) or a similar noun is missing from the phrase (Fox 98). 
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 בָעִיר – in the city 

 Toy suggests that this phrase is superfluous (Toy 23).  However, Fox argues 

that בָעִיר adds emphasis to the verse, highlighting Wisdom’s speech as both 

public and powerful (Fox 98).  

 ר  her sayings she says – אֲמָרֶיהָ תאֹמֵּ

 Fox offers the more idiomatic: “she speaks her peace” in his commentary for 

the Anchor Bible (Fox 97).  Alter, however, renders this phrase as: “says her 

sayings,” which reverses the order of the Hebrew.  I chose to maintain the 

order the Hebrew with the possessive, plural noun preceding the verb, in order 

to demonstrate the parallel structure within this verse in the English.  In the 

Hebrew, both cola of this verse begin with the preposition ב preceding a 

location (the head of a “bustling crossroad,” or the opening of a gate).  They 

each conclude with a verb conjugated in the feminine singular.   

 

ּו-עַד הֲ   פֶתִי -מָתַי, פְתָיִם תְאֵּ

צִים ּו לָהֶם--וְלֵּ ֹון, חָמְ    לָ

ּו  דָעַת-וּכְסִילִים, יִשְנְ

22. How long, simple ones, will you love simplicity;   

And scorners lust scorn;   

And fools hate knowledge? 

 It is worth noting that Clifford suggests that the second half of this verse is an 

“early and intrusive addition to the Hebrew text,” and in his translation and 

commentary, he omits this phrase.  He suggests that the first part of verse 23 is the 
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conclusion to the rhetorical question established in the beginning of verse 22.  He 

renders this as: “How long, O simple ones, will you choose ignorance/ will you 

turn away at my reproof?” (Clifford 40).  Of course, no Jewish translations and 

commentaries omit this phrase, and I would not suggest that as a solution to a 

difficulty in the text.     

 עַד-מָתַי – How long 

 Though the interrogative phrase עַד-מָתַי indicates a rhetorical question, it is 

possible to interpret Wisdom’s question as an imperative – a call to action and 

repentance (Clifford 41).  For example, in I Samuel 1:14, Eli asks Hannah: 

“How long (י  will you make a drunken spectacle of yourself?  Sober (עד־מָתַָ֖

up!”  clearly his question is meant to draw her to the end of his statement – 

urging her to “sober up.”  Similarly, in Psalm 6:4, the psalmist cries out: “My 

whole being is stricken with terror, while You, Eternal – O, how long (עַד־

י  Here, the phrase does not seem to be a rhetorical question at all, but a  ”!(מָתָֽ

call to God for deliverance.  The only other time this phrase appears in 

Proverbs, however, it is certainly a rhetorical question:  ,ל תִשְׁכָב; מָתַי עַד-מָתַי עָצֵּ

 How long will you lie there, lazybones; When will you wake“ – תָקוּם מִשְנָתֶךָ

from your sleep?” (6:9). 

 פְתָיִם –  simple ones 

 Of the nineteen times the root פתי appears in biblical literature, fifteen of those 

appearances are in the book of Proverbs.  Most translations render this root as 

“simple,” or “thoughtless.”  Ultimately פתי indicates one who does not have 

wisdom, but who can eventually acquire her.  A פתי can learn, and overcome 
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his or “simpleness.” In Proverbs 9:4, for example מִי-פֶתִי – “who is simple” 

appears parallel to ב   .one who lacks understanding” (NJPS)“ – חֲסַר-לֵּ

Similarly, in Psalm 19:8 we find: ּות יְהוָה נֶאֱמָנָה, מַחְכִימַת פֶתִי  testimony of“ – עֵּ

the Eternal is sure, making wise the simple” (NJPS).  

 ּו הֲ   will you love – תְאֵּ

 ּו הֲ  is in the second person plural, whereas the other verbs in this verse תְאֵּ

appear in the third person plural.  One might interpret this distinction as 

indicating that Wisdom speaks directly to the פְתָיִם, the simple ones, and 

directs her comments to scorners and fools indirectly.  Fox, however, adds 

that although the language suggests a distinction, non-agreement of person is 

common in biblical language, and one should, instead, interpret Wisdom’s 

chastisement as spoken to all fools, regardless of category.  

 צִים  scorners  – לֵּ

 Similar to ליץ ,פתי appears most often in Proverbs, and means “scorn” (DCH).  

 For example, in Psalm 1:1  .פתי clearly has a more negative valence than ליץ

צִים  To further .(sinners) חַטָּאִים and (wicked ones) רְשָׁעִים is paired with both לֵּ

distinguish לץ from פתי, we find in Proverbs 9:7,8 that a לץ is resistant to 

rebuke, and one who tries to correct a לץ will experience shame, and will be 

disappointed in the results.  Furthermore, לצון in Isaiah 28:14 is “mockery,” 

and in Proverbs 29:8 ֹון י לָָ֭  ֹ֣      .are “scoffers,” who inflame a city אַנְשֵּׁ

 ּו  lust  - חָמְ

 Boldly, Alter renders this verb as “lust,” which emphasizes the lurid appeal 

“scorning” for the “scorners,” whereas Fox offers the subtler translation: 
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“treasure.”  It is certainly possible to find examples of both usages for חמד.  

For example, in Proverbs 21:20 the narrator explains: “Precious treasure and 

oil (שֶׁמֶן ד וָָ֭ ר׀ נֶחְמָֹ֣ ֹוצָָ֤ ) are in the house of the wise man.” Yet, considering the 

context of this verse, other appearances in the biblical text, may offer more 

descriptive interpretative possibilities.  For example, in Exodus 20:13 and 

34:24 we find תחמוד as “covet.”  The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old 

Testament categorizes the usage of חמד in this verse as “desire.”  In other 

appearances in Proverbs the root is rendered as both “lust” and “desire.”  For 

example in Proverbs 6:24 the narrator warns the audience away from an evil 

woman, or the smooth tongue of a forbidden one, and in verse 25 we find:  -אַל

 Do not lust for her beauty Or let her“ – תַחְמֹד יָפְיָהּ, בִלְבָ בֶךָ; וְאַל-תִקָחֲךָ, בְעַפְעַפֶיהָ 

captivate you with her eyes.”  Similarly, in Isaiah 1:29, the prophet warns 

rebels and sinners: “Truly, you shall be shamed Because of the terebinths you 

desired (ם  And you shall be confounded Because of the gardens you ,(חֲמַדְתֶ֑

coveted (ם  I ultimately chose “lust” for its striking imagery, as well as  ”.(בְחַרְתֶֽ

its closeness to appearances of חמד in Proverbs. 

 כְסִילִים – fools 

 Holladay suggests “shameless” or “foolish” for כסיל.  Later in Proverbs 9:13, 

the reader meets אשת כסילות or Lady Folly, as she is most commonly referred 

to, and so I chose “fools” as the translation for כְסִילִים.  Further fleshing out the 

semantic range for כסיל, we find Jeremiah refer to idol worshipers as  ּו יִבְעֲ

ּו  brutish and foolish” (NJPS) for they place their faith in idols made of“ - וְיִכְסָ

wood (Jer. 10:8).  Similarly, in Proverbs we find that a כסיל takes no delight in 
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understanding (18:2), and those who follow a fool’s advice will suffer harm 

(13:20).       

 דָעַת –  knowledge 

 דָעַת can refer to both general knowledge, as well as something more specific.  

Proverbs 24:4 contains an example of general knowledge  וּבְדַעַת, חֲדָרִים

ֹון יָקָר וְנָעִים ּו כָל-  And by knowledge, rooms are filled with all precious“ – יִמָלְ

and pleasant riches.”  For comparison, God explains to Moses that Bezalel is 

filled with ּובְכָל-מְלָאכָה , ּונָ ּובְדַעַ  the spirit of God, in“ – רוּחַ אֱלֹהִים, בְחָכְמָ ּובִתְ

wisdom, in understanding, in knowledge, and in all manner of workmanship” 

(Ex. 31:3).  This description of Bezalel drives home the fact that דָעַת can also 

be tied to knowledge of the divine, which we see in Numbers 24:16 when 

Balaam offers another oracle: “Word of him who hears God's speech, Who 

obtains knowledge (עַת עַ דַֹ֣ ָ֖  from the Most High, And beholds visions from (ויֹדֵּ

the Almighty, Prostrate, but with eyes unveiled.  Here the prophet can obtain 

knowledge through God, and implies a close relationship between Balaam and 

God, because Balaam hears God’s speech.  Therefore, עַת עַ דַֹ֣ ָ֖  is closely ויֹדֵּ

linked to an awareness of the divine.  Similarly, in Isaiah 11:1-2, the prophet 

explains that the “spirit of the Eternal” (וּחַ יְהוָ֑ה  ”will “alight” upon a “shoot (רֹ֣

that shall “grow out of the stump of Jesse,” and this “spirit” is a “spirit of 

wisdom and insight (ה ה) A spirit of counsel and valor ,(ר֧וּחַ חָכְמָֹ֣ ּובִינָ֗ ּורָָּ֔ ּוגְ צָה֙  ,(עֵּ

A spirit of devotion and reverence for the Eternal (רוּחַ דַעַת, וְיִרְאַת יְהוָה).”  Here, 

 .is equated with devotion to God, and reverence for the divine דַעַת
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ֹוכַחְתִי:  ּו לְ ּו     תָ

ה אַבִיעָה לָכֶם רוּחִי    הִנֵּ

 ֹודִיעָה דְבָרַי אֶתְכֶם

23.  Turn toward my rebuke;   

See I will pour out to you my sprit;  

I will make known my words to you. 

 ֹוכַחְתִי ּו לְ ּו  turn toward my rebuke – תָ 

 The root שוב usually means “turn back,” but when a direct object with the אל 

or ל prepositions follows this verb, it often means to “turn toward.”  For 

example, in 1 Kings 8:33 we find: “Should Your people Israel be routed by an 

enemy because they have sinned against You, and then turn back to You ( ּו וְשָָׁ֤

ָך לֶֶ֙  and acknowledge You name, and they offer prayer and supplication to (אֵּ

You in this House.”  Similarly, in 2 Kings 23:25, the text describes Josiah like 

no other king, because he “turned back to the Eternal (ב אֶל־יְהוָה ׁשָָ֤  with all (אֲשֶׁר

his heart and soul and might, in full accord with the Teaching of Moses; nor 

did any like him arise after him.”  Similarly, in Jeremiah 4:1, the prophet 

warns ּוד ָך מִפָנַי, וְלאֹ תָ ּוצֶ ּוב; וְאִם-תָסִיר שִׁ לַי, תָ ל נְאֻם-יְהוָה אֵּ ּוב יִשְרָאֵּ  If you“ – אִם-תָ 

return, O Israel – declares the Eternal – If you return to Me, If you remove 

your abominations from My presence And do not waver.”  According to the 

NJPS translation, the “turning toward” here, is like a “return.”  

 Some commentators find this phrase troubling, while others give it no thought 

at all.  Clifford, for one, reads this phrase as part of the rhetorical question 

established in verse 22, suggesting that it should be read: “…will you turn 



22 
 

away at my reproof?” (Clifford 40).  Whybray also relates this phrase to the 

verse preceding it; however, he reads it as a response to the question posed in 

verse 22.  He explains: “How long…simple? Needs a second line to complete 

the couplet.  This could be provided by the first line of v.23 (Give heed to my 

reproof), leaving the rest of v.23 to form another couplet” (Whybray 46).  

Alter, in contrast, sees no difficulty in translating this verse, and does not even 

bother to offer a footnote explaining his translation choice for this verse.  He 

renders it: “Turn back to my rebuke. / Look I would pour out my spirit to you, 

/ I would make my words known with you.”  Finally, Fox simply offers this 

explanation: “The verb š-w-b essentially means to turn back in the direction 

one came from… It does not necessarily mean ‘return,’ that is ‘move back,’ 

whether physically or metaphorically” (Fox 99).  He goes on to explain that 

the construction “turn back to” appears in other wisdom literature of the 

Ancient Near East, and should not be understood as a call for repentance, but 

a call to attention (Fox 99).   

 תוכחת – Fox explains that תוכחת is an “important educational concept in 

Proverbs” (Fox 99).  Indeed, it appears most frequently in Proverbs (sixteen 

out of its twenty-three appearances in the Bible).  In Proverbs, תוכחת is often 

parallel to מוסר (see Proverbs 3:11 and 5:12 for examples of this), where מוסר 

is “discipline” and תוכחת is “rebuke.”  In 10:17 we find an example of a 

helpful way to understand this pairing and how both words work together: 

ב תוֹכַחַת מַתְעֶה ר מוּסָר; וְעֹזֵּ  He who follows discipline shows the“ – אֹרַח לְחַיִּים, שׁוֹמֵּ

way of life, But he who ignores reproof leads astray.”  Then in 12:1, we find 
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that the one who “loves discipline loves knowledge (וּסָר ב מָ֭ ֹ֣ עַת אֹהֵּ ב דָ֑ ֽ הֵּ  but ”,(אֹֹ֣

one who “spurns reproof (ֹונֵּ תֹוכַחַת  is a brute.   Fox offers “reproof” and ”(וְ

“chastisement” as alternative translations for תוכחת, and adds that tokaḥat is 

“expected to be effective.”  In keeping with Alter’s translation, I chose 

“rebuke” as my translation, in order to distinguish it from מוסר (reproof or 

discipline), which appears in other parts of wisdom literature.  As we see, the 

two are closely linked in Proverbs in order to illustrate the pedagogical 

purposes of this biblical book (Alter, 193).  Tokaḥat does not necessarily 

imply repentance, but does encourage one to change behavior (Fox 99).   

 אַבִיעָה לָכֶם רוּחִי – I will pour out my spirit to you 

 Fox clarifies that רוח has a range of meanings “including ‘wind,’ ‘breath,’ 

‘life-breath,’ and ‘spirit,’” (Fox 100).  However, in most cases where the word 

includes the first person singular possessive, and it refers to a human, one 

finds רוחי translated as “my spirit.”  For instance, Job 6:4 contains: “For the 

arrows of the Almighty are in me; My spirit (י  absorbs their poison; God’s (רוּחִ֑

terrors are arrayed against me.”  Similarly, in Psalm 31:6 the psalmist relies 

on God for redemption, stating: “Into Your hand I entrust my spirit ( ָָ֘בְיָדְך

י יד ר֫וּחִֶ֥  You redeem, O Eternal, faithful God.” The few times when this is ;(אַפְקִִ֪

not the case, it is because God is speaking, as opposed to another, as in 

Genesis 6:3 “The Eternal said, "My breath (י  shall not abide in man (רוּחִָ֤

forever, since he too is flesh; let the days allowed him be one hundred and 

twenty years.”  I chose “my spirit” because Wisdom is not God, though there 

are times when her language has a divine tone.  Additionally, Wisdom is not 
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equating her breath or the wind with words and a rebuke, but they are a part of 

her mind or being.  Fox adds that “as a constituent of mind, ruaḥ is expressed 

in emotion more than in intellect, and includes feelings, will, faculties, 

attitudes, and desires” (Fox 100). 

 The phrase as a whole is noteworthy.  The prophet, Joel, offers this prophecy: 

“After that I will pour out My spriti on all flesh; Your sons and daughters 

shall prophesy; Your old me shall dream dreams, And your young men shall 

see visions.  I will even pour out My spirit upon male and female slaves in 

those days” (Joel 3:1-2).  However, in both of these verses prophet uses ְך  אֶשְׁפָ֤

instead of יעָה  ,in Proverbs 1:23.  We find a similar situation in Isaiah 44:3 אַבִֹ֣

where the prophet declares: “Even as I pour water on thirsty soil, And rain 

upon dry ground, So will I pour My spirit on your offspring ( ק רוּחִי֙ עַל־זַ  ךָאֶצָֹ֤ רְעֶָּ֔ ), 

My blessing upon your posterity.”  Here, rather than יעָה ק the verb is ,אַבִֹ֣   .אֶצָֹ֤

Though not exactly the same phrase, it seems that Proverbs 1:23 alludes to 

these verses from the prophets.    

 ֹודִיעָה  – make known 

 The root ידע (know/knowledge) here appears in the first person singular future 

of the הפעיל.  Wisdom pours out her spirit in order to make those listening 

know her words.  This phrasing is similar to when Isaiah declares: -וְעַתָ אֹודִיעָה

ת אֲשֶׁר-אֲנִי עֹשֶה לְ כַרְמִי  And now I will make known to you what I“ – נָא אֶתְכֶם, אֵּ

will do to my vineyard…” (5:5).  
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ּו;      יַעַן קָרָאתִי, וַתְמָאֵּ

ין מַקְשִׁיב  נָטִיתִי יָדִי, וְאֵּ

24. Because I called, and you refused;   

I stretched out my hand, and none paid heed. 

 יַעַן קָרָאתִי – because I called 

 In Isaiah 65:12 and 66:4 we find the same construction.  In both cases, the 

prophet promises retribution because the people refuse to answer, after 

hearing the prophet’s call.    

 ּו  you refused – תְמָאֵּ

 This is a piel verb, in the second person plural. In a similar instance, the root 

צַח אִשָה זוֹנָה הָיָה לָךְ,  – appears in Jeremiah 3:3 מאן וַיִּמָנְעוּ רְבִבִים, וּמַלְקוֹשׁ לוֹא הָיָה; וּמֵּ

ם אַנְתְ הִכָלֵּ  And when showers were withheld And the late rains did not“ -  מֵּ

come, You had the brazenness of a street woman, You refused to be 

ashamed.”  Here, the people refused to heed the warnings of God, even when 

the rains did not come, demonstrating a certain obstinate nature associated 

with מאן.  Similarly, in Isaiah 1:20, the prophet warns: “But if you refuse (וְאִם־

וּ  and disobey, You will be devoured by the sword. -- For it was the (תְמָאֲנָ֖

Eternal who spoke.” 

 נָטִיתִי יָדִי – I stretched out my hand 

 The pairing of the root נטה and יד appears frequently in biblical literature.  

Often it is God who stretches forth a divine hand as a sign of power or 

punishment.  For example, in Exodus 7:15 God declares “And Egyptians shall 

know that I am the Eternal בִנְטֹתִי אֶת-יָדִי עַל-מִצְרָיִם – when I stretch forth my 
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hand upon Egypt.”  In Ezekiel 16:27 the connection between “stretching forth 

God’s hand” and a punishment is even more clear.  There we find:  ה נָטִיתִי וְהִנֵּ

 Behold, I have stretched out My hand over you, and have“ – יָדִי עָלַיִךְ

diminished your allowance, and delivered you to the will of them that hate 

you.”  Yet it is quite clear that in this situation, Wisdom stretches forth her 

hand as a way to entreat people to hear her rebuke and follow her ways.  The 

Medieval commentator Radaq connects Wisdom’s offer in this verse to God’s 

offer to the people in Isaiah 65:2: “I spread out my hands (רַשְתִי יָדַי  all the (פֵּ

day to rebellious people.”   

 Fox highlights the fact that only God, angels, Moses, and Joshua make the 

gesture of stretching forth a hand as a symbol of a weapon or divine power 

(Fox 100).  Though Wisdom offers it as more entreat than threat, it is worth 

noting that in this scene Wisdom performs a traditionally male, and a 

traditionally divine gesture. 

 

ּו כָל        עֲצָתִי;-וַתִפְרְ

ֹוכַחְתִי, לאֹ אֲבִיתֶם  וְ

25. But you tossed aside all my counsel;   

And my rebuke you did not accept.  

 ּו    you tossed aside – תִפְרְ

 Alter explains that this verb appears elsewhere (see Leviticus 10:6; 13:45; 

21:10), and refers to “unbinding hair,” so he understands it as putting things in 

disarray (Alter 197).  He therefore translates ּתִפְרְעו as “flung aside.”  Fox also 
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acknowledges the places where פרע suggests unbinding of hair, but suggests 

that its other appearances in Proverbs (see 8:33, 13:18, 15:32) intimate at a 

meaning closer to “ignore” or “toss aside” (Fox 100).  For example, Proverbs 

4:15 we read: עָלָיו וַעֲבֹר ה מֵּ ֹו; שְטֵּ ּו אַל-תַעֲבָר-  Avoid it; do not pass“ – פְרָעֵּ

through it; Turn away from it; pass it by.”  Though repetitive, we find פרע 

parallel to “turn away from it” and paired with “do not pass through it,” 

emphasizing the root’s relationship to “avoiding.”  Similarly, in Ezekiel 24:14 

we find a usage closer to “relent” or “let go.”  The prophet prophesies: “I the 

Eternal have spoken: It shall come to pass and I will do it. I will not refrain or 

spare or relent ( א־ ֹֽ םל ֑ א אֶנָחֵּ ֹֹ֣ וּס וְל ע וְלאֹ־אָחָ֖ אֶפְרֶַ֥ ). You shall be punished according to 

your ways and your deeds -- declares the Lord GOD.”  Ultimately, I chose 

“tossed aside” to reflect both the chaos of “unbound hair,” but also implies the 

idea of “ignore.”  Fox emphasizes the fact that Wisdom seems most offended 

by the fact that her counsel is being ignored.  “They have slighted her 

dignity,” he adds (Fox 100).  

 לאֹ אֲבִיתֶם – you did not accept  

 The root אבה can suggest both something that one “accepts” or one “wants,” 

or “to be willing” (DCH).  In Isaiah 1:19 – “If, then, you agree (ּו  and (אִם־תאֹבָ֖

give heed (ם ׁשְמַעְתֶ֑ ), You will eat the good things of the earth.”  אבה paired 

with שמע in this verse highlights its relationship to “agree” and “obey.”  The 

psalmist of 81:12 also pairs these two roots together:  ;ֹולִי וְלאֹ-שָׁמַע עַמִי לְ

ל, לאֹ-אָבָה לִי  But My people would not listen to Me, Israel would not“ – וְיִשְרָאֵּ

obey Me.”  The context of this verse implies that the people rejected 
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Wisdom’s counsel.  Therefore, I chose “accept,” for אבה, to further highlight 

this rejection. 

 

ידְכֶם אֶשְחָק;-גַם   אֲנִי, בְאֵּ

 אֶלְעַג, בְבאֹ פַחְדְכֶם

26. Also I, in your calamity, I shall delight;   

I will mock when your fear comes. 

 גַם-אֲנִי – Also I 

 On גַם - Fox suggests that this word applies to Wisdom’s laughing later in the 

verse rather than “downfall” (איד), which precedes it (Fox 100). 

 ידְכֶם  your calamity – בְאֵּ

 The threat of calamity (איד) appears frequently in the biblical text, and it is 

closely tied to sin against God.  For example, in Deuteronomy 32:35, God 

threatens the Israelites with vengeance when their feet “shall slip,”  ֹוב יוֹם כִי קָ

ידָם  for the day of their calamity is near.”  Similarly, Jeremiah prophesies“ – אֵּ

the יד -of Moab, for its spoiled ways (Jeremiah 48:15 (calamity or downfall) אֵּ

6).   

 אֶשְחָק – I shall delight 

 שחק often implies “laugh,” or “amuse” (HALOT).  We find a similar 

construction to this verse in Psalm 52.  The psalmist declares: “The righteous 

shall see, and fear, ּו  ,In Proverbs  .(52:8) ”(and laugh at him) וְעָלָיו יִ שְחָ

Wisdom’s delight is bitter.  She laughs at the people’s calamity. 

 אֶלְעַג – I will mock 
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 This is the only instance in biblical literature, where the root לעג is conjugated 

in the first person.  Yet, in other instances, it also implies “mocking.”  For 

example, in II Kings 19 and Isaiah 37, Isaiah describes Senachrib’s military 

failure as the “virgin daughter of Israel” לעגה לך (mocking you).  Similarly, in 

Psalm 2:4 “the one enthroned in heaven” (יִלְעַג) mocks those who try to 

collaborate against the Eternal. 

 

ֹואָה(, פַחְדְכֶם     בְבאֹ כשאוה )כְ

ּופָה יֶאֱתֶה ידְכֶם, כְ  וְאֵּ

ּוקָה יכֶם צָרָה וְ  בְבאֹ עֲלֵּ

27. When your fear comes like a tempest,    

And your calamity like a storm arrives,  

When trouble and torment come upon you. 

 ֹואָה  like a tempest – כְ

 There are some versions of כשאוה, which vocalize it as כְשַׁאֲוָה, and others 

which vocalize it as ה ֹואָ֙  Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia vocalizes the word ,כְ

as “ch’shoah,” though with the Hebrew lettering: כשאוה.  In this case, it is a 

question of the “qere” and “ketiv.”  The Masoretic text vocalizes this word as 

ֹואָה   .and so, for the purposes of this analysis I will focus my efforts there ,כְ

 only appears once in the biblical text – here in verse 27 – and, therefore כשאוה

some biblical lexicons (HALOT for one) tie כְשַׁאֲוָה to ֹואָה  HALOT .כְ

categorizes ה  as a “devastating storm,” comparing it to other usages, such ְשׁוֹאָ֙

as Ezekiel 38:9 - “And You shall ascend, you shall come like a storm (כַ שֹאָה) 
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like a cloud to cover the land.”  Then, in Zephaniah 1:15 – “That day shall be 

a day of wrath, A day of trouble and distress, A day of calamity and 

desolation (ֹואָה ם ׁשֹאָ ּומְ  A day of darkness and deep gloom, A day of ,(י

densest clouds.”  In both cases the word is paired with others about clouds and 

darkness, indicating a connection to a storm.  There are other usages, though, 

which imply “ruin,” as well.  In Isaiah 47:11, for example, we find “Evil is 

coming upon you Which you will not know how to charm away; Disaster is 

falling upon you Which you will not be able to appease; Coming upon you 

suddenly Is ruin (שֹׁאָה) which you know nothing.” 

 In this verse, כשאוה is paired with ּופָה  (storm), which supports a reading of 

 as “like a storm.”  In order to differentiate both words, but also כשאוה

emphasize the disastrous effects of שאוה, I rendered ֹואָה  ”.as “like a tempest כְ

 יֶאֱתֶה – arrives  

 In the parallel structure of this verse we find the first two cola create a chiasm, 

where יֶאֱתֶה is paired with ֹבְבא.  There is a similar pairing in Deuteronomy 

33:2, when Moses blesses the people: “The Eternal came from Sinai ( מִסִינַי

רִבְבֹת) God came from the myriads …(בָא  יֶאֱתֶה In order to differentiate  ”.(אָתָה מֵּ

from ֹבְבא, which appears two other times in this verse, I translate יֶאֱתֶה as 

“arrives,” a synonym of “comes.” 

 ּוקָה  trouble and torment – צָרָה וְ

 Both Alter and Fox offer translations meant to reflect the alliteration in tzarah 

v’tzukah.  Fox offers “trouble and torment.”  Alter, however, renders this 

phrase as “straits and distress,” because the “st” sounds in both words are 
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closer to the Hebrew.  I prefer the alliteration of “trouble and torment” to 

highlight the matching צ nouns in this part of the verse. 

 

  אָז יִקְרָאֻנְנִי, וְלאֹ אֶעֱנֶה;

 יְשַׁחֲרֻנְנִי, וְלאֹ יִמְצָאֻנְנִי

28. Then they will call me, but I will not answer;    

They will seek me, but they will not find me. 

 יִקְרָאֻנְנִי – they will call me 

 The root קרא appears frequently in biblical literature, and is closely tied to 

calling to God for help or salvation.  For example, in Isaiah 65:24, the prophet 

depicts a time when the people ּו  and before they do, God will ,(will call) יִקְרָ

answer.  Like the psalmists calling out to God, Wisdom describes the people 

calling out to her.  For instance, in Psalm 17:6, “I call on You; You will 

answer me (נִי ֹ֣ י־תַעֲנֵּ ָך כִֽ י־קְרָאתִֹ֣   ”.God; turn Your ear to me, hear what I say ,(אֲנִֽ

Similarly, in Psalm 18 the narrator called on the Eternal (א יְהוָ֑ה  and ,(v. 4) (אֶקְרָֹ֣

God hears the call of distress (א יְהוָה קְרָֹ֣ י׀ אֶֽ    .(v. 7) (בַצַר־לִָ֤

 Here we also notice a shift in Wisdom’s language, from the second person 

plural, to the third person plural.  She now speaks to the public again, rather 

than only those who refuse her sage counsel. 

 וְלאֹ אֶעֱנֶה – I will not answer 

 The most frequent use of the root ענה translates to “reply” or “answer.”  There 

is often an assumed relationship between קרא and ענה, which, of course, we 

find here in this verse.  What distinguishes ענה in this verse from other 
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appearances in the Bible is that the verb is conjugated in the first person 

singular.  In Isaiah 65:12, for instance, God destines the people to slaughter 

and the sword, because: “when I called, you did not answer ( א ֹֹ֣ אתִי֙ וְל יַעַן קָרָ֙

ם  When I spoke you would not listen.”  We find examples of the first ,(עֲנִיתֶָּ֔

person and ענה most often in Job (9:15; 13:22; 19:7; 32:17; 40:5), where Job 

answers God’s call, and sporadically in the prophets (Hosea 2:23; Zechariah 

13:9) where God answers the people.  Later, in Isaiah 65:24, God promises to 

responds to the people’s call: “Before they pray (ּו רֶם־יִקְרָָ֖  I will answer ,(טֶֽ

י אֶעֱנֶ֑ה)  While they are still speaking, I will respond.”  Note the push and ;(ואֲנִֹ֣

pull between קרא and ענה here, as well.  When one calls out, one expects an 

answer.  For instance, in Job 9:15 we find a similar construction.  Job fears 

that though he is righteous, he cannot answer God’s call, (אִם-צָדַקְתִי, לאֹ אֶעֱנֶה), 

and even if he called and God answered, he might not believe it ( אִם-קָרָאתִי

נִי לאֹ-אַאֲמִין  Wisdom claims, though people might call out to her, she will  .(וַיַּעֲנֵּ

not answer. 

