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1

Introduction

This is a book about God. In it I seek to set out aspects of what might be 
called a doctrine or “grammar” of God that is present in the scriptures 
of ancient Israel— in other words, ground rules for appropriate speech 

and action in relation to the Lord, the God of Abraham and of Israel. I will 
offer close readings of selected passages in these scriptures, which antedate 
both Judaism and Christianity yet have been preserved, received, and appro-
priated within each of those faiths. Although my own frame of reference is 
Christian, and the readings overall have a clear Christian inflection, I hope 
that much of the theological grammar I set out will resonate within a Jewish 
as well as a Christian frame of reference.

This concern with God needs one basic clarification from the outset. In 
the Bible, and in the Jewish and Christian faiths, an understanding of God is 
inseparable from an understanding of what it means to be human. This can 
be difficult to appreciate in the contemporary world, at least in Europe and 
the US, where there has been a general move away from the Christian faith 
and culture that once prevailed. For many people, to cease to believe in God 
is essentially to do some intellectual spring- cleaning, to cross off the list of 
worthwhile mental contents the possible reality of a putative invisible entity 
which never made any real difference to anything anyway, at least in the public 
realm of everyday secular life (whatever private consolations some might find).

In fact, however, to cease to believe in God, as the Bible and Christian faith 
understand God, is to usher in major change, over time, as to how every-
thing and everyone is viewed and related to in practice (though many facets 
of Christian faith continue to have influence when transposed into secular 
thought, where the Christian dimension may have become invisible except to 
those alert to the history of ideas). To see our understandings of God and of 
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2

humanity and of the world as inseparable is not to concede to the suspicion 
that all talk and thought of God is nothing but a coded account of human 
priorities. It is, rather, to recognize the multidimensional nature of reality and 
of human understanding. Thus, in the studies that follow, where God is the 
central concern, much of the discussion will not focus on God all the time, 
because many things have to be considered to make the biblical conception 
of God meaningful for thought and life.

Overall, I am seeking to articulate facets of the Old Testament’s own prime 
creedal affirmation and hope, as articulated by the psalmist: “Know that the 
Lord is God” (dĕʿū kī yhwh hūʾ ʾĕlōhīm, Ps. 100:3)— which is followed, as a 
matter of apparent implicit logic, by a framing of what it means to be human 
in terms of basic identity and relationality: “It is he that made us, and we 
are his.”1 I offer an account of at least some of what is involved in coming to 
such an acknowledgment and knowledge of God on the part of those who 
would read Israel’s scriptures as Scripture for today.2

In no way do I seek to be comprehensive in the six chapters that follow. For 
example, I offer no discussion of the affirmation of humanity as created “in 
the image of God” (Gen. 1:26–27). Rather, I focus on selected significant and 
representative voices within the biblical witness that speak specifically about 
the nature of God. I recognize that the selection of passages and the sequence 
in which they are presented may seem prima facie rather puzzling. The pre-
sentation corresponds neither to the sequential order of the biblical canon 
(even though each section of the Hebrew canon— the Law, the Prophets, and 
the Writings— is represented by two chapters) nor to a likely developmental 
sequence of Israel’s religious thought in terms of a history of ideas. However, 
it is often noted that the Bible’s own presentation of its theological content 
does not correspond to the patterns and categories of postbiblical Christian 
theology. This remains the case whether one reads the material in canonical 
sequence or whether one reads it rearranged into a putative developmental 
sequence; in each case, the structuring concerns have their own distinctive 
logic. So the logic of this presentation is a contingent logic which weaves a 
particular theological pattern (about which more will be said in the epilogue), 

1. The alternative reading, “and not we ourselves,” makes a nonreductive point about being 
human, akin to that in Deut. 8:2–3, 17–18.

2. I have no particular concern either to prioritize or to avoid famous “problem passages” 
about God. The most obviously problematic passage that I discuss here is Gen. 4, with its 
inscrutable God. Elsewhere I have discussed God’s command to Abraham to sacrifice Isaac 
(Gen. 22), Israel’s obligation to practice ḥerem on the non- Israelite inhabitants of Canaan 
(Deut. 7), and God’s commission to a lying spirit to deceive King Ahab so that he dies in battle 
(1 Kings 22). See, respectively, my Theology of  the Book of  Genesis, 179–99; “Election and the 
Transformation of Ḥērem”; and “Does God Lie to His Prophets?”

The God of the Old Testament
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with recognition that the theological grammar of Israel’s scriptures could be 
portrayed otherwise.

Some Issues of  Approach and Method

General Considerations for Reading as Scripture

In general terms, I offer worked examples of how the scriptures of ancient 
Israel may be read as Scripture, the Old Testament of the Christian church 
today. Theoretical discussions of hermeneutical issues have their place, and I 
will touch on them along the way. But the proof of the theoretical pudding is 
in its practical eating. One must be able to offer good (intellectually satisfying 
and existentially engaging) readings of the biblical text if any general proposal 
about the viability of reading Israel’s scriptures as Christian Scripture is to 
make headway.

I here presuppose and build on earlier work, not least my Old Testament 
Theology and The Bible in a Disenchanted Age. In these I frame the whole 
discussion of theology and the Old Testament with reference to the impor-
tance of hermeneutical decisions about how one reads, focused on the notion 
of reading as Scripture.3 I also suggest a heuristic typology of three prime 
approaches to reading the Bible— as ancient history, as cultural classic, and 
as holy Scripture. Of course, approaches to the Bible as ancient history, as 
cultural classic, and as holy Scripture are not incompatible with each other, 
and often in practice they overlap and are combined. Nonetheless, differences 
and divergences can be significant.

Two basic hermeneutical points need to be recognized. First, how we read 
and use the biblical text depends on why we read and use the text; that is, 
appropriate method is related to purpose and interest. Second, there is a le-
gitimate and healthy diversity of possible purposes and interests in reading the 
biblical text, and so a diversity of appropriate methods and approaches. What 
I am trying to articulate in this book is not the way of interpreting Israel’s 
scriptures but a way, albeit a way that I hope will have significant resonance 
and traction for those whose concern is to understand Israel’s scriptures spe-
cifically as Christian Scripture.

3. The inevitability of making hermeneutical judgments and decisions, even on the part of 
those who may not think in these terms, is engagingly set out by John D. Caputo in Hermeneutics: 
Facts and Interpretation in the Age of  Information. Caputo remarks, for example, that “the great 
breakthrough of the modern world— and it was hermeneutic all the way down— was the discovery 
of a new way of reading the world as a book written in the language of mathematics” (236).

Introduction
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4

Let me offer a summary outline of some of the key elements of what I under-
stand to be involved in approaching Israel’s scriptures as Christian Scripture, 
starting with two core aspects.

On the one hand, there are certain preunderstandings and expectations 
related to the privileged status of the ancient textual compilation, the bib-
lical canon, as a repository of enduring wisdom and truth in relation to 
God, humanity, and the world. Christian faith, following the lead of Jew-
ish faith, ascribes to the collected canonical documents special significance 
for the knowledge of God, knowledge that is both intellectual (savoir) and 
relational (connaître). At the heart of this is the conviction (with whatever 
qualifications) that the deity of whom the biblical writers speak is not like 
Zeus or Marduk— ancient deities now essentially of interest only to students 
of ancient history and literature and no longer options for living faith— but 
rather is the one God, the living God, the Creator and Redeemer, in relation 
to whom people can still trust, be accountable, and live in hope. This convic-
tion (with whatever differences and nuances) is constitutive of both Judaism 
and Christianity (and also, though distinctly, of Islam).

On the other hand, it follows that what the biblical writers say about God 
and humanity is best understood— when the material is read as Scripture— 
not only through rigorous philological and historical work on the documents 
in their ancient contexts of origin but also through entering into the life and 
thought of Jewish or Christian faith, where there is a long history of seeking 
to articulate what is necessary for biblical God- language to be authentic and 
meaningful. Sadly, it is all too easy for God- language to become vacuous, con-
fused, stale, manipulative, or self- deceptive. To inhabit the Jewish or Christian 
tradition offers possibilities (though no guarantees) for the disciplined learning 
of how best to understand and realize in practice that of which the biblical writ-
ers speak. Thus, the reading of Israel’s scriptures as Scripture is accompanied, 
in one way or another, by community, identity, practices, and disciplines which 
do not accompany other works of ancient history or of classic cultural status. 
Christians characteristically locate the study of the Old Testament alongside 
the study of the New Testament, the church fathers, and the historic and con-
tinuing thought and life of Christianity, while Jews characteristically locate the 
study of the Bible/Tanakh alongside the study of the Mishnah, the Talmud, 
the Midrashim, and the historic and continuing thought and life of Judaism.