 יְשַׁחֲרֻנְנִי – they will seek me 

 We can compare יְשַׁחֲרֻנְנִי in Proverbs 1:28 to Isaiah 26:9: “With my soul, I 

have desired You in the night, Indeed, my spirit within me seeks you ( ָאֲשַׁחֲרֶך) 

earnestly.”  Similar to Wisdom’s promise that in the people’s calamity, they 

will “seek her,” in Hosea 5:15 the prophet foretells a time when the House of 

Judah will “realize their guilt, and in their distress, they will seek Me and beg 

for My favor (נְנִי ם יְשַׁחֲרֻֽ ר לָהֶָ֖  ,Though the people seek God in their distress  ”.(בַצֶַ֥

they receive no assurance that God will respond.  In Psalm 63:2 we find a 
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similar “seeking.”  We read: “God, You are my God; I search for You 

ך) רֶֶ֥  my soul thirsts for You, my body yearns for You, as a parched and ,(אֲשַׁחֲ֫

thirsty land that has no water.”  Though there is no expression of distress or 

disaster in this verse, the psalmist use of  ָך רֶֶ֥  emphasizes the desperate אֲשַׁחֲ֫

nature of this searching.   

 

ּו דָעַת;      תַחַת כִי-שָנְ

 וְיִרְאַת יְהוָה, לאֹ בָחָרוּ

29. Because they hated knowledge,  

And fear of the Eternal, they chose not. 

 תַ חַת כִי – Because  

 HALOT explains that the pairing of תַחַת and כִי can best be understood as “for 

the reason that.”  In Deuteronomy 4:37 we also find ָך  – וְתַחַת, כִי אָהַב אֶת-אֲבֹתֶ

“And because [God] loved your fathers.”  Moreover, Joshua 1:9 and in I 

Chronicles 28:20 contain a similar construction, where a promise or assurance 

is guaranteed “because of” (כי תחת) God’s protection or presence.  

 וְיִרְאַת יְהוָה – fear of the Eternal  

 Though not one of Wisdom’s declarations, in Proverbs 1:7 we read:  ,יִרְאַת יְהוָה

ׁשִית דָעַת  Fear of the Eternal is the beginning of knowledge.”  Indeed, the“ – רֵּ

concept of “fear of the Eternal” is prevalent throughout all of Proverbs.  In 2:5 

 is tied to knowledge of God; in 8:13 Wisdom, herself, explains that יִרְאַת יְהוָה

 is “the beginning of יִרְאַת יְהוָה is “to hate evil.”  Later, in 9:10 יִרְאַת יְהוָה

wisdom,” and in 15:33 it is “instruction of wisdom.”  In 10:27 and 14:27 “fear 
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of the Eternal” prolongs one’s days and is a “source of life;” while in 19:23 it 

is for “life.”  Finally, in 22:4 יִרְאַת יְהוָה is a reward for “humility” and a 

praiseworthy quality in a woman of valor (31:30).  By comparison, Isaiah 33:6 

pairs “wisdom (חכמה) and devotion (דעת),” as Zions’s triumph, and 

“Reverence for the Eternal (ה ת יְהוָָ֖  that was her treasure.”  The prophet (יִרְ אֶַ֥

promises that these attributes are a sign of salvation. 

 

ּו לַעֲצָתִי;      לאֹ-אָ

ֹוכַחְתִי ּו, כָל-  נָאֲ

30. They refused my counsel;  

They spurned all my rebuke. 

 ּו  .they spurned – נָאֲ

 The root נאץ in the qal form has the sense of “despise” or “spurn” (HALOT).  

In Deuteronomy 32:19, God “spurned” (וַיִּנְאָץ) because of the provocations of 

the people.  So too, in Jeremiah14:21, the prophet objects to God: “Do not 

despise us (אַל-תִנְאַץ) for the sake of Your name.” 

 

ּו, מִפְרִי דַרְכָם;      וְיאֹכְ

יהֶם יִשְבָעוּ  וּמִמֹעֲצֹתֵּ

31. They ate of the fruit of their way;  

And from their own devices they were sated. 
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 ּו   they ate – וְיאֹכְ

 Frequently, אכל literally means “eat,” yet there are also times when the root 

can also be understood metaphorically.  For instance, the prophet Ezekiel 

foresees a time when famine and pestilence will “devour” (ּו  inhabitants (יאֹכְלֶ

of a city.  Additionally, in Genesis 31:40 Jacob pleads with Laban: “And so I 

was, in the day drought consumed me (אֲכָלַנִי), and the frost by night.” 

  דַרְכָם - their way 

 Though דרך sometimes implies a physical path or way, it can also indicate a 

personal manner, custom, or behavior (HALOT).  In Jeremiah 10:2, the 

Eternal proclaims to the people: “Do not learn the way of the nations ( ְאֶל-דֶרֶך

ֹויִם יַעֲזֹב רָשָׁע ) So, too in Isaiah 55:7: “Let the wicked forsake his way  ”.(הַ

ֹו   ”.(דַרְ

 יהֶם  and from their own devices – וּמִמֹעֲצֹתֵּ

 Similar to the עצה (advice) that Wisdom offers, מועצה is “advice” or 

“counsel,” yet it can also indicate “plan” or “device.”  The psalmist 

declares: “Hold them guilty, O God, let them fall by their own devices 

יהֶם) ֹותֵּ  Likewise, in Micah 6:16 the prophet  .(Psalm 5:11) ”(מִמֹעֲ

announces: “For you have kept the statutes of Omri and all the works of 

the house of Ahab, and you have followed their counsels (ֹותָם  ”(בְמֹעֲ

(NRSV). 

 ּו  they were sated – יִשְבָ

 HALOT categorizes this usage of שבע as “to get enough of,” tying it to Job 

19:22 – “Why do you persecute me like God, and are not satisfied ( ֹלא
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ּו  with my flesh,” and Ecclesiastes 6:3 “If a man begets a hundred (תִשְבָ

children, and lives many years, so that the days of his years are many, but 

his soul does not have enough (לאֹ-תִשְבַע) of good.” 

 

֑ם הַרְגֵּ ם תַֽ ת פְתָיִֹ֣ ּובַֹ֣    כִי מְ

ם ֽ ים תְאַבְדֵּ ת כְסִילִֹ֣  וְשַׁלְוַָ֖

32. The waywardness of the simple ones will kill them,    

And the complacency of fools will lead them to ruin. 

  ת ּובַֹ֣  waywardness - מְ

 From the root משובה ,שוב implies a turning away.  It is often translated as 

“apostasy” or “backsliding.”  Fox, however, argues that משובה indicates a 

“tendency to turn away, namely from right behavior” (Fox 103).  For 

example, Jeremiah 8:5 asks: “Why is this people – Jerusalem – rebellious 

( השׁ וֹבְבָָּ֜ ), With a persistent rebellion (ה  They cling to deceit, They refuse  ?(מְשֻׁבָֹ֣

to return (לָשֽׁוּב).”  שוב appears three times in this one verse, meaning both 

“rebel” and “return.”  Jeremiah 2:19 also accuses its audience of evil actions, 

and warns of repercussions: “Your wickedness will punish you, and your 

apostasies (ְיִך ֹותַ֙  will convict you. Know and see that it is evil and bitter (וּמְשֻֽׁ

for you to forsake the Eternal your God” (NRSV).  Though Wisdom, calls out 

to the people to turn back to her rebuke, the simple have a “wayward” 

tendency, and so they will turn away from the right behavior.  Fox goes on to 

explain that mᵉšubah is an “attitude” or “disposition,” not necessarily an 

action.  For example, in Jeremiah 3:22 משובה is an experience, which God can 
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heal: “Turn back (ּו וּ ים) O rebellious children ,(שִׁ֚ ֹובָבִָּ֔ ), I will heal your 

afflictions (יכֶ֑ם תֵּ ּובֹֽ  Here we are, we come to You, For You, O Eternal, are‘ !(מְ

our God.”   

  ים ת כְסִילִֹ֣   and complacency –וְשַׁלְוַָ֖

 The word שלוה is often translated as “calm,” “serene,” or “ease.”  For 

example, in Psalm 122:7 it is parallel to שלום (peace).  Yet, there can be a 

sharpness to שלוה, as well.  Ezekiel 16:49 declares:  ה-זֶה הָיָה, עֲוֹן סְדֹם הִנֵּ

ט ֹון שִבְעַת-לֶחֶם וְ שַׁלְ וַת הַשְׁקֵּ ךְ:  גָ ֹותֵּ  Behold, this was the iniquity of your“ – אֲ

sister, Sodom, pride, fullness of bread, and careless ease.”  So, too in this 

verse.  This שלוה is not about “ease” or “peace.”  Alter translates the noun as 

“smugness,” suggesting a sense of unearned self-satisfaction.  However, I 

prefer Fox’s “complacency,” which both hints at the idea of “ease,” but with a 

sharp critique at the fools who take things too “easily.”  They have left the 

world unexamined and face a dangerous complacency.          

  ְםתְאַב ֽ דֵּ  – will lead them to ruin 

 The verb אבד in the piel form is usually rendered as “destroy.”  Most 

translations choose the more familiar translation of the verb, translating it as: 

“will destroy them.”  HALOT, however, suggests that we can understand the 

usage in this verse as closer to “to ruin” or “to lead to disaster.”  In keeping 

with the theme of “waywardness” established in the first cola of this verse, I 

translated ם ֽ  ”.as “lead them to ruin תְאַבְדֵּ
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טַח י יִשְׁכָן־בֶ֑ עַֽ לִָ֭ ֹ֣    וְשֹׁמֵּ

שַׁאֲנַ֗  הוְָּ֜ חַד רָעָֽ  ן מִפֶַ֥

33. But one who listens to me will dwell securely,    

And be tranquil from fear of harm. 

 י עַֽ לִָ֭ ֹ֣  but one who listens to me – וְשֹׁמֵּ

 This will not be the last time that Wisdom promises goodness to those who 

listen to her; in Proverbs 8:34, she assures happiness to those who listen to 

her.  In Job we find this phrase, but it is Job who calls out to those listening to 

his tale of woe to heed his warning (Job 15:17; 31:35; 33:31; 34:34).  Perhaps 

most telling, though, is in Psalm 81:14-5, where the psalmist gives voice to 

God’s call: עַ לִי ּו עַמִי, שֹׁמֵּ  – “Oh that my people, would hearken to me, that 

Israel would walk in My ways! / I would soon subdue their enemies, and turn 

my hand against their adversaries.”  Wisdom, like God, promises safety and 

security to those who listen to her.        

  טַח   will dwell securely - יִשְׁכָן־בֶ֑

 Fox emphasizes that בטח indicates “both inner and outer security” (Fox 103).  

The pairing of the root שכן “dwell” and בטח “safe” or “secure” appears several 

times in biblical literature.  For example, in Deuteronomy 33 this phrase 

appears twice: first in v. 12, describing God’s promise to the tribe of 

Benjamin: “May the beloved of the Eternal dwell in safety (יִשְׁכֹן לָבֶטַח) by 

God,” then in v. 28: “So Israel dwells in security (ל בֶטַח  the ,(וַיִּשְׁכֹן יִשְרָאֵּ

fountain of Jacob alone, in a land of grain and wine.”  These verses indicate 

that to “dwell securely” is a sign of God’s favor.  In Jeremiah, the prophet 
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foresees a time when Israel (Jeremiah 23:6) and Jerusalem (Jeremiah 33:16) 

will dwell in safety (ישכן לבטח).  In both verses, this phrase is parallel to the 

promise that Judah will be saved (תִוָּשַׁע).  Here, we find both promise of 

redemption, and proof of divine preference the phrase: טַח  dwell) יִשְׁכָן־בֶ֑

securely). 

 ן שַׁאֲנַ֗  and be tranquil – וְָּ֜

 In Jeremiah שאנן appears paired with שקט (quiet) and אין מחריד (without 

fear/trembling) – indicating a sense of both physical and internal ease 

(Jeremiah 30:10; 46:27).  Fox translates ן  as “secure” (Fox 96), while שַׁאֲנַ֗

Longman renders it as: “be at rest” (Longman 40).  Alter’s translation of 

“tranquil,” however, encompasses both a sense of physical security, as well as 

a sense of internal ease, which I wanted to reflect in my own translation.    

 ה חַד רָעָֽ  from fear of harm – מִפֶַ֥

 Some translators render רעה “evil.”  Whybray, for example, who translates the 

word as “evil,” explains that we should not understand “evil” to be an ethical 

judgment, but rather indicates “harm” or “misfortune” (Whybray 49).  Fox 

and Alter, then, choose “harm” for their translations to underscore their 

understanding of the text. 
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Analysis of Proverbs 1:20-33 
 

 In Proverbs 1:20-33 readers first meet personified Wisdom, and in this meeting, 

she is a woman of power and authority.  She not only speaks with authoritative language, 

drawing comparisons to the prophetic, but she speaks from a location of power.  She 

crafts her call carefully, directing her message to all of humanity, and warns those who 

ignore her voice. 

 Personified Wisdom’s first introduction to her audience in Proverbs 1:20-33 is 

noteworthy, first and foremost, because of its location of power.  Wisdom stands in 

public (“in the streets;” “in the plazas;” “at bustling [crossroads];” and the “entrances of 

the gates of the city”), crying out, to reach her audience (Proverbs 1:20-21).  Fox and 

Alter both remind readers that these places are not only public, but locations of power 

and commerce.  The gates of the city, the plazas, the crossroads are where the ancient 

Israelites did business and held court – they are locations of political and economic 

authority.29  

 Her location is not the only thing that Wisdom uses to demonstrate her power and 

authority.  Wisdom employs powerful language and rhetorical tools to make her case.  

For example, in Proverbs 1:22, Wisdom asks: “How long, simple ones, will you love 

simplicity; And scorners lust scorn; and fools hate knowledge?”  Her use of the rhetorical 

question עַד-מָתַי (“how long”) adds emphasis and catches the listener’s attention.  Like the 

psalmist of Psalm 6:4, who calls out: “My whole being is stricken with terror, while You, 

Eternal – O, how long (י  ”,demands that the “simple ones עַד-מָתַי Wisdom’s use of ”!(עַד־מָתָֽ

“scorners,” and “fools” hear her warning.   

                                                           
29 Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 97; Alter, The Wisdom Books, 196. 
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 Furthermore, Fox draws connections between Wisdom’s language and that of the 

prophets.  For instance, in 1:32 Wisdom declares: “The waywardness (ת ּובַֹ֣  of the (מְ

simple ones will kill them, and the complacency of fools will lead them to ruin.”  Her use 

of ת ּובַֹ֣  draws inner-biblical connections to the prophet Jeremiah, who uses the מְ

repetition of the root שוב and ת ּובַֹ֣   .as a rhetorical tool (see Jeremiah 2:19; 3:22; and 8:5) מְ

This repetition cleverly catches the attention of a listening audience.30  

 Structurally, Wisdom’s speech in Proverbs 1:20-33 also calls the listener to 

attention.  Fox, for one, notes that verses 24 and 28 are the inverse of each other.31  In 

Proverbs 1:24 Wisdom proclaims: “Because I called, and you refused; I stretched out my 

hand and none paid heed.”  Whereas in Proverbs 1:28 she states: “Then they will call me, 

but I will not answer; they will seek me, but they will not find me.”  The shift from verse 

24 to verse 28 demonstrates Wisdom’s frustration with her audience, and verse 28 marks 

a change in her speech.  Fox calls Proverbs 1:28-32 “the fate of the foolish,” because in it 

Wisdom threatens those who spurn her counsel, and promises them a terrible fate.32 

 In this introductory passage, Wisdom presents herself to the world as a woman of 

power, with little patience for those who waste her precious advice.  She calls her 

listeners from a location of power, and uses language of authority.  Her tools and rhetoric 

recall the style of the prophets, and are meant to catch her listener’s attention and lend her 

message even more authority.  Wisdom shares her message in public, to best reach her 

audience, but she will not respond to those who ignore her call.    

                                                           
30 Jack R. Lundbom, Jeremiah 1-20: A New Translation and Commentary, (New York: 
Doubleday, 1999), 321-2. 
31 Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 101.   
32 Ibid. 
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Chapter 2: “Acquire Wisdom” - Proverbs 4:1-9 
 

Structural Outline of Proverbs 4:1-9 
 

I. The Parent’s Discipline: Children Learn My Teachings (4:1-4)33 

a.  The parent gives the children good instructions (vv. 1-2) 

b.  From one generation to the next - a tender speech on how to live (vv. 3-4) 

II. A Father’s Lesson: Acquire Wisdom for a Crown of Glory (vv. 5-9) 

a. The father commands: Children acquire wisdom. (vv. 5-7) 

b. Children must cherish Wisdom, and she will reward you. (vv. 8-9) 

 

  

                                                           
33 This outline is based closely on Fox’s structural analysis of Proverbs 4. 
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Annotated Translation of Proverbs 4:1-9 
 

נִ  וּ בָָ֭ בשִׁמְעֹ֣ וּסַר אָ֑    ים מֹ֣

ה עַת בִינָֽ ּו לָדֶַ֥ י הַקְשִׁ֗  וְָּ֜

1. Listen, children, to the discipline of a parent;    

And heed to know discernment 

  נִים וּ בָָ֭  Listen, children - שִׁמְעֹ֣

 The root שמע is frequently paired with  ,in Proverbs.  Proverbs 1:8 בן or  בנים

4:10, 5:7, 7:24, 8:32, 23:19 also contain this pairing.  In Proverbs 1:8, for 

example, we read: “My son, heed (נִי ע בְָ֭  the discipline of your father, And (שְׁמַֹ֣

do not forsake the instruction of your father.”  Similarly, the narrator urges 

“my son,” to “listen” in order to get wisdom and direct his heart along the 

proper path.   

 Though בנים often means “sons,” there are also places in the Bible when the 

word refers to “children” in general.  For example, in Genesis 3:16, God 

promises the woman severe “pangs in childbearing; In pain shall you bear 

children (ים  Similarly, God forbids the Israelites from bowing down to  ”.(בָנִ֑

sculptured images, “For I the Eternal your God am an impassioned God, 

visiting guilt (ת ן אָבֹ֧ ) of the parents upon the children (עֲוֶֹ֙ יםעַל־בָ  נִִ֛ )” (Exodus 

20:5).  This usage also appears in poetic verse from the Bible.  In Psalm 

103:13, the psalmist compares a parent’s relationship to God’s relationship 

with humanity.  “As a father has compassion for his children (ים  so the ,(עַל־בָנִ֑

Eternal has compassion for those who fear Him.” 
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 Even when not paired with נִים  indicates the ideal way to learn.  For שמע ,בן or בָָ֭

instance, in Proverbs 21:28 we find ר עַ, לָנֶצַח יְדַבֵּ ד; וְאִ ׁשֹומֵּ ד-כְזָבִים יאֹבֵּ  A“ – עֵּ

false witness will perish, but a man who listens, will speak successfully.”  

Listening comes with great reward.  Similarly, in Proverbs 25:12 we find one 

whose ear listens (שֹׁמָעַת עַל-אֹזֶן) equated with an ornament of gold (-נֶזֶם זָהָב, וַחֲלִי

   .(כָתֶם

  וּסַר  discipline – מֹ֣

  ַוּס רמֹ֣ , and its root יסר, also appear frequently in the Book of Proverbs  , and 

often in the same verse as בן.  In Proverbs 13:24 and 23:13 we see elements of 

the punishing nature of וּסַר  a potentially violent discipline that parents can ,מֹ֣

use with their children.  In 13:24: we read “One who withholds his rod hates 

his son, but the one who loves him, disciplines him early.”  And again in 

23:13 we find וּסַר paired with מֹ֣ בֶט   שֵּ֗ (rod). We also find examples of וּסַר  as a מֹ֣

way to teach a lesson.  For example, in Proverbs 1:2, וּסַר דעת, appears with מֹ֣

 all of which indicate the word’s relation to teaching and gaining  בינה, חכמה

knowledge.  We see that וּסַר וּסַר  .is not only a lesson, nor punishment מֹ֣  is מֹ֣

discipline, which teaches children how to improve their lives. 

 ב  parent – אָ֑

 Like אבות ,בנים can mean “father” or “parent.”  In Exodus 10:6, for one, God 

warns Pharaoh of an incoming plague of locusts: “They shall fill your houses, 

and the houses of all your officials and of all the Egyptians-- something that 

neither your parents (ָך ָך) nor your grandparents (אֲבֹתֶ֙ וֹת אֲבֹתֶָּ֔   ”.have seen (וַאֲבֹ֣

Similarly, in Daniel 11:24, יו וֹת אֲבֹתָָּ֔  means “predecessors.”  Proverbs אֲבֹתָיו֙ וַאֲבֹ֣
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acknowledges that both mothers and fathers have something to teach their 

children.  For one, Proverbs 1:8 states: “Hear, my child, your father's 

instruction (ָך ר אָבִ֑ ּוסַֹ֣ ), and do not reject your mother's teaching (ך ת אִמֶֽ ֹורֶַ֥ ).”  

Therefore, there is no reason to assume that the use of ב  in this verse only אָ֑

refers to a father.  Though most translations of Proverbs 4:1 render ב  as אָ֑

“father” in this verse (see Fox 171, Alter 208, Clifford 58), I chose to translate 

ב  as “parent” to create a more gender inclusive translation.  However, one אָ֑

will note that in verse 3, we find י י“ parallel to (”my father“) אָבִ֑  my“) ”אִמִֽ

mother”) and I, therefore translated ב  .as father in that verse אָ֑

 ּו י  heed – הַקְשִׁ֗

 Although ּו י וּ  is paired with הַקְשִׁ֗  in the parallel structure of this verse, Iשִׁמְעֹ֣

chose to translate  ְּוהַק י שִׁ֗  as “heed,” because it encompasses understandings of, 

not only “listen,” but “pay attention,” as well.  In Isaiah 48:18 we read:   וּא לֶ֥

י  בְתָ לְמִצְוֹתָ֑   ”.If only you would heed my commandments“ – (Isaiah 48:18)הִקְשַָׁ֖

Additionally, in Isaiah 51:4 we find:   ,נּו:  כִ תֹורָה לַי הַאֲזִ ּומִי אֵּ , ּולְ לַי עַמִ ּו אֵּ הַקְשִׁי

ֹור עַמִים אַרְגִיעַ  , ּומִשְׁפָטִי, לְ צֵּ אִתִי תֵּ  Hearken to Me, My people, And give ear“ – מֵּ

to Me, O My nation, For teaching shall go forth from Me, My way for the 

light of peoples.”  Besides this verse, הקשיב appears throughout the Book of 

Proverbs.  In Proverbs 7:24, for one, we find: “Now sons, listen to me, and 

pay attention (ּו י הַקְשִׁ֗    ”.to my words (וְָּ֜

  עַת  to know – לָדֶַ֥

 The infinitive form of ידע only appears twice in all of Proverbs.  In this verse, 

and 1:2, which reads: “For learning wisdom and discipline (ר ּוסָ֑ עַת חָכְמָֹ֣ ּו  ;(לָדַֹ֣



46 
 

For understanding words of discernment (ה י בִינָֽ ֶ֥ ין אִמְרֵּ הָבִ֗ עַת In 1:2  ”.(לְָּ֜  is לָדַֹ֣

parallel to ין הָבִ֗  ”and demonstrates the close relationship between “knowledge ,לְָּ֜

and “understanding” in Proverbs.  

 בִינָֽה – discernment 

 Translators disagree on how to translate this word.  In NJPS, for example, in 

some verses the translators render ה  as “understanding,” and in others בִינָֽ

places they render ה ה as “discernment.”  Alter prefers “discernment” for בִינָֽ  בִינָֽ

in his translations (see Alter 193, 208, 230).  Fox, however, prefers 

“understanding” for ה  Though “understanding” and  .(see Fox 53, 171) בִינָֽ

“discernment” are technically synonyms, in modern usage “understanding” 

evokes words like “sympathy” and “compassion” before “intellect,” or 

“judgment.  For that reason, I will render ה  as “discernment” in my בִינָֽ

translations. 

 

תִי  וֹב נָתַֹ֣ קַח טָ֭ י לֶֹ֣    כִָ֤

בוּלָכֶ֑  ל־תַעֲזֹֽ י אַֽ וֹרָתִ֗  ם תָּֽ֜

2. For good instruction I gave to you;    

My teaching, do not forsake.  

  קַח   instruction - לֶֹ֣

  קַח  appears in several places in the Bible, nearly all of them in the Book of לֶֹ֣

Proverbs.  Besides Proverbs 4:2, Proverbs 1:5, 9:9, 16:21, 16:23 also contains 

the word קַח  as “instruction,” or “teaching,” and in 7:21, the word is marked לֶֹ֣

as ּה  implying that it is ,יסף frequently appears with the verb לקח  .לִקְחָ֑
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something that one can gain or increase.  For example, in Proverbs 9:9 we 

find: “Instruct a wise man, and he will grow wiser; Teach a righteous man, 

and he will gain in learning (ֹוסֶף  Then in Chapter 16 we find two very  ”.(לֶקַח וְ

similar verses (21 and 23) with someone “wise of heart,” who is able to 

increase his לקח, and add it to his lips.  Yet, when לֶקַח appears outside of 

Proverbs helps illustrate the word’s meaning.  In Isaiah 29:24 we find:  ,ֹוגְנִים

ּו-לֶקַח  and those who grumble will accept instruction.”  Similarly, in“ – יִלְמְ

Deuteronomy 32:2, קַח  ,לִקְחִי appears with the first person possessive “my” as לֶֹ֣

“May my discourse (לִקְחִי) come down as the rain, My speech distill as the 

dew, Like showers on young growth, Like droplets on the grass.”  Even-

Shoshan also interprets קַח    .(learning/study) למוד or (teaching) תורה as לֶֹ֣

  י וֹרָתִ֗  my teaching - תָּֽ֜

 HALOT contains a specific section for תורה in a non-theological context, for it 

often precedes Moses, or God – indicating the laws and commandments given 

at Sinai to the Israelites  See for example, Deuteronomy 17:11: “You shall act 

in accordance with the instructions (ה ֹורָָּ֜  given you and the ruling handed (הַ

down to you; you must not deviate from the verdict that they announce to you 

either to the right or to the left.”  However, in the Book of Proverbs, תורה 

often relates to “teaching” or “instruction.”  In Proverbs 1:8, for example, we 

find the parallel structure of ָתֹורַת אִמֶך , ָך; וְאַל-תִטֹּ ּוסַר אָבִ  ,Listen“ – שְׁמַע בְנִי, 

my son, to the discipline of your father, and do not forsake the instruction of 

your mother.”  ָֹורַת אִמֶך  is paired with ָך ּוסַר אָבִ , indicating that תורה is close 

to מוסר.  Later, in 3:1 the narrator tells his son ָתֹורָתִי אַל-תִשְׁכָח וּמִצְוֹתַי, יִצֹר לִבֶך  בְנִי,
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- “My son, do not forget my teaching, But let your mind retain my 

commandments,” which indicates that תורה as “teaching,” is also parallel to 

“commandments.”   Similarly, in Proverbs 7:2 we find:  ,ֹורָתִי ה; וְ שְׁמֹר מִצְוֹתַי וֶחְיֵּ

ָך ינֶ  Keep my commandments and live, and my teaching as the pupil“ - כְאִישׁוֹן עֵּ

of your eye.”  The pairing of י וֹרָתִ֗ קַח with תָּֽ֜  also illustrates the (instruction) לֶֹ֣

meaning of תורה as “teaching.” The narrator offers these children, not only 

“good instruction,” but “my teaching.”  

 ּו ל־תַעֲזֹֽ  do not forsake – אַֽ

 The root עזב means, at its simplest, “to leave,” and it is certainly possible to 

translate ּו ל־תַעֲזֹֽ  as “do not leave.”  Yet, a more nuanced reading of the line is אַֽ

“do not forsake,” because it also encompasses the idea of “deserting” or 

“abandoning.”  We also find this reading of עזב in Deuteronomy 29:24, “They 

shall say, ‘Because they forsook (ּו  the covenant of the Eternal, the God of (עָזְ

their ancestors” as well as in I Kings 19:10, 14 where Elijah describes the 

Children of Israel forsaking (ּו   .their special covenant with God (עָזְ

Considering these other verses, there is a sense that עזב not only indicates 

“abandoning” or “forsaking,” but also suggests that the listener might waste 

something precious, if he or she does ּו  .תַעֲזֹֽ

 

י יתִי לְאָבִ֑ ן הָיִֹ֣  כִי־בֵָּ֭

י י אִמִֽ ֶ֥ יד לִפְנֵּ יָחִ֗ ךְ וְָּ֜  רֶַ֥

3. For once I was a child to my father, 

Tender, and the only one before my mother.  
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  ְך  tender - רֶַ֥

 Even-Shoshan renders  ְך  as “not hard,” “young, still,” “comfortable,” or רֶַ֥

“pleasant.”  We find the idea of ְך  as “tender,” especially in Genesis 18:7 רֶַ֥

where Abraham takes a calf  “tender and good” (ֹוב  for a servant to dress (רַךְ וָ

and prepare for his angelic guests. In Ezekiel 17:22, we read: “Then I in turn 

will take and set in the ground a slip from the lofty top of the cedar; I will 

pluck a tender twig from the tip of its crown, and I will plant it on a tall, 

towering mountain (ּול ֹותָיו, רַךְ אֶקְטֹף, וְשָׁתַלְתִי אָנִי, עַל הַר-גָבֹהַּ וְתָ ׁש יֹנְ ֹ ר  The ”.(מֵּ

prophet contrasts the “tender twig” with the “tall, towering mountain,” to 

describe God’s plans for redemption.  In order to fill out the semantic range, 

we also have Proverbs 15:1 ּודְבַר-עֶצֶב, יַעֲלֶה-אָף ; מָ  A gentle“ – מַעֲנֶה-רַךְ, יָשִׁיב חֵּ

answer will turn away wrath, but a hurtful word provokes anger.”  Ultimately, 

 ”.is the opposite of harsh words or wrath, and so I rendered it “tender רַךְ 

 וְיָחִיד – and the only one 

 Perhaps the most famous usage of the word יחיד for Jews is in Genesis 22, the 

Binding of Isaac, where it appears three times.  In verses 2, 12, and 16, Isaac 

is Abraham’s ָיְחִידְך – “your only one.”  The repetition forces the reader to see 

Isaac’s value to Abraham, and emphasizes the sacrifice Abraham will make 

for God.  Interestingly, HALOT organizes this usage of יחיד with instances in 

Prophets describing mourning an only child.  In Jeremiah 6:26, for example, 

“My poor people, put on sackcloth and strew dust on yourselves! Mourn, as 

for an only child (יָחִיד); Wail bitterly, for suddenly the destroyer is coming 

upon us.”  Also, Amos 8:10 declares: בֶל יָחִיד  and I will make it as“ – וְשַמְתִיהָ כְאֵּ
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mourning for an only son.”  We see that יָחִיד represents a beloved and precious 

child.   

 

י אמֶר לִ֗ ֶֹ֥ נִי וַיּ ֗  וַיֹּרֵּ

ךָ  י לִבֶ֑ תְמָךְ־דְבָרֶַ֥  יִֽ

ֽהשְׁ  חְיֵּ י וֶֽ ר מִצְוֹתַֹ֣  מָֹ֖

4. He taught me and said to me,  

“May your mind hold fast my words,  

and keep my commandments, and live. 

  נִי ֗   he taught me - וַיֹּרֵּ

 נִי ֗ הפעיל  and is the ,תורה has the same root as וַיֹּרֵּ form of the root – “teach.”  In 

Ezekiel 44:23 we find, ֹודִעֻם ֹור,  א לְטָ ין-טָמֵּ ; ּובֵּ ין קֹדֶשׁ לְחֹ  And“ – וְאֶת-עַמִי יוֹרוּ, בֵּ

they will teach my people between holy and profane; and inform them what is 

unclean and clean.”  Furthermore, in Judges 13:8 we find the root conjugated 

with a direct object, much like Proverbs 4:4 - “and teach us (ּו ֹורֵּ  what we (וְ

will do for the child who will be born.”  Additionally, Job 6:24 offers: “Teach 

me (הוֹרוּנִי) and I will be silent, and cause me to discern how I have strayed.”  

Here ֹורוּנִי  is paired with בינה, closely tying the two roots (teach and 

discernment/understanding) together.   

 ְתְמָך    hold fast – יִֽ

 We find this root, תמך, in multiple locations throughout biblical literature.  In 

Proverbs 11:16 and 29:23 it has the sense of “obtain” (HALOT).  In Proverbs 

תְמָךְ ,31:19  indicates “grasp,” when paired with “palms: “She sets her hand יִֽ
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ה) ׁשִלְחֶָ֥ יהָ יָדֶ֗ ּו) to the distaff; Her fingers work the spindle (וְָּ֜ מְ יהָ תָֹ֣   ”.(כַפֶ֗

Similarly, Psalm 17:5 states:  ּו פְעָמָי ֹו ָך; בַל-נָ ֹותֶ  My steps“ – תָמֹךְ אֲשֻׁרַי, בְמַעְגְ 

hold fast to your paths; my feet have not slipped.”  ְתָמֹך parallels ּו ֹו  בַל-נָ

(“have not slipped”) in this verse, and the comparison illustrates its meaning 

as a verb for “hold” or “hold fast.” 

  ָך  your mind - לִבֶ֑

 The word לב (“heart”) in biblical literature often has a more idiomatic 

understanding as “mind” or “inner self.”  In Genesis 6:5, the לב has thoughts 

and intent: “The Eternal saw how great was the wickedness of humanity on 

earth, and the intent of the thoughts of his heart (ֹו צֶר מַחְשְׁבֹת לִ  was only (וְכָל-יֵּ

evil all the time.”  Indeed, NJPS renders this phrase as “every plan devised by 

his mind,” drawing the connection between לב and “mind” even closer.  In 

Deuteronomy 29:3 we find a similar idea.  “Yet to this day the Eternal has not 

given you a mind to understand (ב לָדַעַת  or eyes to see or ears to hear.”  The (לֵּ

Hebrew is literally “a heart to know,” but the translator chose the more 

idiomatically correct “mind” for modern readers who are more familiar with 

the idea of a mind understanding or thinking, not a heart.  Therefore, I chose 

to render  ָך  as “your mind,” which relates more closely to the biblical  לִבֶ֑

understanding of לב as a place of knowledge.   

  י   my commandments - מִצְוֹתַֹ֣

 While מצוה is often paired with תורה or teaching, מצוה in this verse is part of a 

separate category.  These are not God’s commandments or God’s Torah, as in 

Deuteronomy 5:10, where God promises kindness to the thousandth 
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generation of “those who love Me and keep My commandments (י   ”.(מִצְוֹתָֽ

Rather the מצות of 4:4 are instructions from a parent to a child.  In fact, some 

biblical lexicons create a special category for commandments from parents.  

HALOT, for one, organizes this verse with Proverbs 2:1, 3:1, 6:20, and 7:1.  In 

6:20 the parent instructs the child to “keep your father’s commandment ( נְצֹר

ָך  Do not forsake your mother’s teaching.”  Then, in 7:1 we read ;(בְנִי, מִצְוַת אָבִ

“My son, heed my words; and store up my commandments (מִצְוֹתַי) with you.”  

Even-Shoshan adds two verses in Jeremiah 35 (14 and 16) to this category.  

The verses describe Jehonadab commanding his sons not to drink wine, and 

their following his commandment.  In Jeremiah 35:16 we read  י ּו, בְנֵּ קִי כִי הֵּ

כָב, אֶת-מִצְוַת אֲבִיהֶם, אֲשֶׁר צִוָּם ֹונָדָב בֶ ן-רֵּ  For the sons of Jehonadab son of“ – יְ

Rechab fulfilled the commandment of their father, which he commanded 

them.” 

  ֽה חְיֵּ וֶֽ - and live 

 The idea of living by “something” most often relates to God’s laws or statutes.  

In Leviticus 18:5 God declares:  ׁשְמַרְתֶם אֶת-חֻקֹתַי וְאֶת-מִשְׁפָטַי, אֲשֶׁר יַעֲשֶה אֹתָם הָאָדָם

 You shall keep My laws and My rules, by the pursuit of“ – וָחַי בָהֶם:  אֲנִי, יְהוָה

which man shall live: I am the Eternal.”  Ezekiel 20:13 and 21 expands upon 

this idea.  The children of Israel rebel against God’s laws, “by the pursuit of 

which a person shall live (אֲשֶׁר יַעֲשֶה אֹתָם הָאָדָם וָחַי בָהֶם),” and so God will pour 

out “My fury upon them.”  Yet here, the children will live by their parents’ 

laws and live.  This comparison suggests that the teachings and 

commandments of a parent are like those of God. 
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ה בִינָ֑ה  ֹ֣ כְמָה קְנֵּ ה חָָ֭ ֹ֣  קְנֵּ

י י־פִֽ אִמְרֵּ ֽ ט מֵּ ָּ֜ ח וְאַל־תֵּ֗  אַל־תִשְׁכֶַ֥

5. Acquire wisdom, acquire discernment;  

Do not forget, and do not turn from the words of my mouth. 

  ה ֹ֣  acquire - קְנֵּ

 The root קנה hints at both “acquire,” “gain,” and often “buy.”  For example, in 

Genesis the word appears several times to describe the field, and cave of 

Machpelah, where the matriarchs and patriarchs (except Rachel) are buried.  

In 25:10, Isaac and Ishmael bury their father in the cave of Machpelah, which 

is in “the field, which Abraham purchased from the children of Het ( הַשָדֶה

ת י-חֵּ ת בְנֵּ אֵּ  Then in 49:30 Jacob asks his sons to return him  ”.(אֲשֶׁר-קָנָה אַבְרָהָם, מֵּ

to Canaan, and bury him in “the cave which is in the field of Machpelah, 

facing Mamre, in the land of Canaan, the field that Abraham bought from 

Ephron the Hittite for a burial site (-אֵּ ת עֶפְרֹן הַחִתִי אֲשֶׁר קָנָה אַבְרָהָם אֶת-הַשָדֶה, מֵּ

 which ,(possession) אחוזה is paired with קנה In these verses  ”.(לַאֲחֻזַת-קָבֶר

highlights קנה’s relationship to “acquire.” 

 The idea of acquiring knowledge, discernment, or wisdom appears throughout 

Proverbs.  In Proverbs 23:23 the narrator instructs the reader: -ה, וְאַל אֱמֶת קְנֵּ

ּוסָר וּבִינָה  Acquire truth, and do not sell; wisdom, and“ – תִמְכֹר; חָכְמָה וּ

discipline, and discernment.”  Comparing ה  indicates that (sell) תִמְכֹר with קְנֵּ

these broad concepts (truth, discipline, or discernment) are things that one can 

gain, and indeed that they have monetary value.  They are goods, which can 
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be acquired or sold.  In addition, in 18:18 contains:  ֹון, יִקְנֶה-דָעַת; וְאֹזֶן ב נָ לֵּ

 The discerning mind acquires knowledge; and the ear of“ – חֲכָמִים, תְבַקֶשׁ-דָעַת

the wise seeks knowledge.”  More specifically, to acquire wisdom appears 

four times in Proverbs, twice in Chapter 4 (in this verse and in 7), and again in 

16:16, and 17:16.   

  כְמָה  wisdom - חָָ֭

 This is a feminine noun, which the narrator will treat almost like a person, 

later in this section. 

 ח  do not forget – אַל־תִשְׁכֶַ֥

 Perhaps most helpful in understanding the meaning of שכח is in comparison to 

its opposite, זכר.  In Genesis 40:23 we read ּהו ף, וַיִּשְׁכָחֵּ  וְלאֹ-זָכַר שַר-הַמַשְׁקִים אֶת-יוֹסֵּ

– “But the chief cupbearer did not remember Joseph; he forgot him.”  

Similarly, in Job 24:20 ר ֹוד לאֹ-יִזָכֵּ ֹו רִמָה  ּו רֶחֶם, מְתָ ץ עַוְלָה;יִשְׁכָחֵּ  The“ –  וַתִשָבֵּ ר כָעֵּ

womb will forget him, may he be sweet to the worms; may he be no longer 

remembered; and unrighteousness is broken like a tree.”  Frequently in 

biblical literature, we find the idea of “forgetting God.”  In Deuteronomy 

32:18, for instance, “You neglected the Rock, who gave birth you, and you 

forgot (וַתִשְׁכַח) God, who bore you.” Yet, in the book of Proverbs, one seems 

to most frequently forget the good teachings taught, like Proverbs 31:5 -פֶן

י-עֹנִי ׁשַנֶה, דִין כָל-בְנֵּ  Lest one drink and forget that which“ – יִשְׁתֶה, וְיִשְׁכַח מְחֻקָק; וִ

was decreed; and pervert justice for all who are afflicted.”   
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 ט ָּ֜   and do not turn – וְאַל־תֵּ֗

 The root נטה can have the sense of both “stretch,” “send,” or “turn.”  Yet, 

when the verb precedes the preposition “from” (מן) its meaning is more close 

to “turn from.”  We find this structure in Numbers 20:21-ֹום, נְתֹן אֶת ן אֱ וַיְמָאֵּ

עָלָיו ל, מֵּ ט יִשְרָאֵּ ל, עֲבֹר, בִגְבֻלוֹ; וַיֵּּ  So Edom would not let Israel cross their“ – יִשְרָאֵּ

territory, and Israel turned away from them,” and again in Numbers 22:23 ט   ָ֤ וַתֵּ

ה  לֶךְ בַשָדֶ֑ ָ֖ רֶךְ וַתֵּ ֹון֙ מִן־הַדֶָּ֔ אָ  and the donkey turned from the path and walked to“ -הָֽ

the field.”  This structure appears in Psalm 44:19  ,ּו י ט אֲשֻׁרֵּ ּו; וַתֵּ ֹור לִבֵּ ֹוג אָ לאֹ-נָ

 Our hearts have not gone astray, nor have our feet swerved from“ – מִנִי אָרְחֶךָ

your path.”  

 

ךָ  הָ וְתִשְׁמְרֶ֑  אַל־תַעַזְבֶֶ֥

ךָ  הָ וְתִצְרֶֽ  אֱהָבֶֶ֥

6. Do not forsake her, and she will guard you;  

Love her and she will keep you. 

   ָה אַל־תַעַזְבֶֶ֥ - do not forsake her 

 What is most interesting about this phrase is the feminine direct object added 

to the verb תעזב.  Though it is not fully clear whether the narrator is referring 

to חכמה or בינה, both of which are feminine nouns, most translators and 

commentators read this phrase as referring to “wisdom.”  In his commentary 

in The Jewish Study Bible, Fox describes Proverbs 4:1-9 as a distinct unit, 

which emphasizes loving wisdom.  About this verse he adds: “It is not enough 
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to obey wisdom.  One must love it, just as one must love God” (Fox 2004, 

1454).  

  ָך  and she will guard you – וְתִשְׁמְרֶ֑

 The root שמר appears the Bible, where it usually means “keep,” or “guard.”  

We find in Proverbs 6:22, for one, ָך  when you lie down, it“ – בְשָׁכְבְךָ, תִשְׁמֹר עָלֶ

will watch over you.”  In this verse, תשמור is parallel with תַנְחֶה (guide) and 

 further illustrating its meaning as “guard.”  Similarly, in ,(talk with you) תְשִיחֶךָ

Psalm 121:4, the “Guardian of Israel” (ל ֽ ר יִשְרָאֵּ וֹמֵּ֗  neither slumbers nor“ (שָּׁ֜

sleeps!”  A ר   וֹמֵּ֗ שָּׁ֜ is constantly vigilant, protecting and keeping the one who is 

protected.       

  ָה  love her – אֱהָבֶֶ֥

 The well-known אהב root appears in the imperative in this verse, as the 

narrator commands the sons to not only hold fast to “wisdom,” but, as Fox 

emphasizes, “love her.”  The only other command form of אהב appears in 

Hosea 3:1, where God commands Hosea to “Go again, love a woman (-אֱהַב

 Moving beyond the command form, in Proverbs 8:17 we find Wisdom  ”.(אִשָה

declaring: ּומְשַׁחֲרַי, יִמְצָאֻנְנִי ; הָ  I love those who love; and“ – אֲנִי, אהביה )אֹהֲבַי( אֵּ

those who seek me early, will find me.”  Her love is reciprocal, for Lady 

Wisdom responds to love with love.  Yet it is possible to love the wrong 

things.  In Proverbs 29:3 the narrator sets up a comparison between loving 

wisdom as opposed to associating with prostitutes.  ב חָכְמָה, יְשַמַח ׁש-אֹהֵּ אִ

ֹון ֹות, יְאַבֶד- ֹו  ,A man who loves wisdom brings joy to his father“ -  אָבִיו;  וְרֹעֶה 

but one who associates with harlots will lose wealth.”             
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  ָך  and she will keep you – וְתִצְרֶֽ

 שמר and נצר have nearly interchangeable meanings of “guard” or “keep.”  

They often appear together.  In fact, in his entries for each word, Even-

Shoshan uses the other as a definition.  In Proverbs 5:2 they are parallel to 

each other in a chiastic verse structure ּו ָך יִנְצֹ ֹות; וְדַעַת, שְפָתֶ  To“ – לִשְׁמֹר מְזִ

guard direction; while your lips keep knowledge.”  Similarly, Proverbs 22:12 

offers: ד י בֹגֵּ ף, דִבְרֵּ ּו דָעַת וַיְסַלֵּ י יְהוָה, נָצְ ינֵּ  The eyes of the Eternal guard“ – עֵּ

knowledge; but subverts the words of the treacherous.”   

 

ה  ה חָכְמָ֑ ֹ֣ כְמָה קְנֵּ ית חָָ֭ ׁשִֹ֣  רֵּ

ה ה בִינָֽ ֹ֣ נְיָנְךָ֗ קְנֵּ  וּבְכָל־קִָּ֜

7. The beginning of wisdom is - acquire wisdom,  

With all your acquisitions, acquire discernment. 

 כְמָה ית חָָ֭ ׁשִֹ֣  the beginning – רֵּ

 ית ׁשִֹ֣  appears at the very beginning of the Bible.  In Genesis 1:1 we read רֵּ

ׁשִית, בָרָא אֱלֹהִים  In the beginning God created.”  Of course, the famous“ – בְרֵּ

line is also famously difficult to translate because of the ב prefix with ׁשִית  רֵּ

but it certainly helps us to understand the semantic range of ׁשִית ית    .רֵּ ׁשִֹ֣ רֵּ

כְמָה יהֶם  also appears in Psalm 111:10 חָָ֭ כֶל טוֹב, לְכָל-עֹשֵּ ׁשִית חָכְמָה, יִרְאַת יְהוָה-- שֵּ רֵּ

ֹו, עֹמֶדֶת לָעַד  The beginning of wisdom is fear of the Eternal, good“ –  ;תְהִלָ

insight for all who practice it; Praise of Him is everlasting.”  Here the first 

step in wisdom is fear of God, as opposed to our verse, which states the first 

step to wisdom is gaining wisdom.  The theological ideas of Psalm 111:10 are 
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similar to ones we find in Proverbs 1:7  ׁשִית דָעַת; חָכְמָ ּומוּסָר, אֱוִילִים יִרְאַת יְהוָ ה, רֵּ

ּו  Fear of the Eternal is the beginning of knowledge; but Fools despise“ – בָ

wisdom and discipline.”  Here fear of the Eternal is the beginning of 

knowledge rather than wisdom, but we know דעת and חכמה often appear 

together, and are connected to one another in Proverbs.   

 ה ה חָכְמָ֑ ֹ֣  acquire wisdom – קְנֵּ

 Fox argues that ה ה חָכְמָ֑ ֹ֣  presents a difficulty in translating Proverbs 4:7. “The קְנֵּ

imperative [ה ה חָכְמָ֑ ֹ֣  get wisdom!’ is an awkward predicate in a nominal‘ [קְנֵּ

sentence.  The imperative clause must be understood as a quotation of the rule 

about how to start on the way to wisdom.”  As a way to acknowledge this 

awkwardness from the Hebrew in their English translations, both Fox and 

Alter use a dash between כְמָה ית חָָ֭ ׁשִֹ֣ ה  and (”the beginning of wisdom is“) רֵּ ֹ֣ קְנֵּ

ה  Fox also adds an exclamation  .(Fox 171, Alter 209) (”acquire wisdom“) חָכְמָ֑

point at the end of the first cola of this verse to emphasize the command form.  

Clifford, however, ignores all of 4:7 in his translation, because he believes this 

verse is a later addition to Proverbs.  He adds that 4:7 interrupts the 

personification of wisdom in this unit, and does not appear in certain 

manuscripts (Clifford 60). 

 Note the circular structure of this idea.  The first step for wisdom is to acquire 

wisdom.  While in the above verses, the first step in wisdom and knowledge is 

fear of the Eternal, according to this section of Proverbs, one must acquire 

wisdom, to begin with wisdom.  Alter suggests this reading of the verse: “one 

must acquire the precepts of wisdom even if at first it may be only rote, with 
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true comprehension drawing later” (Alter 209).  For Alter, the beginning of 

wisdom is to simply go out there and try to attain it, and eventually deeper 

knowledge and understanding will follow. 

  ָ֗נְיָנְך  with all your acquisitions – וּבְכָל־קִָּ֜

 Some translations of this verse render this phrase as “and with all your 

acquiring,” as if  ָ֗נְיָנְך נְיָנְךָ֗  gerund.  The form of קִָּ֜  though is a noun with a ,קִָּ֜

second person, singular possessive suffix.  NJPS renders the verse: “The 

beginning of wisdom is – acquire wisdom; With all your acquisitions, acquire 

discernment.”  In other words, a person must spend all he or she owns on 

acquiring wisdom. I chose to follow noun, second person possessive suffix 

model, because we find this form for the word קנין in other parts of biblical 

literature.  In Psalm 105:21 we find: “He made him the Eternal of his 

household, empowered him over all his possessions (בְכָל־קִנְיָנֽו).”  There is a 

similar structure in Genesis 36:6, which describes Esau moving his family and 

possessions to Seir, where there was more room.  “Esau took his wives, his 

sons and daughters, and all the members of his household, his cattle and all his 

livestock, and all the property (ֹכָל-קִנְיָנו) that he had acquired in the land of 

Canaan, and went to another land because of his brother Jacob.”  

 

ךָ  ֹומְמֶ֑ ּוֽתְ הָ  סַלְסְלֶֶ֥

נָה י תְחַבְקֶֽ דְךָ כִֹ֣ כַבֵּ֗  תְָּ֜

8. Cherish her, and she will raise you;  

She will honor you, if you embrace her. 
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  ָה  cherish her - סַלְסְלֶֶ֥

 Even-Shoshan suggests the best understanding of סלסל is honor (כיבוד) or 

cherish (הוקיר); yet this verse also appears to be the only place in the Bible 

where this form of this verb appears with this meaning.  HALOT also reads 

this word as “cherish or esteem,” because ָה נָה is parallel to סַלְסְלֶֶ֥  embrace) תְחַבְקֶֽ

her), and because of its relation to  ָך ֹומְמֶ֑  in the conditional phrase.  In Psalm תְ

68:5 we find the root סלל in a slightly different form (ּו  which may also ,(סֹ

give us some clues as to the meaning of  ָסַלְסְלֶֶ֥ ה.  The verse states: “Sing to 

God, chant hymns to His name; extol Him (ּו  who rides the clouds; the (סֹ

Eternal is His name. Exult in His presence,” (NJPS).  Here ּו  (”extol Him“) ,סֹ

is parallel with “Exult in His presence” (ּו לְפָנָיו  From this we can see  .(עִלְ

that ָה  ,may mean not just “cherish,” but “exalt.”  In our verse, as well סַלְסְלֶֶ֥

הָ   and it might be read as a similar idea to Proverbs ,תרומם is paired with סַלְסְלֶֶ֥

8:17.  Just as Wisdom loves those who love her, she exalts those who exalt 

her.  In the end, though, I chose to follow HALOT and Even-Shoshan, and 

render  ָה   ”.as “cherish her סַלְסְלֶֶ֥

  ָך ֹומְמֶ֑   she will exalt you - וּֽתְ

 The root רום occurs frequently in the Bible.  It is almost always translated as 

“height,” “raise,” or “elevate.”  In Psalm 27:5, for instance, the psalmist 

declares that in times of trouble, “He will raise me on a rock”- נִי ֹומְמֵּ ּור, יְ    .בְ

In other psalms this root indicates praise of God - -ֹול; וְרָ הּוא, עַל ֹון גָ יְהוָה, בְצִ

 The Eternal is great in Zion; He is high above all peoples” (Ps“ – כָל-הָעַמִים

99:2).  In Psalm 37:34, we find a similar structure to that of Proverbs 4:8. 
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“Wait for the Eternal, and keep His way, And He will exalt you (ָרֹומִמְך  to (וִ

inherit the land; When the wicked are cut off, you will see it.”  Here it is God 

who exalts the listeners, if they keep “His way,” rather than Wisdom.        

 This is one of the few places in the Bible where an idea or a concept elevates 

or exalts something.  In Proverbs 14:34 righteousness (צדקה) exalts a people - 

ם-גוֹי ֹומֵּ  ”.and here we have Wisdom exalting “you,” if you “cherish her ,תְ

 

ן  ֑ ׁשְךָ לִוְיַת־חֵּ ֹ ר ן לְָ֭ ֹ֣  תִתֵּ

ֶֽךָ  רֶת תְמַגְנֶֽ רֶת תִפְאֶֹ֣  עֲטֶָ֖

9. She will place on your head a graceful garland;  

A crown of beauty she will deliver to you.” 

 ן ֑  graceful garland – לִוְיַת־חֵּ

 According to Even-Shoshan the only two appearances of לויה are in Proverbs 

1:9 and 4:9, and in both instances the word is paired with חן.  Proverbs 1:9 and 

4:9 are remarkably similar verses.  They both contain the uncommon phrase 

of ן ֑ ׁשְךָ as well as ,לִוְיַת־חֵּ ֹ ר ׁשֶךָ; וַעֲנָקִים, לְגַרְגְרֹתֶךָ In 1:9 we read  .לְָ֭ ֹ ם לְר ן הֵּ  כִי, לִוְיַת חֵּ

– “For they shall be a ‘garland of grace’ for your head, a necklace around your 

throat.”  Parallel to ָוַעֲנָקִים, לְגַ רְגְרֹתֶך it is clear that לויה is something like a 

necklace, which would instead go around one’s head.  Similarly, in 4:9 ן ֑  לִוְיַת־חֵּ

is parallel to רֶת  in the chiastic structure of this verse, which indicates its עֲטֶָ֖

similarity to “crown” (רֶת  .(עֲטֶָ֖

 HALOT also includes Proverbs 14:24 and I Kings 7:29-30 in its entry for לויה.  

In Proverbs 14:24 the parallel structure matches אולת to עטרת (crown), which 
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is, perhaps why the editors use this verse as an example of לויה.  In I Kings 

7:29 we find:   ן ּובִים, וְעַל-הַשְׁלַבִים, כֵּ ֹות בָקָ ּוכְ ין הַשְׁלַבִים, אֲרָ ֹות אֲשֶׁר בֵּ וְעַל-הַמִסְגְ

ֹורָד ה  ֹות מַעֲשֵּ ֹל ֹות וְלַבָקָר, ; ּומִתַחַת לַאֲרָ  and on the borders which were“ – מִמָעַ

between the frames were lions, oxen and cherubim; and on the frames, there 

was a pedestal above, and beneath the lions and oxen were wreaths of hanging 

work.”  Though spelled differently, ֹות  of Proverbs – both לויה is similar to לֹ

are garlands that hang, sometimes on a person’s head, sometimes as 

decoration for Solomon’s Temple.  

 ן ֑  graceful – חֵּ

 In Proverbs 3:4 we find ן ֑  and is bestowed upon a person שכל paired with חֵּ

through another’s (God or humanity’s) sight.  Similarly, in Numbers 11:11 

Moses asks God,  ּום, אֶת-מַשָא כָל-הָעָם ָך:  לָ ינֶ ן, בְ עֵּ עֹתָ לְעַבְדֶךָ, וְלָמָה לאֹ-מָצָתִי חֵּ לָמָה הֲרֵּ

 Why have you dealt ill with your servant, and why have I not“ – הַזֶה—עָלָי

found favor in your eyes? You have laid the burden of all this people on me.”  

In Psalm 45:3 we find a slightly different understanding of ן ֑ י    .חֵּ יָפְיָפִיתָ, מִבְנֵּ

ֹולָם רַכְךָ אֱלֹהִים  לְ ן בֵּ ָך עַל-כֵּ ֹותֶ ן בְשִפְ ּוצַק חֵּ  You are fairer than all“ – אָדָם-  

children of men; Grace is poured upon your lips, therefore God has blessed 

you forever.”  ן ֑  ,is not only something that God can bestow upon someone חֵּ

but it is also beautiful ( ָָפְיָפִית) to behold.  In order to encompass these multiple, 

yet related, meanings, I chose to translate ן ֑  as “graceful garland,” rather לִוְיַת־חֵּ

than “garland of grace,” so that the meaning could refer to both the image of 

the garland (graceful), and the values with which it is endowed (divine grace). 
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 רֶת   crown – עֲטֶָ֖

 We find the idea that עטרת is a symbol of royalty, which goes on one’s head in 

2 Samuel 12:30. -ֹו ּומִשְׁקָלָהּ כִכַר זָהָב, וְאֶבֶן יְקָרָה, וַתְהִי, עַל ֹ עַ ל ר וַיִּקַח אֶת-עֲטֶרֶת-מַלְכָם מֵּ

ה מְאֹד ר הֹוצִיא, הַרְבֵּ ׁש דָוִ ּוׁשְלַל הָעִ ֹ  The crown was taken from the head of“ – ר

their king and it was placed on David's head - it weighed a talent of gold, and 

on it were precious stones. He also carried off a vast amount of booty from the 

city.”  Similarly, in Zechariah 6:11, God instructs Zechariah to “Take silver 

and gold and make crowns (עֲטָר֑וֹת).  Place one on the head of High Priest 

Joshua son of Jehozadak.”  Moreover, in Proverbs 16:31 a “gray head” (יבָה  (שֵּ

is compared to a crown, and a virtuous woman (אישת חיל) is a crown for her 

husband (ּעֲטֶרֶת בַעְלָה), as long as she does not shame him (Proverbs 12:4). 

 רֶת  beauty – תִפְאֶֹ֣

 Similar to רֶת ,חן  ”,can have both theological implications, hinting at “glory תִפְאֶֹ֣

and “honor,” but also describes physical appearance, as in “beauty,” 

“ornament,” or “splendor.”  Moses, for example, is to make holy garments for 

Aaron “for splendor and for glory (לְכָבוֹד, וּלְתִפְאָרֶת)” (Exodus 28:2).  As the 

High Priest, Aaron must wear clothes that are both visually attractive and 

appropriate for his holy position.  Second Chronicles 3:6, contains a 

description of the adornments for the Temple:  ;וַיְצַף אֶת-הַבַיִת אֶבֶן יְקָרָה, לְתִ פְאָרֶת

 ;He studded the House with precious stones for decoration“ – וְהַזָהָב, זְהַב פַרְוָיִם

the gold was from Parvaim.”  These “decorations,” again, serve both a visual 

and theological purpose.  Beautifying the House (of God) is not only about 

making something pretty, but also emphasizing its religious importance. 
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 עטרה and תפארת appear together in multiple instances in the Bible.  Proverbs 

16:31, for one, draws a comparison between רֶת רֶת תִפְאֶֹ֣  and righteousness עֲטֶָ֖

א .(צְדָקָה) יבָה;  בְדֶרֶךְ צְדָקָה, תִמָצֵּ  Gray hair is a crown of glory; It“ - עֲטֶרֶת תִפְאֶרֶת שֵּ

is attained by the way of righteousness.”  In Isaiah 62:3, we read of a glorious 

future for Zion and Jerusalem.   ,ּוכָה וְהָיִית עֲטֶרֶת תִפְאֶרֶת, בְיַד-יְהוָה; וצנו )ּוצְנִיף( מְ

 You will be a crown of beauty in the hand of the Eternal, and a“ – בְכַף-אֱלֹהָיִךְ

royal turban in the palm of your God.”  In Isaiah 28:5 we also find the two 

words together ֹֹות, לַעֲטֶרֶת צְבִי, וְלִצְפִירַת תִ פְאָרָה--לִשְׁאָר, עַמו ּוא, יִהְיֶה יְהוָה צְבָ  – בַיּוֹם הַ

“In that day, the Eternal of Hosts shall become a crown of beauty and a 

diadem of glory for the remnant of His people.”  So too with Proverbs 17:6 -  

ֹותָם י בָנִים; וְתִפְאֶרֶת בָנִים אֲ נִים, בְנֵּ  ,A crown of old age is grandchildren“ – עֲטֶרֶת זְקֵּ

and the glory of children are their father’s.”  