I take these basic understandings to be common ground between Jews and 
Christians. They merit spelling out at the outset insofar as they are ever less 
shared, and are increasingly contested, within wider Western culture, where 
a secular logic would construe the study of the biblical documents otherwise. 
The recognition of ancient Israel’s scriptures as being canonical— that is, as 

The God of the Old Testament
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belonging within a particular bounded and privileged collection of enduring 
vitality— becomes at best a facet of the documents’ history irrelevant to the 
determination of their “real meaning,” even if their canonicity is significant 
for their role within Jewish and Christian contexts. Thus, the study of those 
documents which became the Jewish and Christian Bibles might be appro-
priately located either somewhere within a history of ancient Near Eastern 
and Mediterranean religions (i.e., reading them as ancient history) or within 
some form of cultural studies or literary studies (i.e., reading them as cultural 
classics).

Beyond these basic understandings, however, there are endless divergences 
both among and between Jews and Christians as to how best to study the 
biblical documents and how best to bring a Jewish or Christian frame of 
reference to bear upon the study.

Particular Aspects of  Reading as Scripture

In the world of biblical scholarship there is a widespread consensus that 
theological work in relation to the Old Testament should primarily take some 
form or another of a history of ideas, with a history of literature as a neces-
sary corollary of the history of ideas, as dating and sequencing the documents 
becomes all- important for a history of ideas; otherwise the ideas cannot be 
contextualized and arranged appropriately.4 Such work is indeed indispens-
able, and all students of Israel’s scriptures can profit from it. Nonetheless, I 
am here seeking to move beyond a history- of- ideas approach to an alternative 
approach that seeks to be both analytic and synthetic in fresh ways, and that 
I call “reading as Scripture.”

I will briefly set out some salient features of reading as Scripture in order 
to locate it, in a preliminary and indicative way, within wider contempo-
rary debates.5 A summary programmatic statement is: I propose to read the 
received form of the biblical text with a second naiveté in a mode of full 
imaginative seriousness that probes the subject matter and recognizes its 
recontextualization into plural contexts in relation to which I bring to bear 
a text- hermeneutic and reader- hermeneutic and also utilize a rule of  faith.

Focusing on the received form of the biblical text means that one’s read-
ing is based not on a putative, and necessarily hypothetical, earlier form of 

4. An argument to this effect is, for example, the conclusion of James Barr’s wide- ranging 
survey of the field, The Concept of  Biblical Theology.

5. I offer some account of contemporary debates about theology and the OT in “Theological 
Approaches to the Old Testament” and in “Theological Interpretation, Second Naiveté, and 
the Rediscovery of the Old Testament.”

Introduction
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the text (although such readings can often have great heuristic significance)6 
but rather on that form of the text that is available to all readers, scholarly 
and popular, Jewish and Christian alike. Such a focus enables one’s reading 
to benefit from the study of poetics in recent literary work, and also to be 
responsive to possible theological concerns that informed the shaping of the 
text into its received form. It also facilitates a rejoining of conversation with 
premodern readers, whose interpretations are based on reading the text in 
its received form.

I am, of course, passing over a number of potentially complex issues about the nature 
of Israel’s scriptures in Jewish and Christian frames of reference. The canonical sequence 
varies between Jewish and Christian canons, and the variations are likely related to differ-
ing overall construals. There have been differing decisions as to which books constitute 
the canonical collection, decisions reflected both in the contents of ancient codices and 
in the liturgical practice of different church traditions. There are divergences at a text- 
critical level. The material has functioned authoritatively in differing languages (e.g., He-
brew, Greek, Syriac, Latin, sixteenth- century German, seventeenth- century English). So 
the “received form” of the biblical text is an abstract formulation which needs to be used 
with care. Nonetheless, the recognition of gray areas and diversity is not incompatible 
with the recognition of certain family likenesses within Jewish and Christian receptions 
of Israel’s scriptures, and pragmatic interpretive decisions to “get on with it” can usefully 
be made with full recognition of rough edges and loose ends that remain.

The notion of a second naiveté has been fruitfully introduced into biblical 
study by Paul Ricoeur and adopted by many. It is related to his famous sen-
tence, “Beyond the desert of criticism, we wish to be called again.”7 Scholarly 
analyses, while legitimate and necessary, can become arid or locked into their 
own scholasticisms. A second naiveté can enable readers to reengage the biblical 
documents as Scripture— as a privileged place that is potentially generative of 
a transformative encounter with God— without abandoning scholarly integrity. 
To be meaningful, a second naiveté must be located downwind of the insights 
of modern learning; scholarly reading needs to have traveled through the desert 
and to have learned from its time there in order to reach a beyond where other 
concerns also can flourish (and where one may perhaps return to one’s point of 
departure and, in T. S. Eliot’s memorable words, “know it for the first time”).

6. For example, there is still real value in the older essays on the kerygma of J, E, D, and P, 
even if pentateuchal criticism has changed enormously since they were written. These essays 
are conveniently available in Brueggemann and Wolff, Vitality of  Old Testament Traditions. 
Alternatively, there can be real value in conducting a thought experiment of reading a text both 
with and without material that is likely to be redactional. For examples, see the reading of the 
flood narrative in my Theology of  the Book of  Genesis, 102–20, or the reading of the portrayals 
of Judah and Saul in Sykora, The Unfavored.

7. Ricoeur, Symbolism of  Evil, 349.

The God of the Old Testament
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A key ingredient in a second naiveté is to read with full imaginative se-
riousness. This means entering into the world of the biblical text with at 
least the same imaginative engagement with which one would enter into a 
Shakespearean play, a great novel or movie, or even just one’s favorite TV 
show. Much biblical scholarship has devoted more of its imaginative thinking 
to the possible context of origin of the material, the world behind the text 
(How did this material arise? What issues within the life of ancient Israel/
Judah were being addressed?), than to the world within the text in its own 
right. Yet the content and images and symbolism of the world within the text 
offer existential possibilities for those who open themselves to it. Dismayingly, 
the recognition that the received form of the biblical text may arise out of 
a possibly complex history, and that its world is “constructed,” often func-
tions reductively and dismissively to diminish engagement with that world 
(“It’s the reflex of an ancient dispute”; “It’s a combination of conflicting 
viewpoints”). Yet the knowledge that a movie is entirely constructed out 
of scripts, actors, artificial sets, special effects, and so on usually makes no 
difference to whether or not one is imaginatively gripped by it; what mat-
ters is whether it is well done and genuinely engages existential realities. In 
a similar way (whatever the differences between modern movies and novels 
and the Bible), it is meaningful to acknowledge the biblical text’s possibly 
complex origins and yet still exercise a second naiveté by reading it with full 
imaginative seriousness.

To speak of the subject matter of the text is to enter into a perennial con-
cern to understand that of which Scripture speaks— supremely, God, human-
ity, and the world in the light of God. Older debates about scriptural subject 
matter, which tended to focus on the Latin term res, were given a renewed 
sharpness in the twentieth century by Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann with 
their long- running discussion about how best to engage the Sache of the 
biblical text.8 For present purposes, I do not wish to theorize the issue, be-
yond the observation already made: that an understanding of God necessar-
ily affects one’s understanding of what it means to be human in this world. 
This also entails that, if the treatment of the subject matter is to go beyond 
paraphrase, there should be some moral and theological literacy on the part 
of the interpreter— hence the classic location of the study of the Old Testa-
ment in the context of other elements of Christian faith. My focus will be 
on selected fruits of Israel’s learned discernment of God over time that have 
been preserved canonically and are significant for Christian faith.

8. Amidst the extensive literature, a useful window onto the debate is Bromiley, Karl Barth / 
Rudolf  Bultmann: Letters, 1922–1966.

Introduction
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Recontextualization in plural contexts presents particular challenges. The 
seemingly simple adage “Don’t take a passage out of context” or “Always 
interpret in context” is unusually complex for biblical documents, as one can 
always ask, “Which context?” and “Whose context?” In all likelihood, no 
document that is now part of the biblical canon was written to be part of the 
canon; or, put differently, no text that is biblical was written to be biblical.9 
The documents were written for whatever context(s) in the life of ancient 
Israel they were written for— on which modern scholarship has shed consid-
erable light, though much remains conjectural. The redactional framing of 
the documents, their preservation beyond their contexts of origin, and their 
relocation into a collection alongside other documents (whose authors may 
not have envisaged their work keeping such company) create a new context.10 
This new context is “canonical” and “literary” and “intertextual,” and its 
whole is more than the sum of its parts. Israel’s scriptures as a distinct col-
lection are then received and recontextualized again within the continuing 
life of both Judaism and Christianity, with constant liturgical use, study, and 
teaching in many forms. The scriptures of Judaism and Christianity have also 
affected the wider cultures within which they have been located. One might 
thus distinguish, very broadly speaking, between at least five different con-
texts, or resonance chambers, within which the biblical content can be heard: 
the context of origin, the context within the canon, the context of Judaism, 
the context of Christianity, and the context of historic and contemporary 
cultures. The primary focus of this book is on the second and fourth of these 
resonance chambers (biblical Israel and a Christian context), though with an 
eye also, in varying degrees, on the first, third, and fifth (world of origin, Jew-
ish context, broad cultural context). In general terms, however, the question 
of how best to do justice to and appropriately interrelate all these contexts 
is probably the greatest and, as yet, least- worked- out challenge facing those 
who would interpret Israel’s scriptures as Christian Scripture. It should be 
clear that there will never be just one way of doing it.

The adoption of a text- hermeneutic and reader- hermeneutic is in signifi-
cant ways a corollary of recontextualization.11 Unsurprisingly, much biblical 

9. Here, as elsewhere, I am passing over certain possible caveats and qualifications in favor 
of a broad- brush picture.

10. In all likelihood, many texts may have been recontextualized several times over. This 
seems especially apparent in the Psalter, where there are signs of various earlier psalm collec-
tions that preceded the present collection, and where the addition of psalm headings has again 
reoriented construal.

11. This paragraph utilizes a terminology which may be unfamiliar to those not versed in 
recent discussions of hermeneutics, and it may sound abstractly theoretical. I hope, however, 
that the meaning may become clearer through my specific readings of the biblical text. A robust 

The God of the Old Testament

_Moberly_GodoftheOT_TW_djm.indd   22_Moberly_GodoftheOT_TW_djm.indd   22 7/13/20   2:52 PM7/13/20   2:52 PM

R. W. L. Moberly, The God of the Old Testament 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020 

Used by permission.



9

scholarship has prioritized an author- hermeneutic— that is, a concern to know 
who wrote the document, and why, in relation to its context of origin. The 
value of this is obvious, and I utilize it myself. Yet insofar as use in context 
is constitutive of meaning, a change of context can bring a change of mean-
ing. A text- hermeneutic considers the semantic potential of the words of the 
text and recognizes that they may be open to more than one valid construal, 
according to context. A reader- hermeneutic recognizes the importance of the 
context of the reader: the particular preunderstandings and knowledge and 
interests and questions that an interpreter brings to bear, all of which make 
a difference to reading. Thus, the exercise of a text- and reader- hermeneutic 
is integral to reading as Scripture.

The relationship between an author- hermeneutic (where “author” includes “redac-
tor”) and a text- and reader- hermeneutic is more subtle and intertwined than is some-
times realized. Generally speaking, the more persuasive an interpretive proposal that 
arises from text- and reader- hermeneutics (“This makes good sense to me”), the greater 
the possibility that it can be argued to be a matter of author- hermeneutics (“This is 
what the writer really meant”). Given the consistent lack of evidence for the identities 
and motivations of the authors and editors of the documents of the OT beyond what 
can be inferred from the texts themselves, it is arguable that what interpreters present 
as an author- hermeneutic is in fact generally a plausible text- and reader- hermeneutic 
that is articulated in a disciplined, historically oriented mode, however it is formally 
presented.

A rule of  faith is a notion which is marginal if one’s primary concern is to 
understand the biblical material in relation to its world of origin, but which 
comes into its own when the canonical and ecclesial contexts become signifi-
cant. A rule of faith can be understood in various ways. My own preference is 
to use the term loosely to refer to “a sense of how things go”— that is, as a set 
of interrelated moral and theological judgments as to the kind of sense that 
does, or does not, resonate within a biblical and Christian frame of reference.12 
Different Christian traditions have each developed their distinctive rules of 
faith— judgments that come naturally to a Roman Catholic may not come 
equally naturally to a Baptist, and vice versa— even though there is a family 
likeness to them all. The scholar’s sense of “how things go” will necessarily 
be refracted through an awareness of what was meaningful in the ancient 
world (insofar as this can be discerned), though even here, judgments about 
meaning in the past will not be unrelated to judgments about meaning in the 

account of how the relationship between text, author, and reader might well be reenvisaged for 
the purposes of Christian theology is found in Martin, Biblical Truths, e.g., 1–37.

12. There is an interesting recent discussion in Bell, Ruled Reading and Biblical Criticism.

Introduction
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present.13 In a different idiom, the issues here are an important dimension of 
biblical literacy, a facility for handling Scripture with some insight in relation 
to those purposes for which it has been preserved and has been important to 
countless people down the ages.

More could be said. But I hope that enough has been said to give the reader 
a sense of the frame of reference and the perspectives which are operative in 
the readings of the biblical text that follow. Perhaps the note on which to finish 
these methodological reflections, however, is to emphasize that close reading 
is integral to every chapter, in a way that I hope may make the engagement 
with the biblical text of potential interest to anyone concerned with Israel’s 
scriptures, whether or not they are concerned to read them as Scripture.

Memorandum to the Reader

Finally, by way of introduction, I outline here some of my conventions in 
writing, an awareness of which should help facilitate reading.

Throughout the book I refer to the “reader” of the biblical text. I recognize 
that this is potentially anachronistic and/or inappropriate, since throughout 
history a huge number of people have encountered the biblical text as hearers. 
There have been hearers both in ancient Israel and the ancient world generally, 
where it is unclear how widespread literacy was, and in the liturgical life of 
both the Jewish and the Christian faiths down the ages, where those present 
in synagogue or church have heard the biblical text being read aloud and 
interpreted in the context of worship. I originally wrote “reader/hearer” but 
then decided that this was cumbersome. So “reader” is a convenient short-
hand, without prejudice to the importance of aural reception of the biblical 
text, both past and present.

When referring to the Old Testament in descriptive historical perspective, 
I use the term “Israel’s scriptures,” as distinct from when I am approaching 
the material as “Scripture.” While I appreciate the value of having a term for 
the material that does not imply or privilege a particular religious perspec-
tive, as do both “Old Testament” (for Christians) and “Tanakh” (for Jews), 
I am unpersuaded by the scholarly consensus that “Hebrew Bible” is an ap-
propriate religiously neutral term. It privileges a Jewish meaning of “Bible” 
over a Christian one, it overlooks those portions written in Aramaic, and it 

13. Fine short accounts of the necessary dialectic between present and past for an under-
standing of the past include Bultmann, “Is Exegesis without Presuppositions Possible?”; and 
Lash, “What Might Martyrdom Mean?”

The God of the Old Testament

_Moberly_GodoftheOT_TW_djm.indd   24_Moberly_GodoftheOT_TW_djm.indd   24 7/13/20   2:52 PM7/13/20   2:52 PM

R. W. L. Moberly, The God of the Old Testament 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020 

Used by permission.



11

elides the fact that most likely a majority of readers of the material, already 
in the ancient world, read it in Greek rather than Hebrew. “Israel’s scriptures” 
recognizes the historical fact that these were the documents to emerge from 
Israel’s history (“Israel’s”) in such a way that they became a distinct collection 
of religiously oriented writings (“scriptures”), but is without prejudice to the 
question of their historic and continuing authoritative role (Scripture / Old 
Testament / Tanakh) for Christians and Jews.