  ֶָֽך  deliver to you – תְמַגְנֶֽ

 The root מגן is often translated as “deliver,” or “surrender.”  For instance, 

Melchizedek declares to Abraham:   ֹו ן צָ רֶיךָ בְיָדֶךָ; וַיִּתֶן- ֹון, אֲשֶׁר-מִגֵּ ל עֶלְ וּבָרוּךְ אֵּ

ר, מִכֹל  And blessed be God, Most High, who delivered your enemies‘“ – מַעֲשֵּ

into your hand,’ and he gave him a tenth of all” (Genesis 14:20).  Hosea 11:8 

states: “How can I give you up, O Ephraim? How surrender you (ָאֲמַגֶ נְך), O 

Israel? How can I make you like Admah? Render you like Zeboiim? I have 

had a change of heart, All My tenderness is stirred.”  Therefore, I chose to 

translate  ֶָֽך  as “deliver to you.”  Though some translations render it as תְמַגְנֶֽ

“place upon you,” (NRSV) or “crown you” (NJPS), I wanted to incorporate the 

broader sense of the root מגן rendered  ֶָֽך   ”.as “deliver to you תְמַגְנֶֽ
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Analysis of 4:1-9 

 Proverbs 4:1-9 presents a distinct unit in the book of Proverbs.  Proverbs 4:1-9 

focuses on the specific idea of cherishing wisdom, and the rewards that come from 

embracing wisdom.  Indeed, several commentators identify this section as a separate 

section, especially because of its focus on the idea of wisdom.  In both the Anchor Bible 

Commentaries and the Jewish Study Bible, Fox describes this section as the fifth in a 

series of lectures from a father to his child(ren).  He titles this unit: “Lecture V: Loving 

Wisdom, Hating Evil (4:1-9).”  Additionally, in Women’s Bible Commentary, Christine 

Roy Yoder makes note of this section as one of the many appearances of wisdom 

personified as a woman.  In this unit, wisdom bestows garlands and crowns to those who 

cherish and embrace her, which, Yoder notes are symbols of both marriage and nobility 

(Yoder, “Proverbs,” 236). 

 Proverbs 4:1-9 begins the same way that all of Fox’s “lectures” begin.  The parent 

calls out to his child (בני), to listen or observe her exhortations.  Yet, this parental lecture 

stands out, because it begins with the plural “children” (בנים), instead of the singular בן 

with the singular, first person, possessive (see Proverbs 1:8; 2:1; 3:1; 4:20; 5:1; 6:1; and 

7:1 for comparison).  Further distinguishing this “lecture” from others is the fact that the 

parent/narrator attributes his teaching to her own father, and recalls when she was his 

mother’s “only one” (Proverbs 4:3-4).  The parent indicates that this process is continuing 

a tradition of passing down teachings from generation to the next. 

 The final subsection of this unit focuses on wisdom, and all that she offers the 

people who acquire her.  She offers protection for those who love her and do not leave 

her, and she exalts those who hold her close (Proverbs 4:6; 4:8).  Indeed, followers of 
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wisdom will be crowned like royalty, honored with garlands, and perhaps even receive 

grace (Proverbs 4:9).   

 On a theological level, this subsection draws connections between the gifts 

wisdom offers with the Temple, as well as with a prophesied future for Zion.  The 

narrator, for one, explains that wisdom will adorn one’s head with “graceful garlands,” 

garlands that decorated the Solomon’s Temple (Proverbs 4:9; I Kings 7:29).  Then later, 

we find mention of a “crown of beauty” in both Proverbs 4:9 and Isaiah 62:3.             

 Interestingly, though Fox mentions “evil” in his title for this “lecture,” neither evil 

nor wickedness appear in this unit.  Instead, in this complete unit, we find an achievable 

path toward beginning’s one path to wisdom.  By acquiring wisdom, and holding her 

close, one will live an honorable and exalted life.  
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Chapter 3: Wisdom’s Character, Value, and Beginnings in Proverbs 8 

 

Structural Outline of Proverbs 8 
 

I. Wisdom’s Cries Out Across the City (8:1-4)  

 A. In public, Wisdom gives forth her voice (vv. 1-3) 

 B.  She calls to humankind (v. 4) 

II. The Value of Wisdom’s Instruction (8:5-11) 

A.  Wisdom’s suitable speech: learn cleverness, truth, and rectitude 

(vv. 5-7) 

B.  Wisdom’s words are straight and right for those who understand 

(vv. 8-9) 

C.  Wisdom’s instruction outweighs all valuables (vv. 10-11) 

III. Characterizing Wisdom (8:12-13) 

A. Where Wisdom dwells and what Wisdom finds (v. 12) 

B. Wisdom explains: Fear the Eternal and hate evil (v. 13) 

IV. Wisdom Grants Power: Through her Mighty Counsel Rulers Reign and 

Righteously Decree (8:14-16) 

V. Wisdom Grants Wealth: Seek Wisdom and Find Full Treasure (8:17-21) 

A. Those who seek Wisdom, find her love (v. 17) 

B. Riches or Righteousness: Her produce is better than silver and gold 

(vv. 18-21)  

VI. Before Creation: Wisdom’s Beginning (8:22- 31) 

A.  Wisdom was shaped; first of the Eternal’s works of old (vv. 22-23) 
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B.  Before anything, Wisdom was born (vv. 24-29) 

 1. Before the land, mountains, hills, earth, or soil (vv. 24-26) 

 2. Before the heavens; clouds or horizon on the deep (vv. 27- 

28) 

3. Before the Eternal placed limits on the sea and land (v. 29) 

C.  Wisdom is the Eternal’s confidant, rejoicing in God and creation 

(vv. 30-31) 

VII.  Hear Wisdom’s discipline and Live (8:32-36) 

A.  Be happy, and be wise: keep watch over Wisdom’s ways (vv. 32-

33) 

B.  A life or death decision (vv. 35-36) 

1. Finding Wisdom obtains God’s favor (v. 35) 

2. Hate Wisdom, and love death (v. 36) 
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Annotated Translation of Proverbs 8 
 

א ה תִקְרָ֑ א־חָכְמֶָ֥ ֹֽ     הֲל

הּ ֹולָֽ ן  ֶ֥ ה תִתֵּ ּונָ֗ תְ  וָּּ֜

1. Does not Wisdom cry out;  

And Understanding gives [forth] her voice.  

 ה א־חָכְמֶָ֥ ֹֽ  Does not Wisdom - הֲל

 The negative question form א ֹֽ  poses a difficulty in translation.  While הֲל

Whybray argues that the negative question form “has the effect of a strong 

positive assertion” (Whybray 122), other translators embrace a more idiomatic 

reading of the text.  For example, Alter translates this phrase as: “Look, 

Wisdom calls out” (Alter 227), and Fox renders it as: “It is Wisdom calling,” 

(Fox 265).  When א ֹֽ  appears in other parts of wisdom literature, there are הֲל

similarly conflicting readings.  In Job 4 Eliphaz the Temanite directs a reply to 

Job, and in one verse we read: “ֹהֲלא Is not your piety your confidence,” (v. 6).  

Then in another verse in the same chapter: “ֹהֲלא Their cord is pulled up…” (v. 

21).  In Job 12:11 the NJPS translation uses “Truly” to highlight the emphasis, 

which the form ֹהֲלא implies, and in 31:3-4 we find “surely” serving the same 

purpose.  In other sections of biblical poetry, such as Psalms, translations of 

 also prove inconsistent.  In Psalm 94:9 we find the phrase taking on a הֲלאֹ

rhetorical role: “ר עַיִן, הֲלאֹ יַבִיט  Shall the One who“ – ”הֲנֹטַע אֹזֶן, הֲלאֹ יִשְׁמָע; אִם-יֹצֵּ

planted the ear not hear, Shall the One who forms the eye not see?”  Whereas, 

in 85:7 we find “surely,” as a tool, again, to place emphasis – “הֲלאֹ-אַתָה Surely 

You will revive us.” Throughout the prophets, this rhetorical tool appears, as 
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well.  Yet, unlike translations of other biblical poetry and wisdom literature, in 

the prophets, we find more consistent usage of the negative question form as 

an assertive.  In Ezekiel 17, for instance: “Say to the rebellious breed: Do you 

not know (הֲלאֹ יְדַעְתֶם) what these things mean…” (v. 12). So too in Jeremiah 

26: “Did King Hezekiah of Judah, and all Judah, put him to death?  Did he not 

fear (א אָז :the Eternal” (v. 19).  Then in Isaiah 44 we find (הֲלאֹ יָרֵּ ָך  הֲלאֹ מֵּ הִשְׁמַעְתִ

– “Have I not from of old predicted to you?” (v. 8) and in 10:11 “Shall I not 

do (הֲלאֹ, כַאֲשֶׁר עָשִיתִי) to Jerusalem and her images/ What I did to Samaria and 

her idols?” 

 A review of these translation options reveals that there are multiple ways to 

render the negative question form.  However, it ultimately serves as a tool to 

place emphasis.  In order to both draw a connection between the prophetic 

voices, and also because I prefer a more literal translation, which closely 

reflects the Biblical Hebrew, I chose to translate א ֹֽ  here as “does not.”  I הֲל

wanted the translation to both draw the reader’s attention to this rhetorical 

phrase, as well as place an emphasis on the verse. 

 ּה ֹולָֽ ן  ֶ֥ ה תִתֵּ ּונָ֗ תְ  and Discernment gives [forth] her voice – וָּּ֜

 Though both בינה   and תבונה frequently appear parallel to חכמה, DCH indicates 

that there are only two times when we find ה ּונָ֗  personified in the Bible.  In תְ

Proverbs 2: ּונָה תִנְצְרֶכָה  Discernment shall keep you” (NJPS) and in“ – תְ

Proverbs 8:1 we find ּה ֹולָֽ ן  ֶ֥ ה תִתֵּ ּונָ֗  where Understanding speaks aloud.  In - תְ

the post-biblical wisdom text, Ben Sira, there is a similar appearance of 

personified Understanding (Sirah 4:24).  Alter capitalizes “Discernment” in 
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his translation, and Fox capitalizes “Good Sense” in the Anchor Bible Series 

to highlight this personified form. 

 

רֶךְ י־דָ֑ ים עֲלֵּ ֹומִֶ֥ ׁש־מְ ֹ    בְר

בָה וֹת נִצָֽ ית נְתִיבֹ֣ ָ֖  בֵּ

2. Atop the heights, on the way,   

At the crossroads, she stands 

 ים ֹומִֶ֥ ׁש־מְ ֹ  Atop the heights – בְר

 ים ֹומִֶ֥ ׁש־מְ ֹ  is מְרוֹם  ”.literally translates to “at the head of the highest places בְר

frequently rendered as either “mountain” or “elevated site.”  In Isaiah 22:16 

the prophet describes a ֹו  a grave carved on high.”  So, too in“ – חֹצְבִי מָרוֹם קִבְ

Jeremiah 17:12, which foretells a “throne of glory on high (מָרוֹם).”  However, 

the words usage in Ezekiel helps flesh out its importance in this verse.  In 

Ezekiel 17 the prophet offers this prophecy from God, which foretells a time 

when God will plant a bough ל  on the mountain height of“ - בְהַר מְרוֹם יִשְרָאֵּ

Israel” (v. 23).  God plants this bough at height of the mountain to ensure that 

all will see it and know of God’s power (v. 24).   In Ezekiel 20:40 and 34:14 

the prophet makes declarations on the mountain heights of Israel in order to 

ensure that all can hear God’s message.  Wisdom, herself, also calls from the 

“tops of the heights of the city (י קָרֶת י, מְרֹמֵּ  in 9:3, and in 9:14 “Lady ”(עַל-גַפֵּ

Folly,” seemingly Wisdom’s opposite, also calls from “a seat in the high 

places of the city (י קָרֶת א, מְרֹמֵּ    ”.(עַל-כִסֵּ
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 Fox, referencing medieval commentators, suggests that Wisdom speaks from 

“the hills or high ground within the city (Radaq, Hame’iri)” (Fox 265).  He 

also emphasizes that the phrase: “ראש מרומים is probably to be distinguished 

from ראש דרך, the beginning of a road, which is usually where several roads 

converge, as in Ezekiel 21:26” (Fox 265).  Alter adds that the “Lady Wisdom” 

positions herself “at the top of the heights” to ensure that all can hear her 

voice (Alter 227).  Isaiah 40:9 contains a similar reference to taking to high 

places to deliver a message.  “Get you up to a high mountain ( ַה ל הַר־גָבָֹ֤  O ,(עַֹ֣

Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up your voice with strength ( ַ֙ח ימִי בַכֶֹ֙  O ,(הָרִָ֤

Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up ( ֙ימִי  do not fear.”  The prophet ,(הָרִ֙

not only stands at a high place to deliver his message, but he also “lifts” his 

voice to reach the people. 

 וֹת ית נְתִיבֹ֣ ָ֖  at the crossroads – בֵּ

 Again, we find an idiomatic phrase.  The literal translation of וֹת ית נְתִיבֹ֣ ָ֖  is בֵּ

“house of paths,” however, that obscures the meaning of the phrase.  Though 

we often associate ית ָ֖  with “house,” there are times in the Bible where it בֵּ

indicates “between.”  For example, in 2 Kings 11:15 and 2 Chronicles 23:14 

we find a description of the slaying of Athaliah.  The high priest calls out that 

the people must slay Athaliah “ֹות ית הַשְדֵּ   ”.between the ranks – אֶל-מִבֵּ

Similarly, in Ezekiel the prophet describes the construction of a house, with 

free space “ֹות ית צְלָ  .between the chambers” (41:9) – בֵּ

 Rather than a house, Fox explains that this location – at the crossroads – is a 

point where “several lanes diverge from the main road,” and it offers Wisdom 
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“visibility and exposure” (Fox 266).  Fox makes a telling comparison here, 

which speaks to his own bias against women in the public sphere.  He 

compares Wisdom to a prostitute placing herself at the crossroads (as in 

Ezekiel 16:25).   

 בָה  she stands – נִצָֽ

 The last word of this verse continues this powerful positioning.  The root נצב 

often indicates a sense of “standing with authority.”  For example, in Numbers 

22:23 Balaam’s donkey refuses to budge, because she sees a messenger of the 

Eternal “נִצָב – standing” in the road.  So too, in Genesis 18:2, Abraham lifts 

his eyes and suddenly sees three men “נִצָבִים – standing” before.  Many 

consider these men to be heavenly beings, because they then foretell the birth 

of Isaac.  The Eternal also stands -נצב (see Ps 82:1 and 119:89).  These verses 

imply that there is an element of divinity to נצב. 

 

רֶת ים לְפִי־קָ֑ ׁשְעָרִֶ֥     לְיַד

נָה ים תָרֹֽ וֹא פְתָחִֹ֣  מְבָ֖

3. Alongside the gates, at the city entrance,    

At the approach to the portals, she cries out  

 רֶת  at the city entrance – לְפִי־קָ֑

 קרת is a relatively rare word for “city,” appearing in only four other places in 

the Bible (Proverbs 9:3, 14, 11:11, and Job 29:7).  Fox suggests that we can 

trace its roots to Phoenician or Aramaic (Fox 266), and HALOT adds that it 

also might be related to Ugaritic. 
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 Though לפי is never used for “gate” or “entrance” in any other place, the 

idiomatic understanding of this phrase is clear – the opening or “mouth” of the 

city.  Its usage also heightens the poetic structure of this verse, with the 

repeating ל sound in both halves of the first cola – further emphasizing 

Wisdom’s location. 

 ים וֹא פְתָחִֹ֣  at the entrance to the openings – מְבָ֖

 Both מבוא and פתח indicate an entryway into a space.  We often find מבוא 

rendered as “entrance.” In Judges 1:24, spies from the tribe of Joseph ask for 

assistance to find the ֹוא הָעִיר  entrance to the city” of Bethel.  Again, in 2“ מְ

Kings 11:16, soldiers force Athaliah into the palace  ּוסִים ֹוא הַ  –דֶרֶךְ-מְ

“through the horses’ entrance” before they execute her. פתח most often 

indicates an “opening,” though idiomatically in the NJPS  translation it is 

often “entrance.”  For example, in Genesis 18:1, Abraham sits at פֶתַח-הָאֹהֶל 

“entrance of the tent.” 

 Alter and Fox offer more idiomatic renderings of this phrase, such as “at the 

approach of the portals” (Alter 227) and “at the portals” (Fox 263).  Though, 

perhaps, redundant I chose the more literal translation “the entrance of the 

openings” because it emphasizes the public nature of Wisdom’s placement 

when she speaks.  Fox indicates that the importance of this location is that 

Wisdom stands at the “outer opening of the gateway, where everyone entering 

or leaving the city or conducting business in the gate would hear” (Fox 266).  

We find this behavior in 2 Samuel 15.  Absalom wakes early and stands  עַל-יַד

 next to the road of the gate,” in order to catch people coming before“ דֶרֶךְ הַשָעַר
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the king with business, before they could enter.  In contrast to 8:2, where 

Wisdom speaks from the high places, now she calls out from the entrance to 

the heart of city affairs.  Like Absalom, she catches people with political and 

commercial business.  Wisdom meets the people where they are, competing 

with the hustle of everyday life, to catch their attention and ensure that they 

hear here. 

 נָה  she cries out – תָרֹֽ

 Some commentators see an interesting connection between this verb and 1 

Kings 22:36, ‘As the sun was going down, a shout (הָרִנָה – feminine noun) 

went through (ר  .masculine verb) the army.”  Fox quotes Zeraḥiah b – וַיַּעֲבָֹ֤

Shealtiel, who says: “this is the herald who proclaims matters of state” (Fox 

266).  This comparison implies that in 8:1-3 (and 1:20-21), Wisdom is like a 

royal herald. 

 

א ים אֶקְרָ֑ ׁשִֹ֣ ם אִ יכֶֹ֣    אֲלֵּ

ם י אָדָֽ ֶ֥ י אֶל־בְנֵּ ֹולִ֗  וְָּ֜

4. To you, O people, I cry,   

And my voice to humankind. 

 ם יכֶֹ֣  to you – אֲלֵּ

o The semi-chiastic structure of this verse emphasizes the importance of 

Wisdom’s audience.  She begins her speech with the conjugated form of אל, 

followed by a group of people, then a verb conjugated in the first person 

singular.  The verb is gapped in the second cola, which continues with the 
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directional preposition followed by a collective noun representing a group of 

people.  Fox adds that “the frontal positioning of ם יכֶֹ֣  ,to you,’ is emphatic‘ אֲלֵּ

making the semantic predicate of the sentence” (Fox 267).  This positioning 

highlights to whom Wisdom speaks, rather than her speaking.  She shows care 

for her audience, humanity, and directs her speech with laser focus. 

 ים ׁשִֹ֣  people – אִ

 This form of the plural of איש only appears in two other places in the Bible.  In 

Psalm 141 we find: -י-אָוֶן וּבַל ׁשִים פֹעֲלֵּ ל עֲלִלוֹת בְרֶשַׁע אֶת-אִ ֹולֵּ אַל-תַט-לִבִי לְדָבָר רָע לְהִתְ

יהֶם  Let my mind not turn to an evil thing, to practice deeds of“ -אֶלְחַם בְמַנְעַמֵּ

wickedness with men who are evildoers; let me not feast on their dainties" 

(141:4).  Then in Isaiah 53:  ר פָנִים ּוכְמַסְתֵּ דּועַ חֹלִי; ֹות וִ ׁש מַכְאֹ ׁשִים, אִ נִבְזֶה וַחֲדַל אִ

 ,He was despised and forsaken of men, a man of pains“ – מִמֶנוּ, נִבְזֶה וְלאֹ חֲשַׁבְנהֻוּ

and acquainted with grief; and like one from whom men hide their faces, he 

was despised and we did not esteem him” (Isaiah 53:3).  In both of these 

examples, אישים represents a group of men in negative circumstances.  In 

Psalm 141, for example, these men are associated with deeds of iniquity and 

wickedness, and in Isaiah 53, the prophet compares a person hated most 

amongst men.  Use of this uncommon form of the plural of איש in Proverbs 8 

cannot be a coincidence.  Wisdom uses hints at these other appearances as she 

calls out to the אישים, and though she directs her comments to all people, she 

uses a verbal cue to speak to the most despised and sinful amongst them. 

 I struggled with whether or not to translate אישים with a gender.  There are 

places where its more common equivalent, אנשים is translated as “people,” 
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because it could include both men and women.  There are also many times 

when איש, as the singular, is “man,” for example in the second creation story 

(Genesis 2:24).  However, there are other instances where איש indicates 

“human being.”  For instance, in Psalm 49:3 בני איש is parallel to בני אדם (as it 

is in this verse), and the translation of the verse indicates their equivalence: -גַם

ֹון ׁש יַחַד, עָשִׁ יר וְאֶבְ י-אִ י אָדָם, גַם-בְנֵּ  Both low and high, rich and poor“ – בְנֵּ

together.”  Ultimately, I chose “people” as the translation, especially because 

 .בני אדם is parallel to אישים

 

ה ם עָרְמָ֑    פְתָאיִֹ֣

ב  ֽ ּו לֵּ י ים הָבִֶ֥ כְסִילִ֗  וָּּ֜

5. O simple ones instruct [yourselves in] cleverness,   

And fools instruct [your] mind. 

 ּו י  instruct – הָבִֹ֣

 The root בין appears frequently in both the book of Proverbs   and sections 

about Wisdom.  It is frequently understood as “understand” or “discern.”  Yet 

in this verse, it is conjugated in the causative form, and so we find Wisdom 

demanding that “simple ones” and “fools” to “cause to discern or understand.”  

In Daniel 9, for instance, Daniel reveals that Gabriel came to him in a vision: 

אל, עַתָה יָ צָאתִי לְהַשְכִילְךָ בִינָה ר עִמִי; וַיּאֹמַר-דָנִיֵּּ  And he made me“ – וַיָּבֶן, וַיְדַבֵּ

understand, and talked with me, and said: ‘Daniel, I now come forth to give 

you insight with understanding’” (9:22).  In other instances, this usage 

indicates “to teach,” “to show,” or “to tell” as in Job 6:24,  ;ׁש הוֹרוּנִי, וַאֲנִי אַחֲרִ

ּו לִי    ”.Teach me; I shall be silent; Tell me where I am wrong“ – וּמַה-שָגִיתִי, הָבִי
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 Here, the repetition of ּו י   .presents a difficulty for an English translation הָבִֹ֣

Both usages indicate “cause to learn or understand,” but without the gapped 

personalized direct object, the phrase is difficult to comprehend in English.  

Therefore, I used the repeated term “instruct,” for emphasis, and I added 

“yourselves” in the first cola and “your” in the second. 

 ה  cleverness – עָרְמָ֑

 In contrast to its appearance in Genesis 3:1, when the snake is described as  

וּם  as “cleverness” does not have the same kinds of  ערם ”,or “shrewdעָרָּ֔

negative tone in Proverbs.  ערם, is indeed “cleverness” or “shrewdness,” but 

 ,is a positive – something to achieve and strive for in Proverbs.  In 15:5 ערם

for example, we find ּוסַר אָבִיו; וְשֹׁמֵּ תֹוכַחַת יַעְרִים אֱוִיל  A fool spurns the“ – יִנְאַץ, 

discipline of his father, But the one who heeds reproof becomes clever.”  So 

too, in the opening exordium of Proverbs 1: ת לִפְתָאיִם עָרְמָה; לְנַעַר, דַעַ ּומְזִמָה  – לָתֵּ

“For endowing the simple with shrewdness, the young with knowledge and 

foresight” (1:4).   

 ב ֽ ּו לֵּ י  instruct [your] mind – הָבִֶ֥

 ב ֽ  in biblical Hebrew can be both “heart” and “mind,” as the source of לֵּ

knowledge for humans, as well as a source of feeling.  Here, we can 

understand ב ֽ  ,as the body part open to knowledge and learning.  In Exodus לֵּ

for instance, God sends the plagues upon Pharaoh’s ב ֽ פֹ תַי אֶל- :לֵּ חַ אֶת-כָל-מַגֵּ אֲנִ ׁשֹלֵּ

דַע ּור תֵּ ָך, וּבְעַמֶךָ--בַעֲ  ,I will send all my plagues upon your person“ – לִבְךָ, וּבַעֲבָדֶ

and your courtiers, and your people, in order that you may know…” (9:14).  

ב ֽ  can also be the part of humans, which “pay attention” or “give לֵּ
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consideration” to something.  In Proverbs 10:8 a ב  can “accept חֲכַם־לֵָּ֭

commands,” and in Deuteronomy 29:3 the ב ֽ  ”.can “know לֵּ

 

ר ֑ ים אֲדַבֵּ י־נְגִידִֹ֣ ּו כִֽ מְ    שִָׁ֭

ים ׁשָרִֽ י מֵּ פָתַ֗ ח שְָּ֜  וּמִפְתֶַ֥

6. Listen for the suitable things I speak  

And from the opening of my lips, rectitude 

 ים י־נְגִידִֹ֣  suitable things – כִֽ

 Fox explains that the Masoretic Text most likely changed the vocalization of 

this word from nᵉgādîm to nᵉgîdîm, which is why so many translations render 

this word as “princely things” or “noble things.”  Instead, he suggests reading 

it as “candid things,” especially in light of the unit created from vv. 6-9, which 

are “entirely concerned with honesty and truth” (Fox 269).  ים י־נְגִידִֹ֣  כִֽ

corresponds to  כֹחִים  ”in verse 9, which means “straightforward” or “honest נְָ֭

(HALOT).  In this verse, as well, ים י־נְגִידִֹ֣ ים is parallel to כִֽ ׁשָרִֽ  which also ,מֵּ

means “upright.”  The root נגד usually means “opposite” or “corresponding 

to,” as in Psalm 101:3 – “I will not set any worthless thing before my eyes 

ינַי) ים However, reading  ”.(לְנֶגֶד עֵּ י־נְגִידִֹ֣  as “opposite things” or “corresponding כִֽ

things” does not make sense.  It is helpful, instead, to look toward Genesis 

2:18, when God describes the partner for the man as ֹו זֶר, כְנֶגְ  a suitable“ – עֵּ

helper.”   We could then understand this verse as Wisdom offering “proper” or 

“suitable” things when she speaks.  Though I found Fox’s argument 

compelling, I ultimately chose a meaning closer to other uses in the Bible, 
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though it still acknowledges the theorized original root of the word, rather 

than the Masoretic Text. 

 י פָתַ֗  my lips – שְָּ֜

 י פָתַ֗  as שפה appears in this verse, and then repeats in the next.  We often find שְָּ֜

lips or part of the mouth in the Bible.  The term is used to describe both a 

body part, as in Proverbs 5:3 “For the lips (י  of a forbidden woman drip (שִפְתֵּ

honey,” or as a metaphor for speech, as in Job 12:20 “He deprives trusty men 

of speech ( יר  סִֹ֣ פָה(מֵּ שָָ֭ .”  Here, it is possible to read this verse as both metaphor 

and literal.  This personified Wisdom has lips from which she speaks, but she 

also emphasizes her speech.   

 ים ׁשָרִֽ  rectitude – מֵּ

 The directional term ישר indicates “straight ahead.”  With the מ preposition, 

however, translators often render it as “integrity” or “rectitude.”  In Proverbs 

1:3, the narrator of the Proverbs explains that the purpose of the book is “For 

acquiring the discipline for success, Righteousness, justice, and equity 

שָׁרִים)  So, too in Proverbs 23:16 when the narrator declares that he will  ”.(וּמֵּ

rejoice when the son speaks “right things (ׁשָרִים  I chose “rectitude.”   This  ”.(מֵּ

translation is in keeping with Alter’s translation. “Rectitude” both 

acknowledges the parallel structure of the verse where ׁשָרִים  pairs with מֵּ

“suitable things,” and also emphasizes the “correct” or “right” nature of 

Wisdom’s speech.  
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י ה חִכִ֑ מֶת יֶהְגֶֹ֣ י־אֱָ֭    כִֽ

שַׁע י רֶֽ ת שְפָתַֹ֣ ֹועֲבַָ֖  וְ

7. For truth, my tongue declares   

And loathing of my lips is wickedness 

  ה  utters - יֶהְגֶֹ֣

 Translations often render the root הגה as “meditate” as in Jos 1:8:   פֶר לאֹ-יָמוּשׁ סֵּ

ֹו יוֹמָם וָלַיְלָה ָך, וְהָגִיתָ  ֹורָה הַזֶ ה מִפִ  This book of instruction shall not depart“ – הַ

your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night.”  Yet, it can also 

indicate “declare” or “proclaim,” as in Ps 35:28: ָֹונִי, תֶהְגֶה צִדְקֶך  And my“ – וּלְ

tongue shall declare Your righteousness.”  Considering her public location 

and her audience, Wisdom does not mutter, otherwise how would the people 

hear her. 

 י  my tongue – חִכִ֑

 We find translations of חך as both the “palate,” “seat of taste/tongue,” or 

representing “speech.”  Ezekiel 3:26 describes a tongue clinging to “your 

palate (ָאֶל-חִכֶך)” (see also Psalm 137:6; Job 29:10, and Lamentations 4:4 for 

similar imagery).  Yet, Proverbs 24:13 presents honey as “sweet to your taste 

 חך Fox simply translates this as “mouth,” suggesting that  ”.(עַל-חִכֶךָ)

incorporates multiple parts of the physical mouth.  However, that does not 

include the metaphorical uses of חך as speech, as in the description of the 

forbidden woman, again, in Proverbs 5:3 “…and smoother than oil is her 

speech (ּחִכָה).”  Alter’s translation of “tongue,” incorporates both the corporeal 
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nature of חך as a part of the mouth, as well as the metaphorical nature, as 

“tongue” is also an idiom for speech in English (Alter 227). 