In each chapter there are some passages in a smaller font (as already twice 
in this introduction). These serve three purposes, which sometimes overlap. 
Some note issues of contemporary scholarly debate, on which brief com-
ment is offered without substantive engagement, if such engagement is not 
needed for the argument. Some discuss questions of Hebrew language or 
idiom which are more substantive than is appropriate for a footnote. Some 
offer various kinds of theological reflections. I hope that readers may find 
these interesting, according to their own interests. In all cases, however, the 
main argument can be read without reference to these small- font sections; 
the text which follows the small- font sections directly resumes the discussion 
which precedes.

I do not presuppose a knowledge of Hebrew on the part of the reader, 
though I hope that the not- infrequent discussions of Hebrew idiom and usage 
may help the Hebrew- less reader to see its value for studying the Old Testa-
ment (and perhaps encourage them to start learning it!). My system of trans-
literation aims to be user- friendly and generally eschews diacritical marks, 
with the exception of using ḥ to indicate a hard “h,” as in Loch Ness, and 
also retaining markers of the quiescent letters aleph (ʾ) and ayin (ʿ). Other-
wise, I indicate long vowels and vowel letters with a macron (ā), and very 
short vowels (vocal shewa) with a breve (ă). Those who know Hebrew may 
quite properly prefer diacritics, but they can manage without; those without 
Hebrew often find them off- putting.

I work from the Hebrew text of Israel’s scriptures in Biblia Hebraica Stutt-
gartensia (though with an occasional eye to Biblia Hebraica Quinta, where it 
is available), and from the Greek text in Rahlfs’s Septuaginta (with an eye to 
other more recent editions also). I usually cite the English translation provided 
by the NRSV. Where I think the NRSV is problematic I have substituted my 
own preferred wording, indicated with dotted underlining (e.g., faithfully [for 
ʾāmōn in Prov. 8:30]) to alert the reader. In a footnote or a small- font section 
I give a reason for my preferred rendering.

Finally, I capitalize pronouns and possessive adjectives when they refer 
to God: thus “He,” “His.” Such usage is of course open to question. It may 
be held to transgress the academic convention that an interpreter’s religious 

Introduction
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outlook should not be on display in scholarly writing. It may also be consid-
ered objectionable in a cultural context where issues of gender have a high 
profile. Nonetheless, I retain this gendered language in capitalized form for 
two reasons. On the one hand, such capitalization is a time- honored reveren-
tial practice on the part of both Jews and Christians that can have renewed 
significance in the not- very- reverentially- inclined culture of today. On the 
other hand, the capitalization implicitly presupposes and gestures towards the 
classic theological understanding that God is beyond gender as we understand 
it and that the biblical writers’ own gendered usage is to be understood in a 
qualified way when the Bible is read as Scripture.

The God of the Old Testament

_Moberly_GodoftheOT_TW_djm.indd   26_Moberly_GodoftheOT_TW_djm.indd   26 7/13/20   2:52 PM7/13/20   2:52 PM

R. W. L. Moberly, The God of the Old Testament 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020 

Used by permission.



13

1
The Wise God

The Depths of Creation in Proverbs 8

Christians who regret the marginalization of theology in contempo-
rary Western culture may be tempted to look back to earlier periods 
when things were different. For example, Abraham Lincoln’s Second 

Inaugural Address of March 1865, in which he probed the meaning of the 
Civil War as it was ending, must surely rank as one of the most searching 
theological reflections in any major political context,1 in a mode that would be 
hard to imagine in a serious political speech today.2 If one looks further back 
in time, to late antiquity, there is a notorious example of public theology in a 
much- cited passage by Gregory of Nyssa, who depicts remarkable theological 
discourse on the streets of Constantinople at a time of ferment in ca. 380:

All of city life is full of it— the alleyways, the marketplaces, the streets, the 
crossroads, clothes sellers, money changers, food merchants. If you ask someone 
for change, he holds forth to you about the Begotten and the Unbegotten. If 

1. Lincoln had a complex and somewhat oblique relationship with Christian faith and 
theology. An illuminating account is Allen C. Guelzo’s Abraham Lincoln: Redeemer President, 
with a discussion of the Second Inaugural on pp. 409–21.

2. One friend at my first Hulsean lecture agreed with the point but wryly observed, “Un-
fortunately, it is not entirely coincidental that he was assassinated within days.” It is sobering 
to ponder the distance between Lincoln’s “With malice toward none, with charity for all, with 
firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right” and Booth’s “Sic semper tyrannis” (“That’s 
what tyrants should always get”).
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you ask about the price of bread, the answer is that “the Father is greater, and 
the Son inferior.” If you ask whether your bath is ready, someone declares that 
“the Son was made out of nothing.”3

Gregory himself is singularly unimpressed by all this. He comments that 
he does not know whether to call this sorry state of affairs “inflammation of 
the brain or madness,” and he sees the people of Constantinople as being like 
the Athenians of Paul’s day, fascinated by novelties and speaking ignorantly. 
It may be, however, that Gregory’s objection is not only that there is a lot of 
theology out on the streets on the lips of the unlearned, but also that it is bad 
theology. Constantinople during the previous generation had been an Arian 
city, unreceptive to the Nicene theology to which Gregory was committed. If 
the theology being bandied about had differed, so also might have Gregory’s 
estimation. All of which is perhaps a reminder that those of us who seek a 
revival of theological literacy in our culture may need to be just a little care-
ful what we wish for.

I choose this scene from the late fourth century because one of the signifi-
cant, driving factors in the fourth- century debate about the nature of Jesus 
in relation to God the Father had to do with the implications of Proverbs 
8:22–31, an Old Testament passage about wisdom. Here personified Wisdom 
says, “The Lord created me, beginning of His way.”4 Because the New Testa-
ment appropriates this language of Wisdom for articulating the significance 
of Jesus, especially in John 1:1–5 and Colossians 1:15–20, an unchallenged 
consensus had developed by the fourth century that this voice speaking in 
Proverbs 8 is the preincarnate Christ. Thus, Proverbs 8 speaks of the role of 
Christ in relation to God the Father in the work of creation. However, the 
language of “creating” and “beginning” raised the possibility that, although 
the speaker of Proverbs 8:22 existed prior to all the familiar created order, there 
might yet have been a time antecedent to the creation of this speaker when 
God was without Wisdom / the preincarnate Son. To use the fourth- century 
language: Was or was not Jesus the Son eternal? Was there a time (or even a 
“time before time”) “when the Son was not”?

This ancient debate is well documented,5 and I have no desire to add to it 
here. Nonetheless, it is a striking example of how an Old Testament passage 
can have enduring implications for the task of understanding God and the 

3. Oration on the Deity of  the Son and the Holy Spirit (PG 46:557, my translation). Disap-
pointingly, there appears to be no recent English edition of this treatise.

4. This is a word- for- word rendering of the Hebrew.
5. An excellent starting point is Young, “Proverbs 8 in Interpretation.” An interesting recent 

attempt to reengage the issues is Collett, “Place to Stand.”

The God of the Old Testament
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world within a Christian frame of reference. I aim here to explore in a different 
way how possible enduring implications of Proverbs 8 might be articulated 
in relation to contested issues in our own day.

Initially, I hope it will be helpful to stand back from these larger impli-
cations and consider Proverbs 8:22–31 within its Old Testament frame of 
reference.

Introduction to Wisdom in Proverbs

The keynote of the book of Proverbs, which is either the climax of its prologue 
or a freestanding principle after the prologue, is this:

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge;
 fools despise wisdom [ḥokmāh] and instruction. (Prov. 1:7)

The thought of the first line is better known in the form in which it occurs 
a little later:

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom [ḥokmāh],
 and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight. (Prov. 9:10)

Proverbs regularly uses “wisdom” and “knowledge” as synonyms, and nothing 
hangs on their interchange. However, “wisdom” comes to the fore for most 
readers. This is partly because of its striking personification in Proverbs 1–9, 
partly because of its use in the “Where shall wisdom be found?” poem in Job 
28, and partly because of a biblical reception history in which the importance 
of the Greek term for wisdom, sophia (used in the LXX),6 helped give pri-
ority to its nearest Hebrew equivalent, ḥokmāh. So, for convenience, I will 
consistently use “wisdom” in preference to “knowledge.”

What is this wisdom that is held out as a desirable goal for human life? 
The Old Testament does not specifically define it.7 Nonetheless, a reading of 

6. I am aware of rich and deep reflection on sophia in the literature of the Orthodox Church. 
I regret that I lack the space and competence to do justice to it here.

7. Technically, this is incorrect, as Job 28:28 is definitional in form: “The fear of the Lord, 
that is wisdom.” However, although that definition is substantive and important (and probably 
no OT writer would have disagreed with it), it relates specifically to the context of Job. There 
the question about wisdom is how to handle seemingly random, and certainly undeserved, 
disaster and affliction such as Job suffered; it is not about wisdom for everyday life in general, 
as in Proverbs. “Wisdom” in Job 28 has a more specific focus than it has in Proverbs. See my 
“Where Is Wisdom?” (Old Testament Theology, 243–77).

The Wise God
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Proverbs rapidly makes clear that wisdom is a quality that is inherently intel-
lectual, ethical, and practical; it develops moral character and enables one to 
understand and cope with the world and the possibilities of everyday life.8 
Its opposite is folly, which brings blinkers and distorted vision and always 
threatens to shipwreck life.

The notion of wisdom lends itself to discussions that can range widely and fruitfully 
in other literature of the ancient world.9 Scholars have often, for example, compared 
ḥokmāh with the concept of maʾat in Egypt, where Maʾat is the goddess of truth/justice. 
The comparison can be suggestive for a history of ideas in neighboring ancient cultures, 
even if conjectures about how Maʾat may or may not relate to the personification of 
wisdom in Prov. 8 remain conjectures. There are also significant parallels with Aristotle’s 
concept of practical reason (phronēsis). The present discussion will focus on wisdom in 
the Christian canon and a contemporary Western context, without prejudice to the value 
of notions and practices of wisdom in other contexts.

How Should “The Fear of  the Lord Is the Beginning of  Wisdom” 
Be Understood?

What, then, is the meaning of “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
wisdom”? In particular, what is the meaning of “beginning” in “beginning 
of wisdom”? This has been much discussed, with many interpreters arguing 
that it means “chief part” or “best part.” Although such a qualitative mean-
ing makes good sense, it is more likely that the meaning is primarily temporal 
(the one comes before the other) and directional (this is the way/road to set off 
in, and stay in, to get to the desired destination). The term for “beginning” in 
1:7, rēʾshīt, can sometimes have a qualitative sense,10 but the parallel term in 
9:10, tĕḥillāh, is consistently temporal.11 Moreover, the pedagogic purpose of 
Proverbs is to teach people— especially the young— the correct way to orient 
themselves in life, which makes a keynote of “Start here” and “Go this way” 
especially appropriate.12

8. Wisdom can also be understood more broadly elsewhere in the OT. For example, it is 
said of Solomon, the prime biblical paradigm of wisdom (though at the end he also embodies 
folly—a reminder to take nothing for granted), that, in addition to proverbs and songs, “he 
would speak of trees, from the cedar that is in the Lebanon to the hyssop that grows in the wall; 
he would speak of animals, and birds, and reptiles, and fish” (1 Kings 5:13 [ET 4:33]). Wisdom 
here includes knowledge of the natural world.

9. A stimulating recent account is Legaspi, Wisdom in Classical and Biblical Tradition.
10. E.g., Gad “chose the best [rēʾshīt] for himself” (Deut. 33:21).
11. See the discussion in Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 67–68.
12. Stuart Weeks has queried the usual understanding of Prov. 1:7 and 9:10 with the argument 

that “the fear of YHWH is something that one gains from wisdom and knowledge, not vice versa” 
(Instruction and Imagery in Proverbs 1–9, 118). This receives a constructive and restrained critique 

The God of the Old Testament
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The notion that a right response to God (fear of the Lord)13 leads to a 
deeper grasp of living and handling the world well (wisdom) requires care-
ful consideration. Despite its intrinsic importance, it can easily be construed 
crudely and/or dismissively. On the one hand, it can be taken as little more 
than a trite aspiration of piety which does not really understand what it takes 
to flourish in “the real world.” But the fact that faith (to use a Christian 
equivalent for “fear of the Lord”) is not the only thing needed in life does 
not rule out that it may nonetheless be the most important thing, that which 
can underpin and enable all else. On the other hand, the principle can be 
debased into an essentially self- serving piece of guidance or instruction, the 
notion that piety/faith will make you wealthy and successful (a “prosperity 
gospel,” in some form or other)— an outlook that is strongly challenged in 
the books of Job and Jeremiah as well as in many psalms.

Over against such misreadings, it is salutary to ponder Gerhard von Rad’s 
account of this principle:

There is no knowledge which does not, before long, throw the one who seeks 
the knowledge back upon the question of his self- knowledge and his self- 
understanding. Even Israel did not give herself uncritically to her drive for 
knowledge, but went on to ask the question about the possibility of and the 
authority for knowledge. She made intellect itself the object of her knowledge. 
The thesis that all human knowledge comes back to the question about commit-
ment to God is a statement of penetrating perspicacity. It has, of course, been 
so worn by centuries of Christian teaching that it has to be seen anew in all its 
provocative pungency. In the most concise phraseology it encompasses a wide 
range of intellectual content and can itself be understood only as the result of 
a long process of thought. It contains in a nutshell the whole Israelite theory of 
knowledge. . . . Faith does not— as is popularly believed today— hinder knowl-
edge; on the contrary, it is what liberates knowledge, enables it really to come 
to the point and indicates to it its proper place in the sphere of varied, human 
activity. In Israel, the intellect never freed itself from or became independent 
of the foundation of its whole existence, that is its commitment to Yahweh.14

The challenge today, however, is not only that a worn principle needs fresh 
grasping. The challenge is also to understand and grasp the possibilities of 

from Zoltan Schwab in “Is Fear of the Lord the Source of Wisdom or Vice Versa?” I find persuasive 
the arguments for “fear of the Lord” as the way to wisdom. However, Proverbs also states that 
the fear of the Lord can be the fruit of wisdom (2:1–5), and the nature of the subject matter is 
such that there is necessarily a reciprocal mutuality between “fear of the Lord” and “wisdom.”

13. “Fear of God / the Lord” in the OT is the prime term for right human responsiveness to 
God and is not a matter of emotional fear or fright. For further discussion, see ch. 3, pp. 108–9.

14. Von Rad, Wisdom in Israel, 67–68.

The Wise God
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the contemporary postmodern context, in which some of the limitations of 
modernity have become apparent.15 In particular, today there are new ways 
of reengaging premodern insights which were often set aside, or sometimes 
rubbished, in an Enlightenment- influenced intellectual world in which the 
natural sciences were given a dominant position as the model of desirable 
and usable knowledge, and also the means of attaining it.

Wisdom against Folly

The keynote principle that “the fear of the Lord” orients one to the desir-
able goal of wisdom does not, however, mean that this desirable goal is easy 
to attain. In the distinctive formulation of Proverbs, this is because of the 
ubiquitous and superficially attractive nature of wisdom’s opposite, folly. 
Ways of life that initially appear attractive can in fact be deeply destructive, 
but it is not immediately self- evident that this is so. One needs to learn to tell 
the difference between wisdom and folly.

Proverbs seeks to make the issue more engaging through dramatization. 
That is, both wisdom and folly are personified as women who are actively at 
work, calling to people (especially young males) and inviting them to respond. 
Folly in particular receives a dual personification, appearing sometimes as a 
“strange woman” (zārāh) who is sexually enticing, and sometimes straight-
forwardly as a woman of stupidity (kĕsīlūt)— though not for that reason 
unattractive. The opening section of Proverbs, Proverbs 1–9, which frames 
all the individual proverbs that follow, concludes with appeals by both Wis-
dom (9:1–6) and Folly (9:13–18) in which, strikingly, the invitation of each is 
identical: “You that are simple, turn in here” (9:4, 16). To hear the call does 
not of itself enable one to know whether to accept it. One needs discernment, 
which the book of Proverbs as a whole seeks to enable people to develop.16

Wisdom and Folly as Female

For some contemporary readers, the portrayal of wisdom and folly as women 
raises clear problems of sexism and stereotyping. As Kathleen O’Connor, for 

15. The term “postmodern” (like “modern”) is contestable, but little hangs on whatever 
terminology is preferred to indicate the issues at stake. The literature here is endless. A work 
of prime importance for “reading the signs of the times” and indicating something of the 
overall challenge is Lash, The Beginning and the End of  ‘Religion.’ I have offered a preliminary 
account of how one might rethink the practices of biblical interpretation in The Bible in a 
Disenchanted Age.