 ת ֹועֲבַָ֖  – loathing 

 It is difficult to separate the term תועבה from its association with 

“abomination” or “abhorrence” in Leviticus 18.  In Proverbs, however,  תועבה

usually appears with the tetragrammaton, describing acts that are “abhorrent” 

or “loathsome” to the Eternal (see Proverbs 11:1, 20; 12:22; 15:8, 9, 26; 16:5; 

17:15; 20:10, 23).  As opposed to its appearance in Leviticus, תועבה in 

Proverbs means an act, which God finds objectionable.  These loathsome acts 

include lying, false weights, differing forms of measure, pride, as well as 

wickedness and evil plans, but not an association with any sort of sexual act.  

 in Proverbs is about treatment of others in a fair and good way.  Fox  תועבה

translates תועבה as “loathe” rather than “abomination” (Fox 263).  Alter makes 

the same translation choice, but acknowledges that in this verse תועבה is in 

s’michut as: י ת שְפָתַֹ֣ ֹועֲבַָ֖  - “the loathing of my lips” (Alter 227).  I chose to stay 

true to the order of the Hebrew in this verse, and therefore, translated ת ֹועֲבַָ֖  as 

a gerund. 

 It is also worth noting that this is the only time in the book of Proverbs where 

 does not appear with the tetragrammaton.  Here, it is Wisdom’s lips  תועבה 

that find wickedness “loathsome.” 
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י י־פִ֑ דֶק כָל־אִמְרֵּ    בְצֶֶ֥

ל ם נִפְתֶָ֥ הֶ֗ ין בָָּ֜ ֶ֥ שׁ אֵּ ֽ  וְעִקֵּ

8. In righteousness are all the words of my mouth    

None of them are twisted or crooked 

  ׁש ֽ ל וְעִקֵּ   twisted or crooked - נִפְתֶָ֥

 עקש is regularly rendered as “crooked” when describing paths or ways, as in 

Proverbs 2:15 ֹותָם ֹוזִים, בְמַעְגְ ; ּונְ יהֶם עִקְ שִׁי  whose paths are“ – אֲשֶׁר אָרְחֹתֵּ

crooked, and devious in their paths.”  However, עקש can also describe a body 

part like the heart/mind in Proverbs 11:20: ב י-לֵּ ֹועֲבַת יְהוָה, עִקְשֵּׁ  – “Men of 

crooked mind are an abomination to the Eternal.”  Similarly, Proverbs 6:12 

states: “A scoundrel, an evil man Lives by crooked speech (ּות פֶה  where ”,(עִקְ

   ”.describes a mouth to represent “crooked speech עקש

 פתיל means “tied on” or “thread,” which is twisted together.  For example, in 

Genesis 38:18 Tamar asks Judah ָּומַטְּךָ אֲשֶׁר בְיָדֶך ,  ,your signet“ – חֹתָמְ ּופְתִילֶ

your cord, and your staff that is in your hand.”  Then in Job 5:13 “wily” 

people are נִפְתָלִים.  Both an inanimate object and a human can be פתיל.  

Although in Job the root פתיל appears in the נפעל, which distinguishes 

“wiliness” in people rather than a cord (פתיל).        

 The roots פתל and עקש are paired together in three other places in the Bible.  In 

his farewell address, Moses describes God’s children as עִ קֵּ ּופְתַלְתֹל – 

“crooked and perverse” (Deuteronomy 32:5).  Then in 2 Samuel 22:27 and 

Psalm 18:27 we find the repeated phrase:  שׁ, תִתַפָל  With“ עִם-נָבָר, תִתָבָר   וְעִם-עִקֵּ

the pure, You act purely, and with the perverse, You are wily.”  לפת  and עקש 
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can describe both humans and inanimate objects, and highlight both the nature 

of a person’s actions, as well as the physical impact of these ideas. Fox 

explains that the “physical imagery of ethics throughout Proverbs 1-9 is 

consistent.  Honesty is bright, straight, directly to the front.  Dishonesty is 

dark, crooked, and off to the side – a departure from the right and bright path” 

(Fox 270).  Here, Wisdom describes her words, using this physical imagery, 

and like many comparisons in Proverbs – the straight path is the righteous 

one.   

 

ין  בִ֑ כֹחִים לַמֵּ ם נְָ֭   כֻלָֹ֣

עַת י דָֽ צְאֵּ ים לְמֹֹ֣ ׁשָרִ֗ ָּ֜  וִֽ

9. All are upright to one who understands   

And right for those who find knowledge 

 כֹחִים  upright – נְָ֭

 Because כֹחִים ים is parallel to נְָ֭ ׁשָרִ֗ , it highlights the Wisdom’s speech as both a 

physical direction, and that is “correct” or “righteous” in nature.  We find נכח 

frequently in Isaiah.  In Isaiah 26, even a wicked person can learn 

righteousness in the “land of uprightness (ֹות  and in ,(Isaiah 26:10) ”(בְאֶרֶץ נְכֹ

Isaiah 30:10 ֹות ּו לָרֹאִים, לאֹ  :is a synonym for truthful statements נְכֹ אֲשֶׁר אָמְ

ֹות ּו מַהֲתַ ֹות, חֲ ּו חֲלָ ּו-לָ ּו נְכֹחוֹת; דַבְ ּו-לָ ּו, וְלַחֹזִים, לאֹ תֶחֱ  Who said to the“ – תִרְ

seers, "Do not see," To the prophets, "Do not prophesy truth to us; Speak to us 

falsehoods, Prophesy delusions.”  Isaiah 57:2 emphasizes the directional 

nature of נכח, for those who “walk in uprightness (,ְך ֹו הֹלֵּ   .rest in peace ”(נְכֹ
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Though some translations render כֹחִים  as “straightforward” or “honest” (see נְָ֭

Fox 263), I chose to highlight its relationship to the prophetic voices, by 

translating it as “upright.” 

 עַת י דָֽ צְאֵּ  find knowledge – לְמֹֹ֣

 HALOT defines מצא as both “to find” or “find what was sought,” as well as 

“obtain” or “achieve.”  Both translations flesh out the semantic range in this 

verse.  For example, in Genesis 2:20: ֹו זֶר כְנֶגְ  ,but for Adam“ - וּלְאָדָם לאֹ-מָצָא עֵּ

there was not found a suitable helper for him.”  For those who search for the 

“right”, they will “find knowledge.”  Then, in Genesis 26:12, Isaac sowed in 

the land, and “reaped (יִּמְצָא) in the same year.  He “achieved” greatness in the 

fields.  So too, with those who “find knowledge,” they “achieve” a right path 

for themselves.   

 

סֶף י וְאַל־כָ֑    קְחֽוּ־מוּסָרִֶ֥

ר וּץ נִבְחָֽ חָרֶ֥ עַת מֵּ דַ֗  וְָּ֜

10. Acquire my instruction over silver,   

And knowledge rather than choice gold 

 י ּוסָרִֶ֥  – my instruction 

 Though sometimes “chastisement” or “reproof,” מוסר in Proverbs frequently 

means “instruction” in order to improve oneself.  In 1:3 we find מוסר paired 

with the rootלקח , the same verb root as this verse.  In this earlier pairing, the 

narrator describes the purpose of Proverbs as: “For acquiring success ( ,לָקַחַת

ל ּוסַר הַשְכֵּ ), Righteousness, justice and equity.”  Later, in Proverbs 24:32 the 
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narrator explains that acquiring ins instruction (לָקַחְתִי מוּסָר) is the process of 

reflection and observation. 

 סֶף  silver – כָ֑

 כסף can mean both “money” and “silver” as a precious metal in the Bible.  Its 

pairing with נבחר in this verse emphasizes its precious quality.  For example in 

Job 28:1 לַכֶסֶף is paired with לַזָהָב (gold).  The pairing appears again in 

Zechariah 13:9 and Malachi 3:3. Perhaps most telling about the value of this 

סֶף  choice) מִכֶסֶף נִבְחָ ר comes later in this chapter, in verse 19, when we find כָ֑

silver) to describe Wisdom’s produce. 

 ר וּץ נִבְחָֽ חָרֶ֥  than choice gold – מֵּ

 חרוץ is a poetic term for gold (HALOT).  Proverbs 3:14 and 16:16 (again) 

compare wisdom to ּוץ חָ  ,Moreover, in Zechariah 9:3  .(silver and gold) כָסֶף וּמֵּ

the prophet declares:  ּוץ, כְטִיט חוּצוֹת ֹור, לָהּ; וַתִצְבָר-כֶסֶף, כֶעָפָר, וְחָ  - וַתִבֶן צֹר מָ

“Tyre has built herself a fortress; She has amassed silver like dust, And gold 

like the mud in the streets.”  The psalmist then compares laying down in the 

sheepfolds, under God’s protection, to “wings of a dove sheathed in silver, its 

pinions in fine gold (ּוץ  .(Psalm 68:14) ”(חָ

 

ים כְמָה מִפְנִינִ֑ ה חָָ֭ י־טוֹבָֹ֣    כִֽ

הּ שְׁווּ־בָֽ א יִֽ ֹֹ֣ ים ל פָצִ֗  וְכָל־חֲָּ֜

11. For wisdom is better than rubies,   

And all valuables cannot equal her 
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 This verse is very similar to an earlier one from the book of Proverbs.  In 

Proverbs 3, the parent encourages the child to “find wisdom,” and in verse 15 we 

learn that it is because ּּו-בָה  She is more“ – יְקָרָה הִיא, מפניים )מִפְנִינִים( וְכָל-חֲפָצֶיךָ, לאֹ יִ שְׁ

precious than rubies; All of your goods cannot equal her.”  Repetition is a 

common practice in the Bible, and indeed this further highlights wisdom’s value 

and importance.  This verse, however, is also notable for its “circularity.”  Fox 

acknowledges that some wonder if this verse is an interpolation, because, it is 

redundant for personified Wisdom to praise wisdom.  This verse, however, acts as 

a cap to this first section of Wisdom’s speech, and offers support to the verses 

preceding it (Fox 271). 

 ים  than rubies – מִפְנִינִ֑

 Though some offer a more general translation of פנינים as “jewels,” it is almost 

always translated as “rubies” according to NJPS.  Indeed, many of these other 

usages are also in Proverbs.  As mentioned above, Proverbs 3:15 also 

compares wisdom to both “rubies” and חפץ (desirable or valuable) objects.  

The יִל שֶׁת־חַָ֭ ֽ  of Proverbs 31:10 is also worth “far beyond (”capable wife“) אֵּ

rubies (ים  and in Proverbs 20:15 “Gold is plentiful, jewels abundant ”,(מִפְנִינִֹ֣

ים)  ”.But wise speech is a precious object ,(רָב־פְנִינִ֑

 ים פָצִ֗  all valuables – כָל־חֲָּ֜

 חפצים are literally “desired objects,” as in Job 31:16.  Job wonders  ,אִם-אֶמְנַע

י אַלְמָנָה אֲכַלֶה ינֵּ פֶץ דַלִים וְעֵּ חֵּ  ,If I have withheld anything that the poor desired“ – מֵּ

or have caused the eyes of the widow to fail” (NRSV).  Here and in Proverbs 

 hinting at not only the desirability, but the ,פנינים is paired with חפצים 3:15
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value of חפצים.  Similarly, in Isaiah 54:12 we find חפץ paired with precious 

stones: פֶץ י-חֵּ ךְ, לְאַבְנֵּ ּולֵּ י אֶקְדָח; וְכָל-גְ  I will“ – וְשַמְתִי כַדְכֹ  ׁשִמְשֹׁתַיִ ּוׁשְעָרַיִךְ לְאַבְנֵּ

make your battlements of rubies, Your gates of precious stones, The whole 

encircling wall of gems.” 

 

ה נְתִי עָרְמָ֑ כְמָ ׁשָכַֹ֣ נִי־חָָ֭    אֲֽ

וֹת עַת מְזִמֹ֣ א וְדַָ֖  אֶמְצָֽ

12. I, Wisdom, dwell with cleverness;  

Knowledge of prudence, I find 

 נְתִי  I dwell – שָׁכַֹ֣

 שכן covers a multitude of meanings around the idea of “settle” or “dwell.”  For 

example, in Exodus 24:16 the glory of the Eternal “dwelled (יִּשְׁכֹן)” for six 

days, a temporary time period.  In comparison, Psalm 37:27  ֹוב ה- רָע, וַעֲשֵּ ּור מֵּ

ֹולָם ׁשְכֹן לְ  – “Depart form evil, and do good, So you will abide forever.”  שכן 

is also often said of God.  In Zechariah 2:14 the Eternal dwells amongst the 

daughters of Zion (ךְ בָא וְשָׁכַנְתִי ֹוכֵּ  ,see also Exodus 25:8, 46; Numbers 5:3) (בְ

35:34; and Ezekiel 43:9, to name a few).  God also dwells in Jerusalem (see 

Zechariah 8:3, 8; Psalm 135:21), and Zion (see Isaiah 8:18; Joel 4:17, 21; and 

Psalm 74:2).  Though not a perfect correlation, the use of the root שכן draws a 

line between the God, who dwells amongst Israel, the heavens, Zion, etc, as 

well as the משכן, the temporary dwelling place that the Israelites carried on 

their journey to the Promised Land. 
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 וֹת  prudence – מְזִמֹ֣

 Though מזמה sometimes indicates a “plot” or “wicked plan,” in Proverbs it is 

often parallel to more positive terms.  We find it paired with common terms in 

wisdom literature (like דעת, בינה or חכמה) as it is in this verse.  In these 

examples מזמה is usually rendered as “foresight” or “prudence.”  For instance, 

in Proverbs 2:11 “Foresight (זִמָה ה) will protect you, And discernment (מְָ֭ ּונֶָ֥  (תְ

will guard you” or Proverbs 5:2 “That you may have foresight (מְזִמ֑וֹת), While 

your lips hold fast to knowledge (עַת  as מזמה Rather than translate  ”.(דַ֗

“shrewdness” or “cunning” like Fox and Alter, respectively, I chose 

“prudence,” because it highlights the thoughtful nature of מזמה and the 

planning that it requires, without the negative tone. 

 

ע את רֶָ֥ ֹ֫ נ ת יְהוָהָ֘ שְֽ רְאַֹ֣    יִֽ

ע רֶךְ רָָ֭ ה וְגָא֙וֹן׀ וְדֶֹ֣ אָָ֤     גֵֶּ֙

אתִי  ֽ י תַהְפֻכ֬וֹת שָנֵּ  וּפִ֙

13. Fear of the Eternal is hating evil 

Arrogance, haughtiness, an evil way    

Duplicity of speech do I hate. 

 ע את רֶָ֥ ֹ֫ נ ת יְהוָהָ֘ שְֽ רְאַֹ֣  Fear of the Eternal is hating evil – יִֽ

 Most scholars contend that this phrase is a later insertion, not original to the 

text.  Clifford excises the whole cola from his translation, and simply explains 

that it “makes no sense in the context,” and adds that it may be a gloss from 

other sections in Proverbs, which focus on this idea (see Proverbs 1:7, 3:7) 
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(Clifford 92).  Fox suggests that this cola is a “pietistic insertion intended to 

counterbalance the possibly amoral overtones of cunning and shrewdness” and 

argues that interrupts the connection between vv. 12 and 14, which both praise 

wisdom (Fox 272).  “Cunning and shrewdness” are part of Fox’s translation, 

and assume negative undertones in the v. 12, which I do not read in the 

Hebrew.  Whybray also mentions the fact that with this first line included, 

verse 13 breaks with the pattern of two cola verses throughout the rest of 

Wisdom’s speech (Whybray 124).  Notably, Alter includes this line in his 

translation, and does not comment on the nature of it at all.  

  ֵֶּ֙ה וְגָא֙וֹןג אָָ֤  – arrogance, haughtiness 

 Note the rhetorical tool, here.  Wisdom repeats the paronomastic word pair to 

highlight her point.  The words both sound alike, using seemingly the same 

root, and indeed even have similar meanings, but are, in fact, derived from 

different words.  Wisdom connotes totality with this pun – condemning every 

sort of pride.   

 The root of the first word in this pair, ה אָָ֤  ”and translates to “arrogance ,גוה is ,גֵֶּ֙

or “pride.”  It is related to Jeremiah 13:17, where the prophet calls out “For if 

you will not give heed, My inmost self must weep, Because of your arrogance 

וָ֑ה(  My eye must stream and flow With copious tears, Because the flock of ;(גֵּ

the Eternal is taken captive.”  In comparison, the root of the second word in 

this pair is גאה, and is more closely related to the idea of “height” or 

“eminence.”  For example, Isaiah 24:14 describes people’s rejoicing at  ֹון בִגְ

ֹון the majesty of the Eternal.”  In Proverbs 16:18 we find“ – יְהוָה  paired גָ
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with ּגֹבַה, further emphasizing its relationship to “lofty heights.”  In order to 

distinguish these two related, but distinct roots, I translated ֹון  as גָ

“haughtiness” and גאָה as “arrogance.”  In biblical metaphors, physical height 

becomes a figurative term used in both positive and negative ways. 

  י תַהְפֻכ֬וֹת  and duplicity of speech – וּפִ֙

 Though related to תַהְפֻכ֬וֹת ,הפך adds a level of intensity to the idea of “turning 

upside down,” or “turning over.”  Almost exclusively found in Proverbs 

 is usually rendered as “perversity” or “duplicity,” especially when it is תַהְפֻכ֬וֹת

connected to speech.  In Proverbs 2, it appears twice; first to describe “men 

who speak duplicity (ר ֶ֥ וֹת ) and then “duplicity of evil men ”,תַהְפֻכֽוֹת( מְדַבֵּ תַהְפֻכֶ֥ בְֽ

ע  Proverbs 16:28 speaks of the damage that a  .(vv. 12 and 14, respectively) ”(רָֽ

“shifty man  ׁש ֹות(אִֹ֣ הְפֻ תַָ֭ ) or slanderer can do to another, again suggesting a 

duplicitous nature to the act.  In Deuteronomy 32:20 God threatens to hide 

from the Children of Israel, because they are a “treacherous breed (מָה  ,(תַהְפֻכֹת֙ הֵָּּ֔

Children with no loyalty.”  In order to tie it to the idea of “double speak,” I 

translated this word as “duplicity,” though “perversity” is another common 

translation choice (see Fox 263, Clifford 92, and Alter 228).   

 Though literally, “a mouth’s perversities” I chose the idiomatic phrasing of 

“perversity of speech,” to emphasize the act, which is troubling to Wisdom, 

not the body part.  This also ties the third and last cola with the other acts that 

Wisdom condemns of “arrogance” and “haughtiness” in the second cola of 

this verse. 

 



92 
 

צָה וְתוּשִׁיָּה֑ י־עֵָּ֭    לִֽ

ה ּורָֽ י גְ ה לִֹ֣ ינָ֗ י בִָּ֜  אֲנִֶ֥

14. Mine are counsel and competence   

I am Discernment, mine is might  

 ֑תוּשִׁיָּה – competence 

 HALOT argues that ֑תוּשִׁיָּה is something of a catch-all term in wisdom 

literature, and it is incredibly difficult to give an adequate translation of the 

Hebrew in modern languages.  "It appears as one of the favorite ideas of 

wisdom literature, where it takes on many shades of meaning; the general 

sense…really means the promotion of being, encouraging something to exist, 

allowing the successful outcome of an enquiry; as such it means help as much 

as cleverness or skill” (HALOT).  NJPS renders it as “resourcefulness,” and 

Alter chooses “prudence.”  Fox chooses “competence,” and certain Christian 

translations offer “sound wisdom.”   

 ה ּורָֽ י גְ ה לִֹ֣ ינָ֗ י בִָּ֜  I am Discernment, mine is might – אֲנִֶ֥

 The combination of  בינה ,גבורה ,עצה and תבונה appear in two other places, 

though not in exactly the same order as this verse and v. 12, we find them in 

both Isaiah 11:2 and Job 12:13.  Isaiah prophesies that redemption will come 

from the “stump of Jesse,” and we will recognize him because  ַוְנָחָה עָלָיו, רוּח

ּורָה, רוּחַ דַעַת, וְיִרְאַת יְהוָה צָ ּוגְ  The spirit of the“ – יְהוָה--רוּחַ חָכְמָה וּבִינָה, רוּחַ עֵּ

Eternal shall alight upon him, A spirit of counsel and valor, A spirit of 

devotion and reverence for the Eternal.”  In Job, however, these attributes 

instead belong to God “With Him are wisdom and courage (ה ּורָ֑  His ;(חָכְמָֹ֣ ּוגְ
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are counsel and understanding  ה צֶָ֥ ה(עֵּ ּונָֽ וּתְ ).”  Here, Wisdom claims possession 

of “counsel,” and “might.”  She embodies “understanding” and 

“discernment,” as if she was either proof of God’s spirit or even like God. 

 

ים יִמְלֹ֑כוּ י מְלָכִֹ֣    בִָ֭

דֶק ּו צֶֽ קְ ים יְחֹֹ֣ ֹוזְנִ֗  וְָּ֜

15. Through me sovereigns reign   

And leaders decree righteous laws 

 ים ֹוזְנִ֗  – leaders 

 רֹזְנִים  is not a common word in the Bible, and its exact meaning is unknown.  

We almost always find רוזנים paired with מלכים.  In Judges 5:3, for one, 

Deborah calls out ּו רֹזְנִים ּו מְלָכִים, הַאֲזִי  Hear, O kings! Give ear, O“ – שִׁמְ

potentates!” (though I chose the more colloquial, “rulers,” the meaning is 

clearly the same).  (See also Habakkuk 1:10 and Proverbs 31:4.)  The one 

other appearance of ים ֹוזְנִ֗  is in Isaiah 40:23, where it is paired with י אֶרֶץ  שֹׁפְטֵּ

(judges of the earth).  Some render it as “governors” or “rulers,” and Fox adds 

that it “always refers to foreign officials” (Fox 271). 

 ּו קְ  decree [righteous] laws – יְחֹֹ֣

 The root חקק indicates “to enact” or “to decree,” however here, and in other 

places the importance of these laws is on justice and righteousness.  Note the 

connection to justice, in this example from the words of King Lemuel: -פֶן

י-עֹנִי ׁשַנֶה, דִין כָל-בְנֵּ  Lest they drink and forget what has“ – יִשְׁתֶה, וְיִשְׁכַח מְחֻקָק; וִ

been ordained, And infringe on the rights of the poor” (Proverbs 31:5).  So, 
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too in Isaiah’s prophetic call “Ha! Those who write out evil writs ( ים קְקִָ֖ הַחֹֽ

וֶן י־אָ֑  And compose iniquitous documents, to subvert the cause of the ,(חִקְקֵּ

poor, To rob of their rights the need of My people; that widows may be their 

spoil, And fatherless children their booty!” (Isaiah 10:1-2).  The mark of a 

wise king or ruler, who decrees laws through Wisdom is one who does so with 

an eye toward justice and righteousness (צדק). 

 

ּו  ים יָשֹ֑ י שָרִֹ֣   בִָ֭

דֶק י צֶֽ פְטֵּ ׁשֶֹ֥ ים כָל נְדִיבִ֗  וָּּ֜

16. Through me rulers rule   

And nobles, all the judges of the earth   

 ּו ים יָשֹ֑   rulers rule – שָרִֹ֣

 Both v. 15a and v. 16a contain paronomastic phrases, tying the verses 

together.  In order to highlight this coupling I chose “sovereigns reign” for v. 

15 and “rulers rule” for v. 16.  This way the English would mimic the 

repeating sounds, just like the Hebrew.  It also draws attention to the second 

cola in each verse, which is not paronomastic. 

 דֶק י צֶֽ פְטֵּ ׁשֶֹ֥  all the judges of the earth – כָל

 The Masoretic text literally gives us “all the judges of righteousness,” which 

is a possible reading of this verse, but most scholars agree it is unlikely.  All 

translations that I looked at changed this line to “all the judges of the earth.”  

Alter explains that several Hebrew manuscripts, and two ancient translations 
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of the text show ארץ instead of צדק.  It is easy to imagine a scribal error, which 

inadvertently reproduced צדק from the previous verse (Alter 229). 

 

הָב;      אֲנִי, אהביה )אֹהֲבַי( אֵּ

 וּמְשַׁחֲרַי, יִמְצָאֻנְנִי

17. I love those who love me   

And those who seek me, find me 

 הָב  I love those who love me – אֲנִי, אהביה )אֹהֲבַי( אֵּ

 הָב  Note the qere and ketiv in this verse.  Whybray suggests that the - )אֹהֲבַי( אֵּ

ketiv ties the verse to 4:6, when the parent encourages the child to “ ָאֱהָבֶה” love 

her [Wisdom] (Whybray 126).  Alter renders this phrase more literally as “I, 

all my lovers, I love” (Alter 229), but most other translations choose the more 

idiomatic “I love those who love me.”  In this case, for the sake of readability, 

I too chose the more idiomatic English translation. 

 

י  וֹד אִתִ֑ שֶׁר־וְכָבֶ֥  עֹֽ

ה תֵּ֗ ּוצְדָקָֽ וֹן עָָּ֜  הֶ֥

18. Riches and honor are with me  

Enduring wealth and righteousness 

 וֹד שֶׁר־וְכָבֶ֥  riches and honor – עֹֽ

 These words often appear together in the Bible (see Proverbs 3:16, 22:4; 1 

Chronicles 29:12, 18; 2 Chronicles 17:5, 18:1, 32:27).  In Proverbs 22:4  עֹשֶׁר

ֹוד ֹוד is the product of humility.  In First and Second Chronicles וְכָ  are a עֹשֶׁר וְכָ
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sign of a king’s power, prestige, and proof of God’s favor.  Surprisingly, we 

also find this pairing in the Book of Esther, but there it is Haman who boasts 

of “his great wealth (ֹו ֹוד עָשְׁ  and King Ahasuerus who uses (Esther 5:11) ”(כְ

his party to demonstrate “the vast riches of his kingdom and the splendid 

glory of his majesty (ֹֹוד מַלְכוּתו  Yet, unlike the previous  .(Esther 1:4) ”(עֹשֶׁ ר כְ

examples, in Esther עושר and כבוד are part of s’michut phrases rather than 

conjunctions.  Wisdom’s speech draws a connection to earlier and later 

mentions in Proverbs, as well as the theology of Chronicles, which uses עושר 

and כבוד as proof that a king is beloved or favored.      

 ה תֵּ֗ ּוצְדָקָֽ וֹן עָָּ֜   Enduring wealth and righteousness – הֶ֥

 עתק often means “ancient,” or “old.”  For example, in 1 Chronicles 4:22 we 

find a description of “ancient records (וְהַדְבָרִים, עַתִיקִים).”  Similarly, Daniel 

7:13, 22 also use עתיק to describe the “Ancient of Days.”  However, v. 18 

appears to be the only time this root appear in this form, and so it is difficult to 

pinpoint its exact meaning.  Some scholars suggest it is related to עתיק, as in 

Isaiah 23:18 “They shall not be treasured or stored, rather shall her profits go 

to those who abide by the Eternal, that they may eat their fill and clothe 

themselves elegantly (יק  of the second cola (הון) Then we find the riches  ”.(עָתִֽ

of verse 18 are not only “ancient” or “able to endure,” but they are stately and 

venerable, as well.  
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ז ץ ּומִפָ֑ חָרֹ֣ רְיִי מֵּ וֹב פִָ֭    טֹ֣

ר סֶף נִבְחָֽ י מִכֶֶ֥ ּואָתִ֗ תְ  וָּּ֜

19. My fruit is better than gold, fine gold,    

And my produce than choice silver 

 ז   fine gold – מִפָ֑

 פז is normally parallel to זהב or, as is the case with this verse, חרוץ, as a way to 

place emphasis.  For example, in Psalm 19:10-11 “Fear of the Eternal is pure, 

abiding forever; the judgments of the Eternal are true, righteous altogether, 

more desirable than gold (מִזָהָב) than much fine gold (וּמִפַז רָב); sweeter than 

honey, than drippings of the comb.”  Additionally, we find a similar 

comparison in Psalm 119:127: ָך מִזָהָ ּומִפָז ן, אָהַבְתִי מִצְוֹתֶ  Rightly do I“ – עַל-כֵּ

love your commandments more than even gold, even fine gold.”  

 י ּואָתִ֗   my produce – תְ

 תבואה can mean “produce” or “yield” from the land, or something akin to 

“profit.”  Proverbs 3:14 and 8:19 describe the profits of a relationship with 

Wisdom.  In the earlier chapter, the narrator explains: “Her value in trade is 

better than silver, Her yield (ּּואָתָה   .greater than gold” (Proverbs 3:14) (תְ

Similarly, Job 31:12 bemoans a fire that will destroy “the roots of all my 

increase ( יוּֽבְ  וּאָתִֹ֣ כָל־תְבָ֖ ).”  
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ך ֑ ה אֲהַלֵּ רַח־צְדָקֶָ֥    בְאֹֽ

ט וֹת מִשְׁפָֽ ְך נְתִיבֶ֥ ת֗  בְָּ֜

20. Upon the paths of righteousness, I walk,    

Within the paths of justice 

 

ׁש י׀ יֵּ יל אֹהֲבֶַ֥     לְהַנְחִָ֖

א ֽ ם אֲמַלֵּ יהֶֹ֣ תֵּ  וְאֹצְרָֹ֖

21. To endow those who love me,   

And their treasuries I will fill 

 יל   endow – לְהַנְחִָ֖

 נחל is an inheritance, therefore in the הפעיל “causes to receive an inheritance,” 

or, more elegantly, “to endow.”  We find this idea in throughout 

Deuteronomy, as it repeats the idea that God will give the Israelites their 

allotted land.  In 12:10, Moses instructs the Israelites: “When you cross the 

Jordan and settle in the land that the Eternal your God is allotting to you 

יל אֶתְכֶ֑ם)  and [God] grants you safety from all your enemies around you ,(מנְחִֹ֣

and you live in security.”  Then again in 19:3 “You shall survey the distances, 

and divide into three parts the territory of the country that the Eternal your 

God has allotted to you ( ָָ֖ילְך  God endows this land to Israel, and in return  .(יַנְחִֽ

Israel must execute certain laws.  Wisdom also offers a reciprocal relationship 

– an endowment for those who love her. 
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 ם יהֶֹ֣ תֵּ   their treasuries – אֹצְרָֹ֖

 אוצר is a “storehouse” (see Nehemiah 12:44, 13:12), but it mean a “treasure” 

as well.  The prophet Jeremiah foretells a time when God will “hand over your 

wealth and your treasures (ָך ֹותֶ ֹוצְ ילְךָ וְ  can also אוצר  .as a spoil” (15:13) (חֵּ

mean a metaphorical treasure, as in Deuteronomy 28:12   ֹו ֹוצָ יִפְתַח יְהוָה לְךָ אֶת-

ֹוב אֶת-הַשָמַיִם  The Eternal will open for you [God’s] bounteous store, the“ – הַ

heavens, to provide rain for your land in season and to bless all your 

undertakings.” This is part of the inheritance Wisdom offers – a full treasury – 

but it is unclear if this is a metaphor or literal.” 