16. A fine recent account of the formational vision of Proverbs is Stewart, Poetic Ethics in 
Proverbs.

The God of the Old Testament
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example, puts it, “Feminist suspicion is completely appropriate. Both Wisdom 
Woman and Stranger Woman are male creations that project onto women 
all that is good and bad in human nature. As stereotypes they harm women 
by failing to represent them as human beings, and they also misrepresent 
men by portraying them as helpless victims of preying females.”17 But such 
difficulties, while real, need not be the determinative factor. A symbol can be 
bigger and more resonant and more serviceable than a suspicious reading may 
allow. As O’Connor herself goes on to say, “Personified wisdom transcends 
her patriarchal origins precisely because she is not representative of historical 
women, nor is she ultimately subordinated to yhwh; she is a symbol of God. 
Whereas Strange Woman dies a literary death, never reappearing in the texts 
after Proverbs 9, Wisdom takes on a life of her own, developing in biblical 
tradition, becoming increasingly identified with God, and standing as God in 
the world (Sirach 24, Wisdom of Solomon 7–9).”18

Serious use of the imagination enables one to enter constructively into 
perspectives from which one can learn substantively without needing to ap-
propriate or replicate them entirely. Those who uphold republican forms 
of government, for example, can still be deeply moved by, and appropriate 
insights from, stories or plays in which monarchy is central and integral, such 
as Shakespeare’s Macbeth or King Lear.

Even if the original context of Proverbs envisages instruction specifically to 
young men, the material in its canonical role as Scripture addresses all— male 
and female, young and old, and every generation down the ages. While a plain 
textual sense remains apparent, the extended context of canonical address 
encourages a metaphorical rereading of the allure of attractive women for 
young men: the genuinely attractive and the speciously attractive can take 
many forms, and everyone needs to be alert to respond wisely and not to 
go astray. However, in contexts where feelings about gendered language and 
imagery are strong, such imaginative moves will be less accessible to some 
than to others.

A Reading of  Proverbs 8 as a Whole

The most extended personification of folly and wisdom comes in chapters 
7 and 8. In 7:5–27 there is an elaborate picture of a “strange woman” who 
aggressively but patiently accosts and seduces a simple and unwary young 

17. O’Connor, “Wisdom Literature and Experience of the Divine,” 188.
18. O’Connor, “Wisdom Literature and Experience of the Divine,” 189.

The Wise God
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man— and the final word of this protracted scenario is “death.” In contrast 
to this we encounter personified Wisdom in chapter 8, another prolonged 
scenario which ends on the note of “life.”19

Proverbs 8 introduces Wisdom thus:

1 Does not wisdom [ḥokmāh] call,
 and does not understanding raise her voice?
2 On the heights, beside the way,
 at the crossroads she takes her stand;
3 beside the gates in front of the town,
 at the entrance of the portals she cries out:
4 “To you, O people, I call,
 and my cry is to all that live.
5 O simple ones, learn prudence;
 acquire intelligence, you who lack it.”

Five points may briefly be noted. First, Wisdom takes the initiative in calling 
out to people. The implication is that she is actively seeking, as well as there 
to be found. Second, Wisdom is located not in the temple precincts but in 
everyday life. This is not to deny that Wisdom may also be found in the temple 
precincts.20 But the point is that Wisdom is involved in regular, everyday life 
and so is not restricted to any specifically religious sphere. Third, whether 
her location in verses 2 and 3 is countryside and town or just different areas 
within a town (the wording allows either reading), the point is that she is 
wherever people travel or gather. Fourth, the poet is not interested in the 
mundane means by which Wisdom’s call is mediated— something that hap-
pens, what someone says— for the point appears to be that any feature of 
daily life can mediate Wisdom’s call. Fifth, her summons is unrestricted; it is 
for everyone who is alive (v. 4). As Michael Fox puts it, “The scene and events 
are atemporal: Wisdom addresses mankind in all cities, inside and outside 
the city walls, . . . repeatedly and forever. Her city represents every city.”21 Or 
one might paraphrase, in a different idiom, by saying that attaining wisdom 
is an intrinsic challenge for all human life in this world.

19. Since life and death, as outcomes of response to Wisdom, are also outcomes of response 
to God elsewhere in the biblical canon, there is a certain obvious sense in which Wisdom rep-
resents God. This can lead to questions about the significance of female imagery in relation to 
God, questions substantively discussed by, for example, Claudia V. Camp in Wisdom and the 
Feminine in the Book of  Proverbs and Elizabeth A. Johnson in She Who Is: The Mystery of 
God in Feminist Theological Discourse.

20. The ascription of Proverbs to Solomon, who also built the temple, encourages the reader 
of the canonical text to understand wisdom and the temple in complementary ways.

21. Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 267.

The God of the Old Testament
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Wisdom emphasizes the moral character of her reality, which also makes 
a difference to how what she says is apprehended:

6 Hear, for I will speak noble things,
 and from my lips will come what is right;
7 for my mouth will utter truth;
 wickedness is an abomination to my lips.
8 All the words of my mouth are righteous;
 there is nothing twisted or crooked in them.
9 They are all straight to one who understands
 and right to those who find knowledge.

She then underlines her value in comparison to other things on which humans 
regularly set their hearts and which they labor to gain:

10 Take my instruction instead of silver,
 and knowledge rather than choice gold;
11 for wisdom is better than jewels,
 and all that you may desire cannot compare with her.22

The reality that she represents is one at odds with human self- seeking and 
corruption:

12 I, wisdom, live with prudence,
 and I attain knowledge and discretion.
13 The fear of the Lord is hatred of evil.
Pride and arrogance and the way of evil
 and perverted speech I hate.

Further, wisdom is what those with power need in order to fulfill their re-
sponsibilities well:

14 I have good advice and sound wisdom;
 I have insight, I have strength.
15 By me kings reign,
 and rulers decree what is just;
16 by me rulers rule,
 and nobles, all who govern rightly.

22. It is surprising that Wisdom here refers to herself in the third person. Robert Hayward 
has suggested to me that this could be a proverb which Wisdom quotes on her own behalf.

The Wise God
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Wisdom returns to her intrinsic value, this time to stress that the reward she 
gives to those who love her and have her are great:

17 I love those who love me,
 and those who seek me diligently find me.
18 Riches and honor are with me,
 enduring wealth and prosperity.
19 My fruit is better than gold, even fine gold,
 and my yield than choice silver.

The terms of this reward, wealth and prosperity, have an obvious material 
sense. Yet an earlier passage, Proverbs 2, has already stressed the moral re-
ward that comes from wisdom, and the material and the moral should be 
held together rather than set against each other.23 Put differently, when this 
poetic language is read not only in the wider context of Proverbs but also of 
the canon as a whole, it readily resonates in metaphorical mode, somewhat 
like Jesus’ reference to “treasures in heaven” (Matt. 6:20; i.e., being rich in 
relation to God). However, a sense of a flourishing life in mundane and ma-
terial terms remains clear.

Moreover, lest one should indeed be tempted to construe Wisdom’s reward 
in a narrowly self- serving way (“You should get wisdom, for then you’ll get 
rich”), Wisdom reiterates the promise of reward in the context of the intrinsi-
cally moral nature of her being— and thus also implicitly, by extension, the 
moral qualities necessary for those who love and find her:

20 I walk in the way of righteousness,
 along the paths of justice,
21 endowing with wealth those who love me,
 and filling their treasuries.

In other words, Wisdom is intrinsically bound up with a moral way of living. 
Thus, her reward is not primarily an extraneous reward (“Do this, and you 
will get lots of money”), though that may indeed be included, but rather the 
fruit that naturally grows from a healthy root (“Do this, and you will become 
a better and better- off person”).

Against this background, we come to the most famous part of the poem. 
Wisdom now gives a further reason— something deep, underpinning all else— 
why her call should be trusted and heeded:

23. There is a helpful discussion of this issue in Loader, Proverbs 1–9, 340.
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22 The Lord created [qānāh] me at the beginning [rēʾshīt] of his work,
 the first of his acts of long ago.
23 Ages ago I was set up,
 at the first, before the beginning of the earth.