 

ית דַרְכ֑וֹיְֽ  ׁשִֹ֣ נָנִי רֵּ ה קָָ֭    הוָ֗

ז אָֽ יו מֵּ דֶם מִפְעָלָֹ֣  קֶָ֖

22. The Eternal created me, beginning of His way    

Earliest of His works of old 

 Throughout this section of Wisdom’s speech (Proverbs 8:22-31), I conjugated 

God’s actions in the masculine.  Of course, we sometimes read masculine 

conjugations as symbolically non-gendered, or gender-inclusive, especially 

without a pronoun, but there are no translations of Proverbs, which currently read 

the text in such a way.  I contemplated translating all masculine conjugated verbs 

for God’s work without a pronoun, or inserting “God” where one might read 

“He,” but that felt disingenuous to the text.  I believe this poem is both a 

statement of Wisdom’s power and value, but also one that shapes her into a 

female partner to a male God.  Translating the verses with gendered language for 
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God, highlights for the reader the interpretative difficulties that this text poses for 

a feminist critique.  Is Wisdom a plaything for God, or an equal partner?  We 

must wrestle with the text, in order to come to our own conclusions.  Rabbis 

Leonard Kravitz and Kerry Olitzky wrote a modern commentary on Proverbs 

together in the early 2000s, in which they offer a gender-neutral translation of 

Proverbs, in contrast to my choices, here.  

  ָָ֭נָנִיק  – created me 

 The root קנה means “acquire” in the broadest sense, though this does miss 

some of the lexical meaning.  “Acquire” implies that the object in question 

was already in existence, but in Hebrew קנה includes multiple avenues of 

acquisition.  For example, in Deuteronomy 32:6 “Do you thus requite the 

Eternal, O dull and witless people?  Is not He not the Father who created you 

ךָ) ָך קָנֶָּ֔ הּוא֙ אָבִֹ֣ לֹוא ), Fashioned you and made you endure!”  Moses reminds the 

people that God קנה (created/acquired) them.  The psalmist also declares to 

God: נִי, בְבֶטֶן אִמִי  It was You who created my“ – כִי-אַתָה, קָנִיתָ כִלְיֹתָי תְסֻכֵּ

conscience; You fashioned me in my mother’s womb” (Psalm 139:13).  The 

nature of this verse also directs our attention to the creation story in Genesis, 

and there, too, we find קנה.  The woman names her first born קין (Cain) for “I 

have gained a male child with the help of the Eternal - ׁש אֶת-יְהוָה  ”קָנִיתִי אִ

(Genesis 4:1).   

 קנה also appears frequently in Wisdom literature listing good things, such as 

  (.See more about Proverbs 4:5-7 in chapter 2) .חכמה and indeed ,אמת, דעת, בינה

The implication in Proverbs 4:5-7 is both that wisdom already existed, and 
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that one should “acquire” her like a partner, because she offered a reciprocal 

relationship of good fortune to those that do.    

 Not surprisingly, many scholars have written about this verse, and this word, 

in particular. For some, it presents a theological conundrum.  If God acquired 

Wisdom, and she already existed, then that allows for the possibility that 

Wisdom was coeval with God.  This textual interpretation, according to Fox, 

can be traced back to a translation n the Vulgate (Fox 279).  However, textual 

variants from the Septuagint and other translations (like versions in Syriac) 

suggest an interpretation closer to my translation, above.  Fox adds that these 

textual traditions “presuppose Ben Sira’s paraphrase: ‘Before all things, 

wisdom was created’ (Sir 1:4).  This is [also] accepted by the medieval Jewish 

commentators and most modern translations and interpretation” (Fox 279).  

 ית ׁשִֹ֣  beginning – רֵּ

 Again, Proverbs 8:22 harkens back to the creation story.  Genesis 1:1 

famously states: ת הָאָרֶץ ת הַשָמַיִם, וְאֵּ ׁשִית, בָרָא אֱלֹהִים, אֵּ  When God began to“ – בְרֵּ

create heaven and earth.”  Others translate this verse as: “In the beginning 

God created heaven and earth,” (NJPS).  Furthermore, Jeremiah uses ראשית to 

describe the beginning of a king’s reign in 26:1, 27:1, 28:1, and 49:34.  

Proverbs 4:7 also mentions the beginning of wisdom, as does Psalm 111:10: 

יהֶם כֶל טוֹב, לְכָל-עֹשֵּ ׁשִית חָכְמָה, יִרְאַת יְהוָה שֵּ  The beginning of wisdom is the“ – רֵּ

fear of the Eternal; all who practice it gain sound understanding.”  ראשית can 

also indicate “first” as in “best” or “choicest,” as in Jeremiah 2:3 where Israel 

is God’s ּואָתֹה ׁשִית תְ  first fruits” of the harvest or Ezekiel 48:14, which“ – רֵּ
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forbids Levites from selling their land, because it is ׁשִית הָאָרֶץ  the choicest“ - רֵּ

of the land.”   It is possible to read Wisdom’s description of her creation as 

both “first” and “choice,” though in this verse, with ראשית parallel to קדם, it 

makes “beginning” a more compelling translation.  

 דֶם  before – קֶָ֖

 קדם in biblical Hebrew is both a directional term, indicating east, and a 

temporal term, indicating “before,” “earlier,” or “olden days.”  Lamentations 

5:21 asks of God ּו כְקֶדֶם י שׁ יָמֵּ ּובָה(, חַדֵּ ָך ונשוב )וְנָ לֶ ּו יְהוָה אֵּ  ,Take us back“ – הֲשִׁיבֵּ

O Eternal, to Yourself, And let us come back; Renew our days as of old.”  In 

Psalms 74:12, 77:6, and 143:5 all use the term to refer to “days of old (מִקֶדֶם),” 

implying that it is from “time immemorial.” 

 ז אָֽ  of old – מֵּ

 With the preposition אז ,מן (then) creates a phrase translated closer to “before,” 

“earlier,” or poetically “of old.”  A similar construction appears in Psalm 93:2, 

“Your throne stands firm from of old (ז אָ֑   ”.from eternity, You have existed ;(מֵּ

 

כְתִי ֹולָם נִסֶַ֥     מֵָּ֭

רֶץ י־אָֽ ׁש מִקַדְמֵּ ֹ֗ ר  מֵּ

23. From the start of time I was fashioned,    

From the beginning, at the first of the earth 

 ֹולָם   from the start of time – מֵָּ֭

 Fox explains that there are two great “eons: past and future,” and both are 

called עולם (Fox 281). Considering the context of this verse, a future-oriented 
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interpretation does not make sense.  The preposition מן, also strengthens the 

argument for this translation.  For example, “It was then, and later too, that the 

Nephilim appeared on earth -- when the divine beings cohabited with the 

daughters of men, who bore them offspring. They were the heroes of old, the 

men of renown (ם י הַשֵּ ֹולָם, אַנְשֵּׁ מָה הַגִבֹרִים אֲשֶׁר מֵּ  In  .(Genesis 6:4) ”(הֵּ

Deuteronomy 32:7 ֹולָם ֹור is parallel with מֵּ ֹור וָ : “Remember the days of old 

ם) ֹולָָּ֔ וֹת  ֹור־וָד֑וֹר) Consider the years of ages past ,(יְמֹ֣ וֹת   which highlights ”,(שְׁנֹ֣

the Eternality of this phrase.  So, too in Psalm 90:2, which not only contains 

 but many of the other key words from subsequent verses of this section ,מעולם

of Wisdom’s speech: ל ֹולָם, אַתָה אֵּ ֹולָם עַד- בֵּ ּומֵּ ֹולֵּ ל אֶרֶץ וְתֵּ ּו וַתְ  – בְטֶרֶם, הָרִים ילָֻ

“Before the mountains came into being, before You brought forth the earth 

and the world; from eternity to eternity You are God.”   

 כְתִי  I was shaped – נִסֶַ֥

 כָה  is a cast image, as in Numbers 33:52, which advocates the destruction of מַסֵּ

“molten images ( כֹתָם ֽ י מַסֵּ ָ֤  and Deuteronomy 27:15, which forbids the (כל־צַלְמֵּ

creation of them כָ תֹועֲבַת יְהוָה ׁש אֲשֶׁר יַעֲשֶה פֶסֶ ּומַסֵּ ּור הָאִ  Cursed be anyone“ – אָ

who makes a sculptured or molten image, abhorred by the Eternal.”  Here, 

God forms Wisdom, like the making of a molten image. 

 

לְתִי ֹולָ֑ וֹת  ין־תְהֹמֶ֥     בְאֵּ

יִם י־מָֽ עְיָנ֗וֹת נִכְבַדֵּ ין מַָּ֜ ֶ֥  בְאֵּ

24. When there were no deeps, I was born  

when there were no wellsprings of water-sources 
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 וֹת  deeps – תְהֹמֶ֥

 תהום is most closely associated with the imagery of creation.  In Genesis 1:2 

we find: “the earth being unformed and void, with darkness over the surface 

of the deep (תְהוֹם) and a wind from God sweeping over the water.”  So, too, 

the psalmist offers this description of the primeval depths: “You made the 

deep (תְהוֹם) cover it as a garment; the waters stood above the mountains” 

(Psalm 104:6).  In Psalms 77:17 and 148:7 the plural form indicates the ocean 

depths, but Alter wisely suggests that Wisdom “wants to take us back to the 

moment of her gestation that is antecedent to the beginning of creation 

proper” (Alter 238).  She alludes to creation throughout this section of her 

speech, and this clever word choice highlights this poem’s association with 

the early chapters of Genesis.   

 לְתִי ֹולָ֑  – I was born 

 In the active form חול means “to writhe,” or “to be in labor.”  In Proverbs 

8:24-25 the verb is in the po’al – so Wisdom is “brought forth (through labor 

pains).”  Deuteronomy 32:18 contains the root חול: “You were unmindful of 

the Rock that bore you (ָך  you forgot the God who gave you birth.”  The ;(מְחֹלְלֶֽ

psalmist declares: “Indeed I was born )לְתִי ֹולָ֑ ) with iniquity; with sin my 

mother conceived me” (Psalm 51:7).  Job 15:7-8 asks of its audience: “Were 

you the first man born?  Were you created ( ָלְת ֹולָֽ ) before the hills?  Have you 

listened in on the council of God?  Have you sole possession of wisdom?” 

(Job 15:7-8).  Note the intertextual connection between both wisdom books.  
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Job ties God’s counsel to the acquisition of wisdom, as well as a question of 

knowledge from the beginning of creation.” 

 יִם י־מָֽ עְיָנ֗וֹת נִכְבַדֵּ  wellsprings of water-sources – מַָּ֜

 The literal translation of this phrase is: “wellsprings of heavy-water” or 

“wellsprings of honored-water.”  The NJPS translation suggests “No springs 

rich in water.”  כבד can indicate honor through riches.  Abram is, for example 

“very rich (ד ד מְאֹ֑ ֹ֣  ,in cattle, silver, and gold” (Genesis 13:2).   However (כָבֵּ

most scholarly translations argue that the root כבד (honor, weighty), does not 

make sense in this context, and emend the Masoretic Text to מים-נכבי , which 

they render: “sources of water.”  HALOT also ties the usage in Proverbs 8:24 

to נכבי.  In Job 38:16, we find a similar phrase: י-יָם   .(”sources of the sea“) נִבְכֵּ

Clifford (93), Alter (230), and Fox (282) all agree on the emendation, and 

Whybray (132) also suggests it as an interpretative possibility. 

 

ּו ים הָטְבָ֑ רֶם הָרִֹ֣    בְטֶֹ֣

לְתִי ת חֹולָֽ י גְבָעֹ֣ ָ֖  לִפְנֵּ

25. Before mountains were set down   

Before hills were, I was born 

 ּו   set down – הָטְבָ֑

 In the qal form, טבע “to sink down,” like ּו ֹויִם, בְשַׁחַת עָ ּו   The nations“ – טָבְ

sink in the pit they have made,” (Psalm 9:16), or ין מָעֳמָד ּולָה וְ אֵּ ן מְ  I“ - טָבַעְתִי, בִיוֵּ

am sinking into the slimy deep and find no foothold,” (Psalm 69:3).  In 

Proverbs 8:25 טבע is in hiphil, for “to be sunk” or “settled.”  Jeremiah 38 
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describes the prophet sunk in the mud (v. 6), and in verse 22 the prophet is 

“sunk in the mire (ּו  while his friends turn their back.  Job 38:4-6 ties ”(הָטְבְעֶ֥

 to the beginning of time (i.e. creation): “Where were you when I laid the טבע

earth’s foundations?  Speak if you have understanding.  Do you know who 

fixed its dimensions Or who measured it with a line. -עַל-מָה, אֲדָנֶיהָ הָטְבָעוּ אוֹ מִי

  ”?Onto what were its bases sunk?  Who set its cornerstones– אֶבֶן פִנָתָהּ יָרָה,

 

רֶץ וְחוּצ֑וֹת שָה אֶֹ֣ א עָָ֭ ֹֹ֣    עַד־ל

ל ֽ בֵּ וֹת תֵּ ׁש עָפְרֶ֥ ֹ֗ ר  וְָּ֜

26. He had not yet made the land, and fields   

And the first dust of the soil of the world 

 ּוצ֑וֹת  – fields 

 חוץ means “outside,” though there are times when the context of the word 

means “fields.”  For example, Psalm 144:13 states: -אִים מְפִיקִים מִזַן, אֶל ּו מְלֵּ י מְזָוֵּ

ּו י ֹות בְחוּצוֹתֵּ פֹות, מְרֻבָ  ּו מַאֲלִ  Our storehouses are full, supplying“ – זַן צאֹונֵּ

produce of all kinds; our flocks number thousands, even myriads, in our 

fields.”  Similarly, in Job 5:10 Job praises God as the giver of rain:  ,ן מָטָר הַנֹתֵּ

י חוּצוֹת חַ מַיִם, עַ ל-פְנֵּ י-אָרֶץ וְשֹׁלֵּ  Who gives rain to the earth, And sends“ – עַל-פְנֵּ

water over the fields.”   

 וֹת  dust of the soil – עָפְרֶ֥

 We often translate עפר as “dust,” but that does not fully reflect the words 

meaning in Hebrew.  In Genesis 2, God forms the אדם from “the dust of the 

earth (ה אֲדָמָָּ֔  עפר Then in Genesis 3:19 we find  .(Genesis 2:7) ”,(עָפָר֙ מִן־הָֹ֣
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twice: -ׁשּובְךָ אֶל-הָאֲדָמָה, כִי מִמֶנָה לֻקָחְתָ:  כִי-עָפָר אַתָה, וְאֶל ָך, תאֹכַל לֶחֶם, עַ עַת אַפֶ  בְזֵּ

ּוב  By the sweat of your brow Shall you get bread to eat, Until you“ – עָפָר תָ

return to the ground - For from it you were taken. For dust you are, And to 

dust you shall return.”  In Amos 2:7 עפר is paired with ארץ and translated as 

“dust of the ground.”  Though in English we associate “dust” with the 

particles collected on furniture or electronics, in the Bible it evokes the idea of 

soil or ground, like the first human made of ה אֲדָמָָּ֔   .(dust of the earth) עָפָר֙ מִן־הָֹ֣

To flesh out this imagery in the English, I added “soil” to the translation, 

although it is not there specifically in the text.   

 ל ֽ בֵּ  world - תֵּ

 Unlike ארץ and אדמה, which can mean “earth” or “land,” תבל means “world,” 

all of it.  In Proverbs 8:26 תבל sits in collocation with ארץ, which places 

emphasis on the phrase through the repetition of synonyms.  We find this 

pairing in Psalm 90:2 (as mentioned above), and again in Proverbs 8:31.  In 

Job 37:12 the pairing implies the habitable world:  ּולֹתָו ךְ בְתַחְ ֹות, מִתְהַפֵּ ּוא מְסִ וְ

ל אָרְצָה י תֵּ בֵּ ם, עַל-פְנֵּ  He keeps turning events by His“ – לְפָעֳלָם כֹל אֲשֶׁר יְצַוֵּּ

stratagems, That they might accomplish all that He commands them 

Throughout the inhabited earth.”  

 

נִי ם אָ֑ מַיִ ׁשָֹ֣    בַהֲכִינֹ֣ ׁשָָ֭

י תְהֽוֹם ֶ֥ וּג עַל־פְנֵּ ֗ ֹו חָּ֜ וּ  בְחֶ֥

27. When He prepared the heavens, there I was  

When He inscribed the horizon upon the deep 
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 ֹו  He prepared – הֲכִינֹ֣

 In the hiphil the root כון can mean “to prepare” or “establish.”  It often appears 

connected to the idea of creation.  In Jeremiah 10:12 “He made the earth by 

His might, Established the world by His wisdom (ֹל בְחָכְמָת֑ו ָ֖ בֵּ ין תֵּ  And by His ,(מכִֶ֥

understanding stretched out the skies.”  Similar language appears in Jeremiah 

33:2 and 51:15. Psalm 65 describes God, who “fixed the mountains  ין כִֹ֣ מֵּ

ים(  and “You take care of the earth and irrigate it; You enrich it (v. 7) ”(הָרִֹ֣

greatly, with the channel of God full of water; You provide grain for men; for 

so do You prepare it ( ָה  Psalm 74:16 relates closely to Proverbs  .(v. 10) ”(תְכִינֶֽ

8:27, describing God as the creator of the sun and moon:  ;ֹום, אַף-לְךָ לָיְלָה לְךָ 

ֹור וָשָׁמֶשׁ ֹותָ, מָ  the day is Yours, the night also; it was You who set in“ - אַתָה הֲכִי

place the orb of the sun.” 

 ֹו וּ  when He inscribed – בְחֶ֥

 Unlike previous verses, where חקק is related to law and or to “enact a law,” 

here it indicates “inscribed.”  Similar uses occur in Isaiah 30:8: “Now, Go, 

write it down on a tablet And inscribe it (ּה  in a record, That it may be with (חקָ֑

them for future days, a witness forever,” and 49:16 “See, I have engraved you 

On the palms of My hands (ְך יִם חַקֹתִ֑   ”.Your walls are ever before Me ,(עַל־כַפַָ֖

Job 26:10 also connects חקק to חג, which I will discuss in the next bullet 

point:ְת אֹור עִם-חֹשֶׁך י-מָיִם עַד-תַכְלִ  He drew a boundary on the“ –  חֹק-חָג, עַל-פְנֵּ

surface of the waters, At the extreme where light and darkness meet.” 
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 וּג ֗  horizon – חָּ֜

 As mentioned above, חג is the boundary on the “surface of the waters… where 

light and darkness meet” (Job 26:10).  In Job 22:14 ּו ׁשָמַיִם  is “the circuit of 

heaven” around which God walks, and in Isaiah 40:22 ּוג הָאָרֶץ  is “the vault of 

earth.”  All of these examples describe the space between the earth, the sky, 

and the water. 

 

עַל ים מִמָ֑     בְאַמְצֹ֣ ׁשְחָקִֹ֣

ֹום וֹת תְ עֲז֗וֹז עִינֶ֥  בַָּ֜

28. When He made firm the clouds on high  

When He strengthened the springs of the deep 

  ים  When He secured the clouds –בְאַמְצֹ֣ ׁשְחָקִֹ֣

 שחקים can be “dust,” “clouds of dust,” and also simply “clouds.”  In 

Deuteronomy 33:26 שחקים is parallel with שמים, helping us to locate them (see 

also Isaiah 45:8; Jeremiah 51:9; Psalms36:6; 57:11; 108:5; Job 35:5).  In Job 

38:37, the narrator asks: ר שְׁחָקִים בְחָכְמָה; וְנִבְלֵּ ׁשָמַיִם, מִי יַשְׁכִיב  Who can“ – מִי-יְסַפֵּ

number the clouds by wisdom?  Or who can pour out the bottles of heaven?”  

Equating שחקים with נבלי שמים “bottles of heaven” or “waterskins,” also helps 

to flesh out the image of שחקים as “clouds” not just “dust.” 

 The imagery here is surprising.  Firming wispy, fluffy clouds seems to be an 

impossible task for a mortal, and this description, therefore, emphasizes that 

God is capable of anything.  This imagery also ties Proverbs 8:28 to the next 

verse, when God sets limits on the sea.  Fox suggests that these seemingly 
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paradoxical statements represent the power of God in creation.  Strengthening 

that which seems insubstantial and holding back that which seems 

uncontrollable (Fox 285). 

 עֲז֗וֹז    when He strengthened – בַָּ֜

 HALOT suggests reading this use of עזז as “defiant,” similar to Psalm 9:20 

ָך ֹויִם, עַל-פָנֶ ּו  ׁש; יִשָפְ ּומָה יְהוָה, אַל-יָעֹז אֱנ  – “Rise O Eternal!  Let not men have 

power; let the nations be judged in Your presence.”  The people cannot defy 

God and “prevail” over the Eternal.  This semantic range supports the imagery 

of God defying uncontrollable natural elements.  Yet, I also wanted to 

maintain the parallel structure of this verse, and chose the more traditional 

translation of עזז as “strengthened,” so that it matches “secured” in the first 

cola.  In Job 37:6 – “He commands the snow: ‘Fall to the ground!" And the 

downpour of rain, His mighty downpour of rain (ֹו ֹות עֻ  ,Here, too  ”.(וְגֶשֶׁם, מִטְ

we find a “defiant” image, commanding nature, which obeys God’s 

commands. 

 

ם׀ חֻק֗וֹ וֹ לַיָּ֙ וּמָ֤    בְשֶ֙

יו עַבְרוּ־פִ֑ א יַֽ ֹֹ֣ מַיִם ל    וָּ֭

ּו רֶץבְָּ֜ י אָֽ וֹסְדֵּ  ק֗וֹ מֹ֣

29. When He set the sea to its limits    

That the waters not transgress His command    

When He fixed the foundations of the land. 
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 ֹחֻק֗ו – its limit 

 חוק can be “law,” or it can mean a “portion” or “limit.” For instance, Job 14:5 

 ;His days are determined“ – חֲרוּצִים, יָמָיו--מִסְפַר-חֳדָשָׁיו אִתָךְ: חֻקָו עָשִיתָ, וְלאֹ יַעֲבֹר אִם

You know the number of his months; You have set him limits that he cannot 

pass.”  God sets limits on a person’s life.  Ezekiel 45:14 exemplifies the idea 

of חוק as an allotted portion:  ,וְחֹק הַשֶמֶן הַבַת הַשֶמֶן – “while the due from the oil -

- the oil being measured.”  So, too, in Proverbs 30:8, the speaker asks only for 

חֶם  ילֶֹ֣ חֻקִֽ , a daily food allotment.  

 יו ּו־פִ֑ עַבְ  transgress His command – יַֽ

 עבר can simply mean “to pass,” but it also can indicate a “transgression” or 

“overstep.”  In Daniel 9:11 Israel’s transgression is associated with sin: -וְכָל

ינוּ הָאָלָה ֹועַ בְקֹלֶךָ; וַתִתַךְ עָלֵּ ֹור, לְבִלְתִ ׁשְ ֹורָתֶךָ, וְ ּו אֶת- ל, עָבְ  וְהַשְבֻעָה, אֲשֶׁר כְתוּבָה ”יִשְרָאֵּ

ֹורַת מֹשֶׁה עֶבֶד-הָאֱלֹהִים--כִי חָטָאנוּ, לוֹ  All Israel has violated Your teaching and“ – בְ

gone astray, disobeying You; so the curse and the oath written in the Teaching 

of Moses, the servant of God, have been poured down upon us, for we have 

sinned against [God].”  Job 14:5 describes the limits on one’s life set by God, 

which a human cannot overstep: חֻקָו עָשִיתָ, וְלאֹ יַעֲבֹר – “You have set him limits 

that he cannot pass.”  In Numbers 22:18 Balaam explains to Balak’s advisors 

that he cannot contradict God’s command:  ֹות ֹ אּוכַל, לַעֲבֹר אֶת-פִי יְהוָה אֱלֹהָי, לַעֲ ל

ֹולָה , אֹו גְ  I could not do anything, big or little, contrary to the command“ – קְטַנָ

of the Eternal my God.”  Literally Balaam cannot overstep God’s “mouth (פִי), 

but like this verse, the mouth is a metaphor for speech. 
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 רֶץ י אָֽ וֹסְדֵּ  foundations of the land – מֹ֣

 This phrase is often part of a series of metaphors to demonstrate God’s power.  

For instance, in Psalm 82 the psalmist asks how long will judge the people so 

unfavorably, and in verse 5 adds: “They neither know nor understand, they go 

about in darkness; all the foundations of the earth totter (י אָרֶץ ֹוסְדֵּ ּו, כָל- ֹו   ”(יִ

In Jeremiah 31:37 God assures the people: “If the heavens above could be 

measured, and the foundations of the earth below could be fathomed ( ּו חָקְרֶ֥ וְיֵּ

טָּה רֶץ לְמָ֑ י־אֶָ֖  only then would I reject all the offspring of Israel for all that ,(מֽוֹסְדֵּ

they have done.”  Isaiah 24 predicts a time of terror when the “earth’s 

foundations tremble (י אָרֶץ  and the earth breaks and sways (24:18) (וַיִּרְעֲשׁוּ מוֹסְדֵּ

drunkenly, as God punishes all (vv. 19-21).  

 

וֹן מֶ֥ אֶהְיֶֶ֥ה אֶצְל֗וֹ אָ֫    וָֽ

וֹם׀ י֑וֹם עֲשֻׁעִים יָ֤ אֶהְיֶֹ֣ ׁשַָ֭     וָֽ

יו בְכָ  קֶת לְפָנָֹ֣ תמְשַחֶָ֖ ֽ  ל־עֵּ

30. And I was by Him, confidant   

I was a delight daily   

Rejoicing before Him at all times 

  ָ֫וֹןא מֶ֥  – confidant 

 There is incredible debate around how to understand וֹן מֶ֥  in this context.  This אָ֫

is the only appearance of this word in the Bible, and it is unclear whether any 

other words are possibly related to וֹן מֶ֥  The  .(Even-Shoshan Qonqordanzia) אָ֫

debate around וֹן מֶ֥  centers around translation and interpretation, as well as the אָ֫
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theological implications of these interpretations.  There are three common 

translations, which most scholars debate.  The first is “artisan.” אמון is usually 

a person skilled in crafts or an artist.  For example, Jeremiah 52:15 describes 

when the craftsmen (אָמ֑וֹן  were taken into exile by Nebuzaradan.  This is a (הָֽ

popular translation and interpretative possibility, and reflects later rabbinic 

interpretation.  In his commentary for the Jewish Study Bible, for example, 

Fox connects this translation to a midrash from Genesis Rabbah in which God 

uses Wisdom (equated with Torah) as a tool in creation – like the blueprints 

for creation (Fox, The Jewish Study Bible, 1462).  However, many people 

struggle with this interpretation theologically because, again, it makes 

Wisdom coeval with God, and implies a greater role for Wisdom in the work 

of creation than the previous verses indicate.  The second possible translation 

is that of “ward,” “nursling,” or, as a verb, “growing up,” which Fox prefers.  

One can look to Lamentations 4:5 for textual support where הָאֱמֻנִים means 

“nourished,” and therefore אמון might be one who is nourished or nursed.  Fox 

suggests reading the root אמן in the infinitive, and he, therefore renders it as 

“growing up” (Fox 285).  However, many people also disagree with this 

interpretation of the text.  Without Fox’s reading of אמון as an infinitive 

absolute, וֹן מֶ֥  is a masculine word, and does not make sense as a description אָ֫

of Wisdom as a woman.  The third traditional interpretation of a וֹן מֶ֥  is that of אָ֫

“constant(ly),” “faithful(ly)” or “confidant.”  This translation assumes a 

relationship between וֹן מֶ֥  and there are early Greek and Latin ,נאמן and אָ֫

translations of Proverbs, which attest to this usage (Fox 286).  The NJPS 
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translation also prefers “confidant” for a translation of וֹן מֶ֥  which focuses on ,אָ֫

the root of the word אמן meaning “loyal” or “faithful.”  In Deuteronomy 

32:20, God, for example, threatens to hide the holy countenance from the 

people for they are a “treacherous breed, children with no loyalty in them ( ן מֶֻ֥ אֵּ

ם  Alter, perhaps, favors this interpretation for its poetic charm, and he  ”.(בָֽ

renders it as “intimate.”  He writes: “Before there were creatures to occupy 

God’s attention, Wisdom was His delightful and entertaining bosom 

companion” (Alter 232). 

 Two Christian commentators offer slightly different, but also compelling, 

readings of this line.  Whybray suggests that one read  ָ֫וֹןא מֶ֥  as a description of 

God, and not Wisdom.  Therefore, the cola is: “And I was with him, [the] 

Creator” (Whybray 135-6).  He argues that וֹן מֶ֥ ן is a “repointing” of אָ֫  In  .אָמָֽ

Song of Songs 7:2, the narrator says: “How lovely are your feet in sandals, O 

daughter of nobles! Your rounded thighs are like jewels, The work of a 

master's hand (ן י אָמָֽ ֶ֥ ה יְדֵּ ָ֖  He explains: “It may seem strange that none of  ”.(מַעֲשֵּ

the Versions or later exegetes interpreted the word as referring to God as 

Creator, but they, like modern exegetes, were faced with an unfamiliar and 

difficult word, which they naturally saw as connected in some way with the 

Hebrew ‘mn, and attempted to find ways to relate to Wisdom’s I was rather 

than to him.  Clifford, in comparison, offers a strong argument for an ancient 

Near East root for וֹן מֶ֥  ,He believes it has ties to the Akkadian ummānu  .אָ֫

which means “scribe,” “sage,” or “heavenly sage” (HALOT). “An ummānu is 

a divine or semi-divine bringer of culture and skill to the human race.  The 
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figure is attested in Mesopotamian mythology and was known to Levantine 

scribes.  The word was correctly rendered by the Greek recension but wrongly 

vocalized by the Masoretes” (Clifford 101).  He adds that this reading is also 

faithful to the image of Wisdom, which we receive in this chapter and others 

where Wisdom personified appears.  “Wisdom lives with God and in her role 

as sage brings to human beings the wisdom and culture they need to live 

rightly and serve God.  Proverbs combines traditions of the heavenly mediator 

of wisdom with its own literary personification of Wisdom” (Clifford 101).   

 I struggled with Fox and others reading of  ָ֫וֹןא מֶ֥  as “nursling” or in the 

infinitive “growing up,” because this interpretation seems like a 

microaggression against Wisdom, minimizing her and her purpose, and 

equating her to a child.  Reading  ָ֫וֹןא מֶ֥  as an artist, or like the blueprints for 

creation, is an appealing rendering, and is in keeping with later rabbinic 

tradition on Wisdom.  However, I chose “confidant,” like the NJPS, because it 

implies that Wisdom serves God, and offers advice, while also highlighting 

the “intimate,” to use Alter’s word, relationship between God and Wisdom, 

which the text illustrates.  Wisdom, according to the previous verses, was 

there first, and kept God company throughout creation.  Whether we are to see 

her as an inspiration, blueprints, or that she acted as a “sage” for God, it is 

impossible to tell, from what we can read in the text and from extrabiblical 

sources. 
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 עֲשֻׁעִים  delight – שַָׁ֭

 Though it causes much less debate than וֹן מֶ֥  the use of the masculine plural of ,אָ֫

 in this verse, offers some interpretative challenges.  Some translators שעשוע

suggest an addition to the text, so that Wisdom is “[His] delight” (שעשועיו), 

that is, she is God’s delight (Alter 232; Fox 287).  Some, instead, highlight the 

chiasm in verses 30 and 31, and read עֲשֻׁעִים י like שַָׁ֭  in 31 – so that both שַׁעֲשֻׁעַ֗

refer to the delight that Wisdom takes (Clifford 97). Clifford translates this 

chiasm as: “I was daily taking delight; rejoicing before him at all times” 

(8:30bc) “rejoicing in his inhabited world; I take delight in human beings” 

(8:31).   

 It is possible to read the verse through both interpretative lens, because we 

find similar uses in other sections of the Bible.  In Isaiah 5:7 יו ּועָ֑  refers to שַׁעֲ

the tribe of Judah, which was “lovingly tended” by God, yet the psalmist of 

Psalm 119 declares God’s “teaching ( ָ֗וֹרָתְך  decrees“ ,(vv. 77, 92, 174) ”(תָּֽ֜

ָך) דֹתֶ יך) and “commandments ,(v. 24) ”(עֵָּ֭ צְוֹתֶ֗  to be “my delight (v. 143) ”(מִָּ֜

י) עֲשֻׁעָֽ  I chose to emphasize the chiastic structure of vv. 30-31 in my  ”.(שַֽׁ

translation, and translated עֲשֻׁעִים  as “took delight,” to highlight the שַָׁ֭

importance of Wisdom’s relationship with both God and humanity.  

 It is also worth noting, that some scholars use עֲשֻׁעִים  as further support for שַָׁ֭

the rendering of אמון as “nursling,” or “growing up,” because in Jeremiah 

31:20 the prophet declares: “Truly, Ephraim is a dear son to Me, A child that 

is dandled (ים  יֶֹ֣לֶד  Whenever I have turned against him, My thoughts !(שַׁעֲשֻׁעִָּ֔

would dwell on him still. That is why My heart yearns for him; I will receive 
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him back in love, declares the Eternal.”  Other translations render this 

declaration as: “Is Ephraim my dear son? Is he the child I delight in?” (NRSV). 

Here, Ephraim is both a singular (יֶֹ֣לֶד) and a plural (ים  similar to ,(שַׁעֲשֻׁעִָּ֔

Wisdom in Proverbs 8:30.  However, שעשוע does not appear exclusively in 

verses about children, or babies, and the Jeremiah verse is the only one that 

draws this connection.  

  קֶת   rejoicing – מְשַחֶָ֖

 In Proverbs 1, this root indicates mocking (v. 26), however in 8:30 שחק is in 

the piel, and is usually rendered as “playing” or “dancing.”  For example, in 1 

Chronicles 15:29 ד ֹ֣ ק is paired with מרַקֵּ  as David celebrated the arrival of מְשַחֵָּּ֔

the Ark of the Covenant.  So, too in 1 Chronicles 13:8, as the Israelites 

transport the Ark of God, they ים י הָאֱלֹהִָ֖ ֶ֥ ים לִפְנֵּ  danced before God” with“ - מְשַחֲקִִ֛

musical instruments.  In Jeremiah 15, the prophet declares: “I have not sat in 

the company of revelers (ים אֶעְלֹ֑ז) And made merry (מְשַחֲקִָ֖  I  .(v. 17) ”!(וָֽ

rendered קֶת  as “rejoicing,” (as did the NJPS for Proverbs 8:30-1), because מְשַחֶָ֖

“rejoicing” can incorporate “playing,” “dancing,” “merrymaking,” but also 

makes sense in both this verse and the next, where Wisdom also “rejoices” in 

the human world.  

 

שַחֶקֶ  ל אַרְצ֑וֹמְָ֭ ֹ֣ בֵּ ת בְתֵּ  

ם   י אָדָֽ ֶ֥ י אֶת־בְנֵּ שַׁעֲשֻׁעַ֗  וְָּ֜

31. Rejoicing in His inhabited world,   

Delighting in humanity 
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 ֹל אַרְצ֑ו ֹ֣ בֵּ  His inhabited world – בְתֵּ

 This phrase differs slightly from Proverbs 8:26, where they are in conjunction, 

rather than s’michut, and in this verse ארץ has a pronomial suffix.  The only 

other time both words are paired together in a similar grammatical form is in 

Job 37:12 “He keeps turning events by His stratagems, That they might 

accomplish all that He commands them Throughout the inhabited earth ( ל ֹ֣ בֵּ תֵּ

רְצָה  ”.Hence, the idiomatic rendering here: “His inhabited world  ”.(אָֽ

 ם י אָדָֽ ֶ֥ י אֶת־בְנֵּ שַׁעֲשֻׁעַ֗  delighting in humanity – וְָּ֜

 This cola completes the chiasm, which begins in Proverbs 8:30. 

 

י ּו־לִ֑ ם ׁשִמְ נִ ה בָָ֭    וְעַתָֹ֣

ּו  י יִשְׁמֹֽ י דְרָכֶַ֥ ֗ אַשְׁרֵּ  וְָּ֜

32. And now children listen to me;   

Fortunate are those whose ways they keep  

 י ֗   fortunate – אַשְׁרֵּ

 י ֗  appears frequently in biblical poetry.  For those who are familiar with אַשְׁרֵּ

Jewish liturgy, Psalm 84:5 famously begins “the Ashrei” in morning services: 

ָך סֶלָה יתֶ עֹוד, יְהַלְל י בֵּ י, יוֹשְׁבֵּ  ;Happy are those who dwell in Your house“ - אַשְׁרֵּ

they forever praise You. Selah.”  Proverbs 3:13 states:  ;י אָדָם, מָצָא חָכְמָה אַשְׁרֵּ

ּונָה  Happy is the man who finds wisdom, The man who attains“ -  וְאָדָם, יָפִיק תְ

understanding,” which closely relates to the theme of the final section of 

Proverbs 8.  Though these examples connect happiness to worship of God and 

finding wisdom, אשרי can also refer to the forgiveness of sin (Psalm 32:2); 
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those who consider the “wretched” (Psalm 41:2); as well as those who are 

chosen by God (Psalm 65:5; Deuteronomy 33:29), to name a few.  For that 

reason, I prefer “fortunate” for י ֗  like Adele Berlin (see her commentary ,אַשְׁרֵּ

on Psalms in The Jewish Study Bible), instead of the more common “happy,” 

because it incorporates both ideas (“happiness” and “forgiveness of sin”). 

  

ר ּוסֶָ֥ וּ     שִׁמְעָ֖

ּו  ּו וְאַל־תִפְרָֽ  וַחֲכָ֗

33. Hear my discipline,   

And be wise, do not toss it aside 

  ָּ֗וחֲכ  – be wise 

 חכם as a verb is common in Proverbs, and appears in a few other books of the 

Bible.  For example, in Deuteronomy 32:29 Moses states:  ;לּו זאֹת ּו, יַשְכִ ּו חָכְ

ּו, לְאַחֲרִיתָם  Were they wise, they would think upon this, Gain insight into“ – יָבִי

their future.”  Similarly, Job 32:9 asks rhetorically: “It is not the aged who are 

wise (ּים יֶחְכָ֑מו א־רַבִֶ֥ ֹֽ  The elders, who understand how to judge.”  Proverbs ,(ל

19:20 suggests a similar path to wisdom as Proverbs 8:33  ּוסָר צָה, וְקַבֵּ ל  שְׁמַע עֵּ

 Listen to advice and accept discipline; In order that you“ -לְמַעַן, תֶחְכַם בְאַחֲרִיתֶך

may be wise in the end.”  
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י עַֽ֫ לִֶ֥ ִ֪ ׁשֹמֵּ י אָדָםָ֘ רֵּ שְֽׁ    אֶַ֥

וֹם׀ י֑וֹם לְתֹתַי יָ֤ ד עַל־דַָ֭     לִשְׁקֹֹ֣

י  ת פְתָחָֽ ר מְזוּזֶֹ֥ שְׁמֹ֗  לִָּ֜

34. Fortunate is the person who hears me   

To watch over my doors daily    

To keep the post of my portal 

  ָ֘אָדָם – the person 

 אדם is almost always rendered as “man,” when it does not refer to the first 

person, Adam.  Yet, its use in biblical law, indicates a broader understanding, 

making the non-gendered “person” an acceptable translation.  For example, 

Leviticus 13:2 describes the process for addressing a for skin swelling: “When 

a person has on the skin of his body a swelling, a rash, or a discoloration 

ֹו שְאֵּ אֹו-סַפַחַ אֹו בַהֶרֶת) ֹור-בְשָ  Additionally, Numbers 19:14  ”.(אָדָם, כִי-יִהְיֶ ה בְ

states: “This is the ritual: When a person dies in a tent ( וּת י־יָמֹ֣ ם כִֽ ה אָדָָ֖ ֹורָָּ֔ את הַ ִֹ֚ ז

הֶל  whoever enters the tent and whoever is in the tent shall be unclean ,(בְאֹ֑

seven days.”  Just as these laws refer to a “person,” in general, there is no 

reason to think that only men receive the benefit of listening to Wisdom.  In 

her commentary on Parashat B’reishit in The Torah: A Women’s 

Commentary, Tamara Cohn Eskenazi explains that although translators often 

render אדם as “man,” the singular noun “stands here [Genesis 1:26] for a 

collective…It refers to humankind as a whole, including both females and 

males” (Eskenazi 7).  She adds that older translations render אדם as “man,” 

meant in a gender-neutral sense, but this usage is often misunderstood and 
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“thereby misleading” (Eskenazi 7).  Apart from the approximately thirty 

references to the first human, Adam and one as the progenitor of a lineage 

(see Joshua 14:15), אדם in the Bible is a generic term “employed when gender 

is germane” (Eskenazi 7). 

 לְתֹתַי ד עַל־דַָ֭ י /לִשְׁקֹֹ֣ ת פְתָחָֽ ר מְזוּזֶֹ֥ שְׁמֹ֗ לִָּ֜  – to watch over my doors…/to keep the post of my 

portal 

 Though many interpreters propose that the actions of these cola hint at the 

actions of a suitor for Wisdom, it is also possible to read a protective note in 

the word choice of the second two cola of this verse.  For example, Job 31:32 

contains: ּוא ֹוד -  וְ ׁש יִשְׁ ּובָל; וְעַל-גָדִ ֹות   He is brought to the grave, While“ – לִקְבָ

a watch is kept at his tomb.”  Moreover, in Jeremiah 31:28 the Eternal 

declares: “and just as I was watchful over them (ם יהֶ֗ דְתִי עֲלֵּ  to uproot and to (שָׁקַֹ֣

pull down, to overthrow and to destroy and to bring disaster, so I will be 

watchful over them (ם יהִֶ֛ ד עֲלֵּ ן אֶשְׁקֹ֧ ֹ֣    ”.to build and to plant (כֵּ

 

 כִי מֹצְאִי, מצאי )מָצָא( חַיִּים;    

יְהוָה ֹון, מֵּ  וַיָּפֶק רָ

35. For those who find me, find life;    

And obtain favor from the Eternal 

 יְהוָה ֹון, מֵּ  obtain favor from the Eternal – וַיָּפֶק רָ

 This phrase appears two more times in the book of Proverbs.  12:2 reads --ֹוב

ֹות יַרְשִׁיעַ  ׁש מְזִ יְהוָה; וְאִ ֹון, מֵּ  A good person earns the favor of the“ – יָפִיק רָ

Eternal, A person of intrigues, [God’s] condemnation,” and in 18:22  ,מָצָא אִשָ ה
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יְהוָה ֹון, מֵּ  The one who finds a wife has found happiness, And“ – מָצָ טֹוב; וַיָּפֶק רָ

has won the favor of the Eternal.”  It seems that one may obtain God’s favor 

through generic “goodness,” as well as finding happiness in marriage.     

 

חֹטְ  ס נַפְשׁ֑וֹוְָֽ֭ ֹ֣     אִי חֹמֵּ

וֶת  ּו מָֽ הֲ י אָֹ֣ שַנְאַ֗  כָל־מְָּ֜

36. But the one who offends me, destroys the self,    

And all who hate me, love death 

 חֹטְאִי – offends me 

 Some translations prefer “miss the mark” for חטא, but Proverbs 8 speaks of an 

intimate relationship with Wisdom, and so “offends me” highlights the 

personal nature of this affront.  For instance, Genesis 40:1 uses חטא to 

describe the cupbearer’s and baker’s mistakes: “Some time later, the 

cupbearer and the baker of the king of Egypt gave offense ( וּחָֽ  טְאִ֛ ) to their lord, 

the king of Egypt.”  Additionally, after receiving a scolding from God, 

Abimelech asks Abraham: “What have you done to us?  What wrong have I 

done to you (ְך אתִי לָָּ֔ ה־חָטָֹ֣  that you should bring so great a guilt upon me and (וּמֶֽ

my kingdom?” (Genesis 20:9).  Reuben, too, equates חטא with personal harm: 

“Did I not tell you, ‘Do not wrong the boy? (וּ בַיֶָּ֖לֶד  But you paid no ’(אל־תֶחֶטְאֶ֥

heed.” (Genesis 42:22). 

 ס ֹ֣  destroys – חֹמֵּ

 חמס means to “treat violently” or “destroy.”  For example: “I cry ‘Violence 

מָס)  חמס  .But am not answered; I shout, but can get no justice” (Job 19:7) !(חָָ֭
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can also hint at abuse, or degradation.  For instance, in Lamentations 2:6, we 

read: “He has stripped His Booth like a garden (ֹו ת מֹעֲ , ׁשִחֵּ  God  ”.(וַיַּחְמֹס כַגַן שֻכ

“strips” the tabernacle, using חמס as the verb.  Similarly, in Ezekiel 22:26, the 

“priests have violated (ּו יהָ חָמְסֹ֣  God’s teaching, and have profaned that ”(כֹהֲנֶָּ֜

which is sacred to God.  Again, we see the reciprocal nature of Wisdom.  

Those who offend her, cause personal harm to themselves. 
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Analysis of Proverbs 8 
 

 Proverbs 8 presents Wisdom’s second well-designed speech.  Much longer than 

her speech at the end of Proverbs 1, in Chapter 8, Wisdom extols her virtues, and 

describes her beginnings.  Her rhetoric and style demonstrate her value.  She speaks from 

a unique place of power, both physically out in public, and metaphorically as the source 

of power.  However, the thing that most distinguishes this speech from her previous one 

is the way it both subtly and explicitly emphasizes Wisdom’s relationship to God.  

Through language, choice, place, and style, this theme ties together this chapter of 

Proverbs. 

 We can find several places where Wisdom’s word choice draws connections with 

other biblical books.  In section IV (vv. 14 – 16), for example, the language is similar to 

that of Isaiah 11:2 and Job 12:13, drawing a connection between Wisdom’s power and 

that of God’s.  Whybray explains: 

In Isaiah 11:2 ‘the Spirit of the Lord…, the spirit of wisdom and 
understanding (bînāh), the spirit of counsel and might (‘ēṣāh ûgᵉbûrāh), 
the spirit of knowledge (da’at) and the fear of the Lord” are the attributes 
of the future ideal Israelite king, bestowed on him by God; in Job 12:13 it 
is God himself to whom are attributed wisdom, might (gᵉbûrāh), counsel 
and understanding (‘ēṣāh ûtᵉbûnāh).  Here, in Proverbs  8:14 it is Wisdom 
who claims to possess counsel (‘ēṣāh) and sound wisdom (tûŝiyyāh), 
insight (bînāh) and strength (gᵉbûrāh).34   
 

This employment of identical terms calls attention to the content of Isaiah 11:12 and Job 

12:13. It appears, from theses passages, that the terms from above were terms primarily 

applied to God, and secondarily to kings, who presumably rule in God’s name.  This also 

offers insight into Proverbs 8:14-15.  Here, Wisdom claims to be the source of power and 

                                                           
34 Whybray, Proverbs, 124-5. 
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might through which rulers and sovereigns reign.  Similarly, we find language in Psalm 

90:2 reflected in Proverbs 8:23-25.  In Psalm 90:2, the psalmist declares:  ּו בְטֶרֶם, הָרִים ילָֻ

ל ֹולָם, אַתָה אֵּ ֹולָם עַד- בֵּ ּומֵּ ל אֶרֶץ וְתֵּ ֹולֵּ  Before the mountains came into being, before“ – וַ תְ

You brought forth the earth and the world; from eternity to eternity You are God.”  The 

mirrored language between Psalm 90 and Proverbs 8, draws the reader’s attention to the 

language that is not the same.  Psalm 90 traces God’s roots to before these acts of 

creation, but Proverbs 8 also emphasizes that Wisdom predates those actions.  Because 

she predated creation, like God, it is possible to read Proverbs 8:23-25 as an emphasis of 

Wisdom’s special relationship with God – they were the only ones first who existed.  

 Where Wisdom speaks also plays an important role in her message.  In the first 

section of her speech, Wisdom cries out from several different locations.  She calls out 

from atop heights, at crossroads, and along the city wall (Proverbs 8:1-3).  Fox offers a 

commentary on this variety of locations: 

If these identifications of locations are correct, Lady Wisdom is not 
delivering her speech in a single spot.  Rather, she preaches in two distinct 
areas of similar character: at the high places within the city, whence the 
lanes branch out, and outside the city wall, at the entrance to the gates. 
[…] This means that the chapter is describing not a unique incident or 
sequence of events but an ongoing, typical occurrence.  The scene and 
events are atemporal: Wisdom addresses mankind in all cities, insides and 
outside the city walls, in high places and low grounds, repeatedly and 
forever.35   

 

Wisdom chooses the busiest places for her speech.  She stands amidst the hustle and 

bustle of politics and commerce to reach people where they are.   

                                                           
35 Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 267. 
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 Perhaps the most compelling part of Wisdom’s speech, and indeed the most 

debated section of Proverbs 8, is the description of Wisdom’s beginnings in verses 22 – 

31.  Stylistically this section is different from the others parts of Proverbs 8.  Alter 

explains the difference between this sections and the verses that precede it:  

Although Lady Wisdom is still speaking, the section from here, through 
verse 31 looks like a new poem or, at the very least, a distinct new 
segment of the same poem.  The speech from verse 1 through verse 21 is a 
celebration by Wisdom of her powers… [And] it must be said that much 
of the poetry of this section deploys boilerplate language, echoing quite 
similar formulations – or even formulas – that one encounters elsewhere in 
Proverbs.  The poem that beings with verse 22 has a cosmic framework 
rather than a pragmatic one: Lady Wisdom’s self-celebration goes back to 
the role she plays as god’s intimate before He launched on the work of 
creation. […] This cosmic vision, moreover, is articulated in soaring 
poetry that seems quite unlike the poetry of the preceding section.36  
 

Just as her words remind the reader of Wisdom’s special role and relationship with God, 

so does the tone and style of this poem within a poem.  Wisdom’s “soaring poetry” 

echoes the incredible descriptions of creation in Genesis and Psalms, and lends 

importance to her role as the first of creation.   

 For some, these literary clues connecting Wisdom to God poses a theological 

dilemma.  Leaving people to wonder at a personified Wisdom’s purpose.  Are we meant 

to understand her as God’s cosmic partner (romantic or otherwise), others are strongly 

invested in separating Wisdom from God.  I believe much of this theological concern 

stems from questions of gender and the issue of Wisdom’s power relative to God.  In the 

next chapter, I will explore personified Wisdom through a feminist lens, in an attempt to 

address some of these theological questions and concerns.  

  

                                                           
36 Alter, Wisdom Literature, 230. 
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Chapter 4: Reading Personified Wisdom Through a Feminist Lens 

 

In her Proverbs commentary, Christine Roy Yoder describes personified Wisdom 

as “breathtakingly complex.” Yoder explains: “She speaks as God, or a prophet, taking 

her stand in the busiest places of the city in the thick of everyday bustle and calling out to 

the naïve, scoffers, and fools to heed her instruction.  She is a teacher who promises to 

reveal all that she knows, all that she is, and provide generously for those who seek 

her.”37  For some scholars, the personified Wisdom of Proverbs represents a goddess-like 

deity, who is reminiscent of contemporary ancient Near Eastern goddesses of knowledge, 

Ma’at or Isis.38  For others, she represents a go-between, mediating between God and the 

people.39  Still others see her as God’s partner, or something akin to God in her own right, 

as she uses powerful God-like or prophetic speech.40  Through each of these 

interpretations, Wisdom is a symbol of feminine power in Proverbs.  We may not be able 

to understand the original intent behind the presentation of Wisdom personified as a 

woman in Proverbs.  However, through a feminist reading of the texts where Wisdom 

appears, we see that she offers new ways of thinking about both ancient Israelite religion, 

as well as modern interpretations of theology. 

                                                           
37 Christine Roy Yoder, “Proverbs,” in The Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. 
Newsom, et al. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 236. 
38 Roland E. Murphy, “Wisdom and Creation,” in Wisdom and Psalms: A Feminist 
Companion to the Bible, ed. Athalya Brenner, et al. (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1998), 39. 
39 Silvia Schroer, "Wise and Counseling Women in Ancient Israel: Literary and 
Historical Ideals of the Personified ḤOKMẬ," in The Feminist Companion to the Bible: A 
Feminist Companion to Wisdom Literature, ed. Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1995), 81. 
40 See Schroer, Lang, and Baumann 
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In this chapter I will first explain what I mean when I suggest a feminist reading 

of Wisdom.  I will then present and consider the most common topics of interest and 

importance for scholars who wish to read Wisdom this way, offering textual examples 

from Wisdom’s speeches and appearances in Proverbs 1–9.  Finally, in the conclusion, I 

will offer my own understanding of personified Wisdom and the important role she plays 

in my own women-centered reading of the Bible. 

 

Why a Feminist Reading of Personified Wisdom? 

It is no secret that there are very few women’s voices in the Bible.  Women 

characters in the Bible are few and far between in comparison to male characters.  Even 

named female characters are sometimes silent objects upon whom actions happen, rather 

than subjects acting on the world around them.  For young girls and women reading the 

Bible, one must carefully search for female voices and active female role models.  

Additionally, for many, many generations, men have controlled both the realms of 

biblical interpretation and biblical scholarship.  These male-dominated readings and 

interpretations of the Bible were taken as the “universal” reading, leaving little, or no, 

room for alternative interpretative or scholarly viewpoints.  

In the case of wisdom literature, this homogeneity in perspective led to a reading 

of wisdom literature through only one lens.  In her introduction to the Feminist 

Companion to Wisdom Literature, Athalya Brenner explains that the traditional reading 

of wisdom was a male one.  As a result of a confusion between author, narrator, and 

textual speaker, most scholarly treatments of wisdom assumed a male speaker.  She adds: 

Until recent years, scholars tended to describe the so-called ‘wisdom 
literature’ of the Hebrew Bible as the domain of the hypothetical ‘wise’: 
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males, urban, elders in role if not in age.  The speaker-in-the-text was 
conceived of as a male ‘teacher,’ perhaps within a formal framework.  
Such a framework entails a certain amount of literacy, at the very least, 
and an urban, relatively affluent setting.  The addressee was described as a 
(young) male in need of education in the ways of life and savoir-faire.  
The relationship between the two, following many such discourses in 
Proverbs, was understood as typically that of metaphorical ‘father’ and 
‘son’: the addressed ‘sons’ was taken to be not a kin term, but a derived 
term.41 
 

Of course, considering the scope of this project, presuming only male speakers 

throughout wisdom literature demonstrates a surprising blindness to alternative voices 

within the Hebrew text.  Therefore, this chapter places an emphasis on a feminist reading 

of Wisdom, who is indeed personified as a woman throughout Proverbs.   

 Brenner presents a possible understanding of what a feminist reading of the Bible 

looks like in the introduction to the Feminist Companion to Song of Songs, the first book 

in the series of feminist companions, which she edited in the late twentieth century.  

Brenner argues that society influences our reading, and as a result, we read the Bible 

through the patriarchal framework, which dominates societal norms.42  Feminist critique 

of biblical text and interpretation considers both female types and stereotypes of 

femininity as well as the literary and social structures which “underlie the texts.”43   

 My goal in this chapter is to bring to light a female voice in wisdom literature, 

which Brenner described as part of a “suppressed, submerged or silenced trace of 

women’s traditions.”44  Personified Wisdom speaks as a woman in a male society.  Even 

                                                           
41 Athalya Brenner, “Introduction,” in A Feminist Companion to the Bible: Wisdom 
Literature, ed. Athalya Brenner, (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 12. 
42 Athalya Brenner, “On Reading the Hebrew Bible as a Feminist Woman: Introduction 
to the Series,” in A Feminist Companion to Song of Songs, ed. Athalya Brenner, 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press: 1993), 12. 
43 Brenner, “On Reading the Hebrew Bible as a Feminist Woman,” 17. 
44 Athalya Brenner, “Introduction,” 12 
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at times when she is not her own narrator, she represents a source of support and 

connection for humanity.  If one only looks to the canonical texts associated with the 

Jewish calendar, one might miss Wisdom’s counsel, her story, and her striking speeches 

which are tucked away in Proverbs.  This chapter, then, is an opportunity to feature her 

words and her being, as well as explore some of the interpretative and scholarly 

possibilities surrounding a female Wisdom in the Bible.  

 

Acquiring Wisdom 

 In her speeches, Wisdom speaks to the public in the first person.  She is proud and 

powerful, demanding the reader’s attention and listener’s consideration.  However, there 

is another type of literature in Proverbs which features a personified Wisdom, one which 

focuses on the acquisition of Wisdom.  In these sections, Wisdom is still personified as a 

woman, but she is the object of another’s advice rather than the subject of her own 

speeches.  Part of my textual analysis focused on one such example of these interludes: 

Proverbs 4:1-9.45  When comparing these different styles of personification, one might 

dismiss Proverbs 4, and other sections like it, because Wisdom does not speak for herself.  

However, that dismissal is premature.  Of course, Wisdom as narrator is a distinguishing 

feature of Proverbs 1:20-33 and 8, Proverbs 4:1-9 presents another image of personified 

Wisdom.  The narrator of Proverbs 4 describes Wisdom through the lens of marriage or 

partnership, which, as I will demonstrate, Israelite readers of Proverbs would find 

familiar and relatable, while still emphasizing her importance and value.   

                                                           
45 See chapter 2. 
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 In Proverbs 4 the narrator is a parent offering advice to an audience of juniors, 

perhaps children, about how to live life.  In verse 5, the narrator introduces the idea of 

acquiring Wisdom: י-פִי אִמְרֵּ ט, מֵּ ה בִינָה; אַל-תִשְׁכַח וְאַל-תֵּ ה חָכְמָה, קְנֵּ  ,Acquire Wisdom“ – קְנֵּ

acquire Discernment; Do not forget, and do not turn from the words of my mouth.”  The 

speaker adds:  ָך הָ וְתִצְרֶֽ ךָ אֱהָבֶֶ֥ הָ וְתִשְׁמְרֶ֑  ;Do not forsake her, and she will guard you“ – אַל־תַעַזְבֶֶ֥

Love her and she will keep you” (4:6).46  Here, the narrator presents an image of Wisdom 

that is in similar to some of the ways that Wisdom presents herself.  For example, in 

Proverbs 8:17, Wisdom declares to her followers “I love those who love me; and those 

who seek me, find me.”  The parent promises the learners protection and support from 

Wisdom; and Wisdom promises reciprocal love to her followers. 

 There are also intertextual connections between Proverbs 4 and Wisdom’s speech 

in Proverbs 8, indicating that Wisdom as object and Wisdom as subject are not so very 

different.  The parent of Proverbs 4:7 explains: “The beginning (ית ׁשִֹ֣  of wisdom is (רֵּ

acquire (ה ֹ֣  ,wisdom, and with all your acquisitions, acquire discernment.”  Similarly (קְנֵּ

we have Wisdom’s description of her own beginnings: אָז ֹו: קֶדֶם מִפְעָלָיו מֵּ ׁשִית דַרְ  יְהוָה-קָנָנִי, רֵּ

- “The Eternal created me, beginning of His way; earliest of His works of old” (8:22).  

The use of ית ׁשִֹ֣  tie these verses together, and draw the reader’s קנה and the root רֵּ

attention to both versions of Wisdom’s beginnings.   