Before there was anything else, there was Wisdom. Before God made the world, 
He first ensured that Wisdom was there. This priority of Wisdom to all else is 
spelled out in a series of images that are resonant of ancient Israel’s concep-
tion of the world:

24 When there were no depths I was brought forth,
 when there were no springs abounding with water.
25 Before the mountains had been shaped,
 before the hills, I was brought forth—
26 when he had not yet made earth and fields,
 or the world’s first bits of soil.

Precisely how God “brought forth” Wisdom is clearly of no interest to the 
poet. All that matters is that Wisdom’s beginning preceded all else, both the 
watery expanse of which the world was initially constituted (cf. Gen. 1:2) and 
the solid elements of mountains and land. Whatever basic elements of the 
created order can be named, Wisdom was there before them.

27 When he established the heavens, I was there—
 when he drew a circle on the face of the deep,
28 when he made firm the skies above,
 when he established the fountains of the deep,
29 when he assigned to the sea its limit
 (so that the waters might not transgress his command),
when he marked out the foundations of the earth.24

Thus, when God acted in creation— making the heavens, constraining the 
deep, and setting the land in place— Wisdom, quite simply, was present: “I 
was there” (v. 27). Precisely how Wisdom was involved in God’s actions we 

24. I have modified the NRSV in four ways: using a dash at the end of v. 27a, putting pa-
rentheses around the middle clause of v. 29 (as it is clearly parenthetical within the sequence of 
six “when” clauses), deleting the comma at the end of v. 29a, and adding a full stop at the end 
of v. 29. This is to capture the unity of the section, which is constructed around the six uses of 
“when”— which renders six consecutive uses of the Hebrew preposition bĕ followed each time 
by a verb in the infinitive construct as a verbal noun (“in his establishing”)— together with the 
keynote at the outset, “I was there.”

The Wise God
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are not told. Her role must be inferred by the poetic imagination and by any 
other indications that are provided.

30 And I am at his side faithfully [ʾāmōn],25

and I am26 daily his delight,
 rejoicing before him always,
31 rejoicing in his inhabited world
 and delighting in the human race.

There are two translational/interpretive difficulties here.27 First, does this 
section continue the account of creation from verses 27–29, still speaking of 
Wisdom at creation: “then I was beside him” (as NRSV)? Or does it move 
from creation, a context about which Wisdom has already said, “I was there” 
(v. 27), to the present and the proximity of Wisdom to the Lord in the here and 
now: “and I am at his side” (my preferred rendering)? The Hebrew can be read 
either way,28 but I consider the flow of the poem to be better on this second 
reading, where there is a move from before creation (vv. 22–26), to creation 
(vv. 27–29), to the regular created order (vv. 30–31) in relation to Wisdom.

The second difficulty is the sense of the term ʾāmōn, which depicts how 
Wisdom is/was beside God. The Hebrew root aleph- mem- nun usually has a 
sense of being constant or faithful, and the form here appears to be a noun 
that is used adverbially with the sense “faithfully.”29

There is an enormous history of interpretive debate focused on ʾāmōn. Strikingly, the  
ancient midrashic reading of Genesis, Genesis Rabbah, begins its interpretation of bĕrēʾshīt  
in Gen. 1:1 with the assumption that the key to understanding God’s creative work is the 
use of ʾāmōn in Prov. 8:30. The midrashist offers five different possibilities for construing 
ʾāmōn— which, interestingly, do not include “faithfully.”30

In my judgment, however, not too much hangs on the interpretive choice for ʾāmōn. 
Other than the option preferred here, there are two main alternatives that predominate in 

25. NRSV: “then I was beside him, like a master worker.”
26. NRSV: “was.”
27. In my handling of the philology of this text I essentially follow the fine study by my col-

league Stuart Weeks—“The Context and Meaning of Proverbs 8:30a”— who reads the Hebrew 
with a sharp eye and cogent logic that I find fully persuasive. I do not follow him, however, 
on the interpretation of Wisdom in relation to creation. There is constructive use of Weeks’s 
philology also in the wide- ranging theological interpretation of Daniel Treier, Proverbs and 
Ecclesiastes, 44–57.

28. The verb vāʾehyeh illustrates well the frequent difficulty of determining tense with He-
brew verbs, as the form does not indicate tense as such and can equally be either “and I am” or 
“and I was.” I doubt that it is a worthwhile move to find here, with the vav prefixed, a resonance 
with the ʾehyeh of Exod. 3:14.

29. In terms of Hebrew idiom it is not problematic for a noun to function adverbially.
30. See Freedman, Midrash Rabbah: Genesis I, 1.
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the literature. One is that ʾāmōn means “artisan / craftsman / master worker,” and thus it 
depicts Wisdom as an active participant in God’s work of creation. However, if one reads 
Prov. 8 in conjunction with Prov. 3:19 (“The Lord by wisdom founded the earth”), as I 
think one should,31 the notion of Wisdom’s participation in creation is clear anyway. The 
other possibility is that ʾāmōn means “little child / nursling” and thus apparently depicts 
Wisdom’s joyful play in God’s presence, with implications for the joy that Wisdom brings 
to humans. However, the notion of joy and delight is clear anyway, through the repeated 
uses of shaʿăshūʿīm (“delight,” 8:30b, 31b) and mĕsaḥeqet (“rejoicing,” 8:30c, 31a). If the 
key notions associated with these other renderings of ʾāmōn are already clear in the text, 
the importance of trying to resolve the precise sense of ʾāmōn can surely be lessened.32

Wisdom is a constant and reliable presence with God. Moreover, she is a 
figure of joy: God delights in her, and she delights in both God and the world.33 
A natural implication for humans is that with wisdom comes joy, joy in both 
God and the world. In the light of all this, Wisdom issues a final appeal:

32 “And now, my children, listen to me:
 happy are those who keep my ways.
33 Hear instruction and be wise,
 and do not neglect it.
34 Happy is the one who listens to me,
 watching daily at my gates,
 waiting beside my doors.
35 For whoever finds me finds life
 and obtains favor from the Lord;
36 but those who miss me injure themselves;
 all who hate me love death.”

For the reader, there is a decision to be made. There are two choices with 
respect to Wisdom and her moral corollaries, choices that relate to people’s 
deepest orientations in life: what they love (v. 17) and what they hate (v. 36). 
People are to seek and embrace wisdom, for in so doing they will attain 
life— in a metaphorical sense akin to that of the declaration of the father of 
the prodigal son, “This your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and 

31. See below, 27n37.
32. Robert Hayward has interestingly suggested in conversation that the poet may have 

deliberately chosen a Hebrew word that can be vocalized in different ways so as to convey a 
sense of the limits of language in relation to divine mystery.

33. Intriguing imaginative possibilities as to the specific forms that “delight” might take 
are offered by Othmar Keel, Die Weisheit spielt vor Gott, esp. 46–62, in terms of Egyptian 
iconography. The most famous artistic depiction of Wisdom— in Michelangelo’s portrayal of 
God creating Adam, on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel— shows solely her proximity to God, 
by His side and under His left arm, not her joy.

The Wise God
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is found” (Luke 15:32 RSV). Life— not just existence, but life as it should 
be— is the corollary of gaining wisdom. The alternative is death, in a similar 
metaphorical sense, in which the wellspring is poisoned, the fruit is withered, 
and the end is bleak.

A Fuller Reading of  Proverbs 8:22–31

What Does Wisdom’s Presence at Creation Entail?

If this reading captures the overall movement and sense of the poem, we can 
return to the question of the significance of its most debated and contested 
section, verses 22–31. Biblical scholars who have sought to understand the 
likely meaning of the text in its context of origin have regularly suggested 
that less is at stake than many interpreters, beginning already in antiquity, 
have proposed. Kathleen O’Connor, for example, says that Wisdom is per-
sonified in Proverbs 8:22–31 “to establish Wisdom’s antiquity and authority 
rather than to explore God’s creative deeds.”34 Stuart Weeks claims that “their 
[8:22–31] principal purpose, in the context of the poem as a whole, is to af-
firm Wisdom’s reliability, not to furnish a precise cosmological account of 
her nature.”35 These undeveloped binary alternatives, however, do not exhaust 
the interpretive options.