 From a feminist perspective, one might feel uncomfortable with the imagery of 

acquisition, associating it with patriarchal assumptions surrounding the institution of 

marriage.  However, scholarship suggests that the imagery of love and acquisition in 

                                                           
46 In this chapter, all translations of Proverbs 1:20 -33; 4:1-9; 8:1-36 are my own, and all 
other biblical quotes are from the NJPS translation, unless otherwise noted. 
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these sections is intentional on the part of the compiler of Proverbs, and serves as a tool 

to create an image of Wisdom tied to home as a center of power and stability.  Camp 

explains the socio-cultural context of Proverbs was one of transition and upheaval, as the 

locus of power in post-exilic Israelite society moved from the king to the family.47  She 

argues that the love language in Proverbs 4 contributes “to the symbolic efficacy of 

Personified Wisdom.”48  d Wisdom acts as a mediator between humanity and God, where 

one demonstrates one’s obedience to God through obedience to the beloved Wisdom.49  

Therefore, the love language in Proverbs 4:6-9, serves as a tool to help humanity relate to 

its complex relationship with God.  The language of acquisition takes an abstract concept, 

like covenant, and transforms it into one that people understand – partnership between 

one person and another.  For Camp, Wisdom synthesizes certain aspects of the “human 

experience of love” with “religious identification… in a manner peculiarly relevant to the 

post-exilic age.”50 Additionally, she argues that even when Wisdom does not speak for 

herself she serves as something akin a religious symbol. She writes: 

She [Wisdom] formulates a basic congruence between a particular style of 
life (the ethos) and a specific (in this case explicit) perception of reality 
(the world view), sustaining each with the borrowed authority of the other.  
Although legitimation of female authority is not the only, nor even the 
primary, purpose of the wisdom poems, they cannot affect their primary 
purpose – viz., the establishment of Wisdom’s capacity to mediate God’s 
blessings to humans – without the assumption of that authority which they 
in turn, if only secondarily, support.  One might ask at this point, ‘why 
female imagery?’…In Israel, as in many cultures, the work of women 
provided the impetus and direction for the ‘everyday,’ and, indeed, may be 
seen to embody it.51  

                                                           
47 Claudia V. Camp, Wisdom and the Feminine in the Book of Proverbs, (Sheffield: 
Almond, 1985), 274. 
48 Camp, Wisdom and the Feminine, 275. 
49 Ibid., 276. 
50 Ibid., 278. 
51 Ibid., 264-5. 
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In acquiring Wisdom, humanity has an opportunity to access God’s blessings, as Camp 

suggests.  Furthermore, Wisdom, in representing the “every day,” makes God’s blessings 

that much more accessible to humanity.  She does not offer a far-off form of support from 

the heavens, instead she is in the home, and her protection is easily attained by those who 

protect her.  

 

Wisdom’s Speeches and a Position of Authority  

 In Proverbs 8 and 1:20-33, we find Wisdom operating from a position of power, 

demonstrating her dominion over others, including kings and nobles.  Her words 

themselves are powerful; and she presents herself in parallel comparison with others who 

represent authority, like fathers, teachers, and prophets.  Moreover, it is her agency in her 

speech which demonstrates her power: she speaks to humanity, and she demands that 

humanity follow her instruction.    

Wisdom declares that through her just governance is possible.  In Proverbs 8:14-

16 she states: “Mine are counsel and competence, I am Understanding, mine is might. / 

Through me sovereigns reign, and leaders decree righteous laws. / Through me rulers 

rule, and nobles, all the judges of the earth.”  In the first person, female voice, Wisdom 

speaks with agency, in comparison to the (male) sovereigns, rulers, leaders, and judges, 

who receive her “counsel and competence.”  Furthermore, Wisdom’s power is described 

as ּורָה  often describes גבר ,Though it does not appear exclusively in relation to God  .גְ

God’s power and might (see Psalms 21:14, 54:3, 65:7, 71:18, and 145:11 for just a few 

examples of this).  We also see in this passage that the female Wisdom not only has 

power over powerful men, but she uses her might to influence just governance.  Wisdom 
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is, in fact, a vessel of just leadership and righteous power.  Some commentators even 

draw a connection between this section and two other biblical passages: Isaiah 11:2 and 

Job 12:13.  In Isaiah 11:2, the prophet describes the future ruler of Israel, from the 

Davidic line, upon whom God’s spirit will land.  “A spirit of wisdom and insight ( ה חָכְמָֹ֣

ה ה) A spirit of counsel and valor ,(וּבִינָ֗ ּורָָּ֔ ּוגְ צָה֙  A spirit of devotion and reverence for the ,(עֵּ

Eternal.”  Job 12:13, 17-19 uses similar language as a way to emphasize God’s power 

over rulers.  It reads: “With Him are wisdom and courage; His are counsel and 

understanding,” then in vv. 17-19 God holds that power over rulers and kings, to bend 

them to the divine will.  Whybray, for one, draws connections between Wisdom’s speech, 

and the passages in Job and Isaiah to associate Wisdom with God’s spirit and ruler ship.  

However, Wisdom’s counsel does not debase rulers nor bend them to her will; rather, 

through her they improve.     

It is not only in governmental institutions that Wisdom displays her power.  

Wisdom also offers a counterimage to the father narrator of Proverbs 1-9, and thereby 

takes on the role of the authority figure in the broader community, as well.  For example, 

in Proverbs 1, the father offers advice to his son, “Listen, my son, to your father’s 

instruction; neglect not your mother’s teaching, / for they are a graceful garland for your 

head, and a necklace for your throat” (vv. 8-9).  In her speech, later in that chapter, 

Wisdom declares in the streets and broad places, “How long, simple ones, will you love 

simplicity; And scorners lust scorn; and fools hate knowledge / Turn back to my rebuke; 

See I will pour out to you my sprit; I will make known my words to you” (Proverbs 1:22-

3).  Like the father, Wisdom calls out to her listeners and advises them to heed her 

teachings.  In contrast to the father, though, Wisdom’s audience is not one child, but a 



135 
 

plurality of listeners.  She not only occupies the same role as the father – as a teacher 

offering reproof – but Wisdom takes on a greater role of authority teaching the many 

rather than the few.   

In her study of patriarchal wisdom in Proverbs 1-9, Carol Newsom considers 

personified Wisdom as a counterpoint to all displays of masculine power and authority 

throughout this text.  She explains: 

Ḥokmot (personified wisdom) is an extension of the cultural voice that 
speaks through the father can be seen in the complementary authoritative 
position she occupies.  Where the father is the authoritative voice in the 
family, Ḥokmot is the corresponding voice (‘in the streets,’ ‘in the public 
areas,’ v. 20) who occupies places that are physically symbolic of 
authority and power (‘at the entrances of the gates,’ v. 21).52 

 
Newsom expands her analysis, suggesting that it is not only the size of Wisdom’s 

audience that demonstrates her power, but also where she offers these interludes.  Though 

the father’s lectures are not placed in any specific location, his audience (that is, his 

children) hints at the idea that his are private lessons.  For example, in Proverbs 4:3 the 

father begins his lecture: “For once I was a son to my father, tender and the only one 

before my mother.”  The father’s language highlights that his story is an intimate one, not 

meant for public consumption.  Wisdom’s authority not only stems from who she speaks 

to, but where.  Personified Wisdom calls out to people in public arenas, like the kings and 

nobles she advises.   

Wisdom also demonstrates her authority in her speeches, which distinguishes her 

from other biblical characters.  Newsom adds:  

                                                           
52 Carol A Newsom, “Woman and the Discourse of Patriarchal Wisdom: A Study of 
Proverbs 1-9,” in Women in the Hebrew Bible: A Reader, ed. Alice Bach (New York: 
Routledge, 1999), 88. 
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Perhaps the most interesting feature of the text is that it posits a past to the 
relationship between Ḥokmot and the reader.  Her first words are: ‘How 
long will you…’ (Proverbs 1:22).  The reader’s subjectivity is furnished 
not only with a past but with a guilty one.  As one who is “naïve,” 
“cocky,” and “complacent” (v. 22), he has refused advice and correction.53   
 

In this relationship, Wisdom acts and speaks, while the readers receive her advice.   Like 

rulers, whose ability to rule justly depends on her, Wisdom directs the fates of those who 

listen to her.  For example, those who follow her instruction receive riches (Prov. 8:10, 

19); and they are guaranteed a long and favorable life.  She is the actor in this 

relationship, the one able to bestow this largesse.  While some women in biblical stories 

are subjects and many others are objects, when Wisdom gives forth her voice, she is both 

the agent of action on others’ lives, as well as her own narrator.   

 Further illustrating her independence and power, in the beginning of both of her 

speeches, Wisdom places herself in the public domain.  In Proverbs 1 she is “in the 

streets” and “plazas,” “at the head of bustling crossroads,” and “the entrances to the gates 

of the city” (vv. 20 – 21).  Then in Proverbs 8, Wisdom calls out from the highest heights, 

so that her voice carries across the expanse (v. 2).  She goes down to the gates of the city, 

“at the portals” of commerce and politics she cries aloud (v. 3).  In his commentary, Fox 

offers this compelling read of the import of these locations: 

Wisdom…delivers her message where the competition is fiercest, not 
competition from other orators but from the everyday distractions of 
business, politics, and disputes.  Far from being esoteric or academic, 
Wisdom plunges into the midst of this hustle and bustle to reach people 
where they are.54   
 

                                                           
53 Newsom, “Discourse of Patriarchal Wisdom,” 88. 
54 Fox, Proverbs 1-9, 267. 
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Wisdom functions like a good politician or leader, bringing her message to the people.  

She calls out to her audience in the public squares and atop the heights to make her 

message accessible, so no one is excluded.   

 

Wisdom as a Prophet 

This public forum for Wisdom also connects her to the prophets.  For instance, at 

the beginning of Chapter 8 we find: “Listen! Is it not Wisdom calling, Good Sense raising 

her voice. / Atop the heights near the road, at the crossroads she takes her stand” (vv. 1-

2).  This description mirrors God’s instructions to Isaiah to call out to the people on their 

fast day: “Cry with full throat, without restraint; Raise your voice like a ram’s horn!” 

(Isaiah 58:1).  Moreover, in both declarations we find the root קרא and the word קול, 

which emphasizes the connection between these verses.  As if she was a prophet, 

Wisdom calls out to the people with a divine message – a reminder to the people to 

acquire her, and do what is expected of them.  Also in Proverbs 8, Wisdom stands atop 

heights to spread her message.  We see similar tactics in Ezekiel 20 and 34, where the 

prophet delivers God’s message from the mountains to reach the people.  Through these 

strategies, Wisdom highlights her position of power, urging people to heed her call.   

Besides the location of her call to the public, the language Wisdom uses also 

draws connections to that of the prophets.  For example, Fox and Scott Harris both write 

about the intertextual references between Wisdom’s speech in Proverbs 1 and the prophet 

Jeremiah.  Fox compares Proverbs 1:26-31 to Jeremiah 11:11, demonstrating Wisdom’s 

use of prophetic language.  Harris also presents a detailed analysis of this innerbiblical 
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relationship, cataloging each word in Proverbs 1:20-33 that also appears in Jeremiah 7.55  

From these comparisons to the prophetic books we can see the similarities between the 

prophets and Wisdom’s rebuke of those who ignore her call: “Then they will call me (אָז 

 ”they will seek me, but they will not find me ;(וְלאֹ אֶעֱנֶה) but I will not answer ,(יִקְרָאֻנְנִי

(Prov. 1:28).  Jeremiah, in comparison, warns the people: “And now, because you do all 

these things – declares the Eternal – and though I spoke to you persistently, you would 

not listen; and though I called to you (וָאֶ קְרָא אֶתְכֶם), you would not respond (וְלאֹ עֲנִיתֶם)” 

(Jeremiah 7:13).  Wisdom, like Jeremiah, refuses to hear people’s cries when disaster 

befalls them, even if they cry out. 56  Ignoring Wisdom comes with terrible consequences.  

Considering the example from Jeremiah 7:13, Wisdom leaves those who do not answer 

her call to their self-destruction.   

Additionally, Wisdom employs rhetorical tools, like the prophets, to strengthen 

the impact of her words.  Proverbs 8:1 contains the rhetorical phrase: ֹהֲלא (“does not”).  

The prophets also frequently use the negative question form א ֹֽ  as a form of emphasis הֲל

(see Ezekiel 17:12; Jeremiah 26:19; Isaiah 44:8 for just a few examples of their use of 

this rhetorical tool).57  In Proverbs 8:1 the negative question form draws the attention of 

Wisdom’s listeners, as if she demands our focus.  Wisdom’s use of similar language and 

rhetorical tools as the prophets highlights her agency, and positions her like a prophet as 

one who acts as an intermediary between God and the people (a significant position of 

power). 

                                                           
55 Scott L. Harris, Proverbs 1-9: A Study of Inner-Biblical Interpretation, (Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1995), 94. 
56 Harris, Proverbs 1-9, 95. 
57 For more on this topic, see chapter three. 
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Wisdom and Creation 

 As I mentioned in my annotated translation, Wisdom’s association with creation 

is controversial.  In Proverbs 8:22-31, Wisdom describes her own creation, and her 

predating the rest of the creation of the world.  For many, Wisdom derives much of her 

authority from her association with and actions during creation.  Still others are 

uncomfortable with this association, which they fear poses a theological problem, 

presenting Wisdom as coeval with God.  Though I acknowledge this theological 

difficulty, my interest in this feminist reading of Wisdom is text-based and not 

theological.  Instead, I choose to consider the potential that a female Wisdom, present for 

creation, offers a reader searching for powerful women’s voices in the Bible.   

 Most of Wisdom’s description of her own beginnings draw parallels to the 

creation story in Genesis 1 and 4.  She emphasizes her preeminence in creation, by 

drawing the reader’s attention to other well-known creation narratives.  In Proverbs 8:22 

Wisdom states: אָז ֹו:  קֶדֶם מִפְעָלָיו מֵּ ׁשִית דַרְ  ,The Eternal created me“ – יְהוָה--קָנָנִי, רֵּ

beginning of His way; earliest of His works of old.”  Not only does Wisdom claim her 

status as the first of God’s creations, but her language draws a direct line between her 

own creation and that of the creation story of Genesis.  The woman in Genesis 4:1 names 

her first child Cain, because ׁש אֶת-יְהוָה  I acquired a man with the help of the“ – קָנִיתִי אִ

Eternal.”  The writer of Proverbs 8 uses these closely linked words to recall the famous 

birth of Cain, and thereby ties Wisdom’s beginnings even more closely to those of 

Genesis.  Furthermore, in Proverbs 8:24, Wisdom claims her birth preceded even 

the ֹות ֹות the deep.  We find in Genesis 1:2 that the –תְהֹ  existed before God began to תְהֹ

form the world:  ים וּחַ אֱלֹהִָּ֔ י תְה֑וֹם וְרֹ֣ ֹ֣ שֶׁךְ עַל־פְנֵּ ּו וְחָֹ֖ ּו֙ וָבָֹּ֔ ה תֶֹ֙ רֶץ הָיְתֶָ֥  the earth being“ –וְהָאָ֗



140 
 

unformed and void, with darkness over the surface of the deep and a wind from God 

sweeping over the water.” 

 Later in this section, Wisdom emphasizes her predating the creation of the world.  

She lists: “When He prepared the heavens, there I was; when He inscribed the horizon on 

the deep.  When He firmed the clouds on high; when He strengthened the springs of the 

deep.  When he set the sea to its limits, that the waters not transgress His command” 

(Proverbs 8:27-9).  Maxine Hancock suggests that Wisdom’s presence at the creation of 

the world indicates not only an intimate relationship with God, but the principle by which 

God created the world.  She adds: “Not only is she the means by which humanity fears 

the Eternal, but she is also the means by which the universe is structured.  By implication, 

those who find her and live by her align themselves to that same order, finding peace and 

tranquility.”58  Hancock implies that there is a relationship between a peaceful life and 

finding Wisdom in creation.  By observing her role in creation, one improves one’s 

existence.  Fox takes this idea even further, noting that just as creation highlights God’s 

power in the world, this section of Wisdom’s speech underscores “Wisdom’s presence 

throughout creation thus to celebrate her preeminence.”59   

The poetic structure of this section also celebrates Wisdom’s preeminence.  

Beginning in the second cola of Proverbs 8:30-31 we find a chiasm.  Wisdom concludes 

the description of her beginnings, highlighting two specific words: שעשע and משחק.  In 

her speech she states: “I was a delight (עֲשֻׁ עִים קֶת) daily; rejoicing (שַָׁ֭  before Him at (מְשַחֶָ֖

all times. / Rejoicing (שַחֶקֶת י) in His inhabited world; delighting (מְָ֭  ”.in humanity (שַׁעֲשֻׁעַ֗

                                                           
58 Maxine Hancock, “Proverbs,” in The IVP Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Catherine 
Clark Kroeger, Mary J. Evans. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2002), 329. 
59 Fox, Proverbs, 281. 
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(Prov. 8:30-31).  In her analysis of personified Wisdom, Camp offers this commentary on 

the above chiasm: 

Not only the context of the poem but the structure itself makes the 
theological point that Wisdom, who was begotten before creation and was 
present with God during creation, is also the primary link between God 
and humankind.  Without going into full review of the literary arguments, 
one can see the point clearly in the chiastic structure of 8.30b-31 ‘I was his 
delight day after day playing before him continually playing in his 
inhabited world and my delight was with humankind.’  The first stich 
presents Wisdom as Yahweh’s ‘delight’ the final stich says that her 
‘delight’ was with humankind.  The middle two stichs correspond to this 
movement from the divine realm to the human: Wisdom ‘plays’ both 
before him and in his inhabited world.  In this poem, Wisdom is the only 
link between God and humans.  They are not even part of the act of 
creation that is portrayed here.60 
 

The poetic structure of Proverbs 8:30-31 mimics Wisdom’s role as a mediator 

between God and humanity.  She acts as a delight for both, and is delighted by 

both.  She rejoices before the Creator, and rejoices for the created world, and in 

doing so, she brings God and humans into closer connection with one another.   

Hancock and Camp both mention the role that Wisdom plays in creation, though 

the text itself is unclear about the nature of that role.  Much of this confusion centers 

around Proverbs 8:30.  The Hebrew reads: וֹן מֶ֥ אֶהְיֶֶ֥ה אֶצְל֗וֹ אָ֫  which I translate as: “And I ,וָֽ

was by Him, confidant.”61  As a confidant, Wisdom was present for creation, by God’s 

side (which we see in 8:22-30), though it does not indicate what, if any, purpose Wisdom 

may have served in creation.62   

                                                           
60 Camp, Wisdom and the Feminine, 272. 
61 I briefly summarize the interpretative possibilities, and debate around translation of 

וןאמ  in chapter three. 
62 This translation intentionally leaves further details of her role in creation as vague and 
unclear, in keeping with the struggles one has in translating it. 
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Many interpreters express discomfort with certain translations of אמון, especially 

translations, which place Wisdom in a position of authority or as a contemporary of God.  

For example, אמון has the same root letters as אומן, or artist.  However, if one renders אמון 

as “artisan,” that implies that Wisdom aided God in creation.  Fox demonstrates a strong 

desire to infantilize the female Wisdom, translating אמון as “nursling.”63  He further 

diminishes Wisdom’s perceived power or importance by declaring her a derivation of 

Yahweh and therefore subordinate, as well as emphasizing that because Wisdom “did not 

exist from eternity.  Wisdom is therefore an accidental attribute of godhead, not an 

essential or inherent one.”64  Rabbis Kravitz and Olitzky, in their modern commentary on 

Proverbs, also discourage their readers from viewing Wisdom through an empowered 

lens or considering her God’s partner.65  I rejected these critiques as microaggressions 

against Wisdom in my annotated translation, and I present them here in order to 

demonstrate the importance of reading Wisdom as a woman, who embraces the idea of a 

female presence during creation. 

 

Wisdom as a Representation of Goddess 

 Chiefly because of her claims to the creation story, much has been written about 

personified Wisdom and her standing as a transcendent being.  Scholars consider her 

closeness to God, her God-like speech, her authority in the divine realm, and also her 

roots as either a remnant of goddess-worship, or an Israelite interpretation of 

                                                           
63 Fox, Proverbs, 285. 
64 Ibid., 279. 
65 Leonard S. Kravitz and Kerry M. Olitzky, Mishlei: A Modern Commentary, (New 
York: UAHC Press, 2002), 86. 
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contemporary ancient Near East goddesses.  Though it is impossible to know for sure of 

personified Wisdom’s roots in Proverbs 1-9, or the biblical authors’ intent with 

presenting her as such a transcendent being, by considering these multiple interpretations, 

it is possible to use a feminist lens to evaluate her divine status and actions in Proverbs 1-

9. 

 Bernhard Lang claims to see a relationship between goddesses of the ancient Near 

East and personified Wisdom of Proverbs.  He draws connections between the language 

in Wisdom’s speeches to Ishtar and Ma’at.  For example, Ishtar’s subtitle is “she who 

gives scepter, throne, and royal power to every king,” which we might associate with 

Wisdom’s claim that rulers and sovereigns rule through her (Prov. 8:15-16). 66  Ma’at is 

responsible for cosmic order, social harmony, justice, and truth, whereas Wisdom asserts 

that she is the source of justice and fair rule (Prov. 8:18, 20).67  Lang also suggests that it 

is possible to read Wisdom’s role as God’s confidant and delight in Proverbs 8:30-31 as 

an allusion to Athirat, the Ugaritic god, El’s, consort.  He posits: “Athirat, is well known 

from Ugaritic texts as ‘mother of the gods’ or ‘creatrix of the gods.’  She may indeed be 

Wisdom’s mother.”68  The possibility of reading Wisdom as a product of an ancient Near 

Eastern goddess, or a vestige of ancient Israelite religion, which recognized both God and 

Goddess before monotheism completely took over, appeals to feminist readers searching 

for an alternative to the image of one all-powerful, (traditionally) male God.69  Reading 

                                                           
66 Bernhard Lang, Wisdom and the Book of Proverbs: An Israelite Goddess Redefined, 
(New York: The Pilgrim Press, 1985), 60. 
67 Lang, Wisdom and the Book of Proverbs, 60. 
68 Ibid., 64. 
69 Of course, there are many ways to imagine God and many metaphors for God 
throughout the Bible, which offer readers alternative images for God.  Yet, the image of 
God as male persists. 
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personified Wisdom through this lens, allows one to imagine the possibility of a female 

God, as well.   

 Yet, a vision of Wisdom as merely a consort to God feels limiting from a feminist 

perspective, and does not take into account the active role Wisdom takes in Proverbs.  

The power Wisdom possesses is especially clear in her use of God-style language.  In her 

interludes in Chapters 1 and 8, Wisdom makes promises of blessings for those who 

follow her counsel, and curses for those who do not.  In Proverbs 8:17-21 she promises:  

I love those who love me, and those who seek me find me. 
Riches and honor are with me; Enduring wealth and righteousness. 
My fruit is better than gold, fine gold, and my produce than choice silver. 
Upon the paths of righteousness I walk; within the paths of justice. 
To endow those who love me, and their treasuries I will fill.  
 

While there is wealth and plenty for those who seek Wisdom, those who ignore her 

teachings can expect that Wisdom will ignore their call.  In Proverbs 1:29-30, she warns: 

“Because they hated knowledge, and they choose not to fear of the Eternal. / They 

refused my counsel; they spurned all my rebuke.”  These promises sound very similar to 

the assurances of blessings and curses of Deuteronomy.  In it, Moses promises 

overflowing troughs, fruitful lands and bodies, rains for healthy harvests, and protection 

from enemies as long as Israel hears and observes God’s commandments (Deut. 28:1-14).  

However, the people can expect famine, war, pestilence, disease (and fifty more verses of 

curses) if they ignore God’s laws (Deuteronomy 28:15-68).   

Through this comparison we see how Wisdom mirrors God’s blessings and curses 

(of course not to the same extreme), and therefore how similar she is to God, as if she, 

too, were divine.  Gerlinde Baumann echoes this idea, and suggests that Wisdom derives 

much of her divine authority from this modeling of “YHWH-speech,” and therefore “she 
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awards a nearly divine position to the phenomenon of wisdom with all its facets.  

Because of this, she demands obedience, and at the same time expects obedience of the 

wisdom sayings from chapter 10 onwards.”70  Through her divine speech, Wisdom’s 

power continues long after she disappears from the book of Proverbs. 

 Baumann further suggests that Wisdom’s closeness to God strengthens her divine 

status.71  Proverbs 8:22-31 places Wisdom close to God at the time of creation, and 

Baumann argues that it is possible to read this section as one that illustrates Wisdom as 

more than confidant or a delight of God.  She explains that after advising and assisting 

the male YHWH God in creation, Wisdom becomes a darling, perhaps even a lover to 

God, as she dances around this newly created world. 72   

 Yet, Baumann does not leave her analysis there.  She submits that Wisdom’s 

divine power firmly lies in her knowledge of the world’s order, and because of that she 

can teach people how to follow God’s commandments.  She writes: 

חכמה  exists as a transcendent being of goddess-like rank at YHWH’s side.  
She is his transcendent creation.  Because of her knowledge about the 
world’s order she is able to teach an ethos to men and women that 
resembles YHWH’s commandments and consequences.  People are to 
love the Wisdom Figure like a ‘personal goddess’ and walk in her ways… 
Her call is for a spiritual relationship of individuals towards her, which 
manifests itself by keeping the Torah.73 
 

For Baumann, Wisdom deserves the reader’s respect for both her partnership with God, 

as well as her own role in people’s lives.  She implies that the roots of Wisdom’s 

                                                           
70 Gerlinde Baumann, “A Figure with Many Facets: The Literary and Theological 
Functions of Personified Wisdom in Proverbs 1-9,” in Wisdom and Psalms: A Feminist 
Companion to the Bible, ed. Athalya Brenner, Carole R. Fontaine. (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1998),56. 
71 Baumann, “A Figure with Many Facets,” 55. 
72 Ibid., 45. 
73 Ibid., 71. 
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transcendence lie deeper than her role as mediator between the divine and earthly realms, 

and her role in creation.  Wisdom’s power, in fact, derives from the counsel she offers 

humanity when she stands in the public plazas and atop the heights calling for people to 

heed her voice. 

Though some scholars are content to merely read Wisdom as a divine or a 

transcendent being, others see her as much more than that.  These theologians and 

scholars latch on to the idea that Wisdom incorporates both human and divine attributes.  

For Schroer, Wisdom offers a way to integrate feminist theology with traditional 

monotheism.  She writes:  

[Wisdom] incorporates the Goddess without relinquishing Jewish-
Christian monotheism…She functions as an intermediary authority 
between God and humankind, heaven and the world.  Thus transcendence 
and heaven are combined with the feminine.  Biblical Sophia meets the 
requirement of feminist theology to integrate human experience instead of 
separating or demonizing parts of it, to search for correspondence and 
interconnections instead of settling for separation and differentiation.  She 
offers help because she is interactive and open: she contains without 
imposing limits.74 
 

Tikva Fryner-Kensky, in comparison, views Wisdom as the divine intermediary we 

search for, to bring us closer to God. 75  As we show our love for Wisdom, we draw 

closer to God, for incorporated in wisdom is awe of the Eternal (Proverbs 8:13).  Though 

neither Fryner-Kensky nor Schroer is comfortable calling Wisdom a representation of the 

Goddess, they both view her as a feminine incorporation, which blends godliness with 

humanity, and brings the two into closer communion with one another.   

   

                                                           
74 Schroer, “Wise and Counseling Women,” 81. 
75 Tikva Fryner-Kensky, “Goddesses: Biblical Echoes,” in Feminist Approaches to the 
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Conclusion 
 

Who is Lady Wisdom?  No one can say for sure.  

Is she a vestige of an earlier cult goddess worship?  Or an Israelite version of 

other ancient Near East goddesses of wisdom?  Is she transcendent or divine?  Is Wisdom 

God’s partner or an intermediary between the Eternal and humanity?   

I was initially attracted to Lady Wisdom’s independence and agency.  As a 

feminist, I am intrigued by the possibilities personified Wisdom presents for thinking 

about God and religion.  Most importantly, though, in a world where women are still 

regularly silenced, ignored, spoken over, and dismissed, I wanted to highlight a biblical 

female voice who speaks with authority.  Wisdom’s cry has something to offer to modern 

readers, and I would hate for her voice to be lost to future generations.  Therefore, I took 

it on myself to offer this in depth textual analysis of personified Wisdom, embracing a 

proudly feminist lens through which to read this fascinating biblical character. 

A textual analysis of her speech and actions in Proverbs 1:20-33, 4:1-9, and 8, 

demonstrates that Wisdom is indeed a powerful figure.  Wisdom was present at creation 

and is able to occupy roles and places of authority.  Using the language of the prophets, 

speaking from public locations of power and weight, Wisdom is a model of personal 

agency.  She speaks with and from a place of authority, and demands that humanity hear 

her call (or they will suffer the consequences).  Indeed, even when others describe her, 

even as an object, there is power in Wisdom.  Through her sovereigns and rulers not rule 

rule, but they reign justly and righteously.  She represents an ideal to which one wants to 

aspire.  Through her, there is a forged connection between heaven and earth.  Those who 

follow her, reap goodness and metaphorical wealth, and even find God’s favor. 
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There are some feminist scholars who would like to create a feminist theology 

around Wisdom.  They consider her powerful language and use of authority, and wonder 

if she is a vestigial representation of an ancient Israelite goddess, or a contemporary of 

other ancient Near Easter goddesses.  Others find her use of prophetic language most 

intriguing, and view her as a connection between the human and the divine.  All of these 

considerations are possible interpretations for personified Wisdom, and by viewing 

Wisdom through a feminist lens, we can begin to imagine new ways of relating to biblical 

power and authority. 

Perhaps, most importantly for me, Wisdom offers us an image of a woman of 

words.  Sadly, in this day and age, that is still a thing at which to marvel.  As a future 

leader of the Jewish people, I find the model of personified Wisdom incredibly 

compelling.  Lady Wisdom offers an example for leadership, which others can emulate.  

She speaks with authority, but in locations where her message will reach her audience.  

She uses rhetorical tools and language to make her message appealing, and ensure she 

has her audience’s attention.  She offers a path to live justly and righteously, and perhaps 

most importantly, wisely.  Through Wisdom’s counsel, searching out knowledge, and 

discernment, by hearing her call, we, as humans, have access to the divine.   

Refusing to lose this model of female empowerment and pride, and inspired by 

her commanding presence, I have tried to shine a light on Wisdom’s powerful female 

voice in the Bible, and bring forth her call to my own community.  
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