To begin with, we should take note of another passage about creation 
earlier in Proverbs:

19 The Lord by wisdom [bĕḥokmāh] founded the earth;
 by understanding he established the heavens;
20 by his knowledge the deeps broke open,
 and the clouds drop down the dew. (Prov. 3:19–20)

The language here is similar to that in 8:22–31.36 In this context the sense of 
“by wisdom/understanding” may be adverbial: “wisely.” But since an adverbial 
sense intrinsically says something about how God created, it is no stretch 

34. O’Connor, “Wisdom Literature and Experience of the Divine,” 186.
35. Weeks, “Context and Meaning of Proverbs 8:30a,” 436.
36. For example, each passage uses the verb kūn for the creation of the heavens (Prov. 3:19b; 

8:27a) together with the imagery of the “deep/deeps/depth(s)” (tĕhōm/tĕhōmōt, 3:20; 8:24, 27, 
28) as intrinsic to the initial creation. In each passage the first word is the divine name Yhwh, 
who is subject of the verb that follows, even though most commonly in Hebrew the verb precedes 
the subject (as in Gen. 1:1). There is comparable language and conceptuality also in Ps. 104:24: 
“O Lord, how manifold are your works! / In wisdom [bĕḥokmāh] you have made them all; / 
the earth is full of your creatures.”

The God of the Old Testament
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to read Wisdom here as being in some way instrumental in God’s work of 
creation. In 8:22–31 Wisdom’s presence in creation is depicted, but with no 
mention of her instrumentality, as in 3:19–20. The most natural move with 
these two poetic passages about creation, in close proximity within a distinct 
literary unit (Prov. 1–9), is to combine them and read the one in light of the 
other.37 Thus, the Wisdom who is present when God creates should be seen 
as in some way God’s agent in that act of creating: God creates in/by/with/
through Wisdom.38

How best should such language be understood? I suggest that it has less 
to do with factual knowledge about the world, as we conceive it today, than 
it does with the conceptual and existential frame of reference within which 
the world is best handled and understood.

To be sure, the Wisdom poem indeed depicts the nature of the world as 
it was then thought to be: waters, earth, and sky, with supporting pillars/
foundations in between, comparable to ancient Near Eastern conceptions 
generally.39 This is of essentially historical interest in light of a better scientific 
understanding of the world. A poet writing today would presumably write 
differently (though both a poet and an astronomer today can still readily speak 
of the sun “going down”). It does not follow, however, that better empirical 
knowledge requires a different conceptual and existential frame of reference.

If Wisdom is God’s agent in creating the world, this is best understood as 
illuminating not only the antiquity of Wisdom but also the world that is made 
thereby. For example, ancient Jewish thought makes a number of moves in 
relation to an understanding of God, which Richard Bauckham summarizes 
thus: “It is God’s wisdom that orders creation for its well- being, God’s wis-
dom that can be perceived in the good order of the natural creation, God’s 
wisdom that ordains good ways of human living in the world, and God’s 
wisdom that, beyond the disruption of creation’s good by evil, purposes the 
ultimate well- being, the shalom, the peace of the whole creation.”40 These 
are all meaningful elements in a living theological tradition that is rooted in 
the biblical text.

37. The question of how 3:19–20 relates to 8:22–31 in terms of tradition history, authorship, 
and redaction has been extensively discussed. See, e.g., Lenzi, “Proverbs 8:22–31,” esp. 694–96. 
The results are meager, as we lack evidence and so do not know. All we have is the received text 
of Proverbs, with no surviving antecedents; though of course the ancient versions of Proverbs 
can sometimes give clues concerning issues of tradition and redaction.

38. The Hebrew preposition bĕ in 3:19–20 can have all these senses. The LXX of 3:19–20 
twice uses the preposition en, which is a natural equivalent to bĕ, and once uses an instrumental 
dative (though there is some manuscript variation).

39. See, e.g., Cornelius, “Visual Representations of the World.”
40. Bauckham, “Where Is Wisdom to Be Found?,” 132.
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Nonetheless, I suggest that, in terms of its wording and context, the angle 
of vision of 8:22–31 is oriented less towards God as such than towards what 
it means for humans when they acquire wisdom. That is, a corollary of the 
world being made through wisdom is that wisdom is in some way an intrinsic 
or inherent or immanent (it is hard to find the mot juste) dimension of the 
world. In terms of the portrayal of Wisdom in Proverbs 8 overall, this under-
standing is fully in tune with the note the poet sounds at the outset (vv. 1–5). 
Wherever people are, Wisdom is present and is calling out to them; she is 
somehow there, everywhere in the world. A further implication is that those 
who learn to love wisdom are in some way engaging with the true nature of 
the world, with reality as it is, and conforming themselves to it. If we then turn 
to Proverbs’ keynote, “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom,” we 
can see that the book’s concern is not just to direct people to a good handling 
of life and its challenges but to clarify that such good handling is a matter of 
being in tune with the way the world really is.41

Perhaps surprisingly, the specifics of how one should live wisely are not 
spelled out in Proverbs 1–9, as the recurrent emphasis is on shunning the al-
lure of the “strange woman” and instead choosing Wisdom. But this is partly 
because chapters 1–9 introduce and frame the specific proverbs that follow in 
chapter 10 onwards, and these proverbs do provide the content for wise living. It 
is also partly because, in all likelihood, chapters 1–9 arose in a context where the 
importance of torah, especially as articulated in Deuteronomy, is an accepted 
component of the worldview.42 That is, both torah and the proverbs give content 
to the notion of what it means to live wisely in terms of walking in God’s way.

In any case, there is a consistent use of moral and religious terms that 
points in a clear direction. The way of wisdom is intrinsically moral and God- 
oriented; it is possible and close at hand (like the word of torah in Deut. 30:14); 
and it is for all and is not reserved for the elite or privileged or well educated.

Was There a Time When Wisdom “Was Not”?

What else might appropriately be inferred from Proverbs 8:22–31? We noted 
at the outset the famous fourth- century Christian debates about Proverbs 8:22, 

41. On the puzzling and unexplained presence of folly in a world made through wisdom, 
see below, p. 45.

42. See Weeks, Early Israelite Wisdom, ch. 5; and Weeks, Instruction and Imagery in Proverbs 
1–9, ch. 6. The point that Weeks argues in historical and authorial terms can also be made more 
broadly in a different mode, in literary and canonical terms: for the reader of the canonical 
collection of Israel’s scriptures, Mosaic torah sets the context within which other parts of the 
collection are read.
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in which the well- established Christian understanding of Jesus as personified 
Wisdom meant that a christological referent for 8:22 was shared by all parties, 
by Arius and Athanasius alike, however they argued its implications. The key 
question became: If the speaker of 8:22, understood to be Christ, was “cre-
ated” by God, does this mean that there was a time when the speaker “was 
not”? Much attention was focused on the verb “created”— primarily the Greek 
ktizō rather than the Hebrew qānāh, as most church fathers read the Old Tes-
tament in the Greek of the Septuagint— and what it did or did not imply for 
its speaker’s origin. In semantic terms, the precise sense of the Hebrew verb 
cannot be resolved; interpretive decisions depend on context, both immediate 
and canonical.43 I doubt that one can improve on James Loader’s observation 
that “the choice of qānāh with its polyvalence produced an aura of suggestive 
significance, causing controversies that would last for centuries.”44

For the moment I want to remain with reading Proverbs 8 in its original, 
pre- Christian frame of reference. If we stay in this frame of reference, does 
the poem entail that there was a time when Wisdom “was not,” and if so, 
what might follow from this? Interestingly, although most commentators do 
not ask this question, Michael Fox, the author of a major contemporary com-
mentary on Proverbs, does. He starts, like most others, with the question of 
how best to translate the verb qānāh in 8:22. He observes that “since ancient 
times, interpreters have been divided as to whether qanah denotes acquisi-
tion (and thus possession) or creation.” However, he regards this semantic 
debate as largely beside the point. Rather, he observes, “God acquired/created 
wisdom as the first of his deeds. Wisdom ‘was born’ (vv 24, 25) at that time. 
She did not exist from eternity. Wisdom is therefore an accidental attribute 
of  godhead, not an essential or inherent one.”45 In other words, there was a 
time (or a “time” before that time which is a corollary of the created order) 
when Wisdom “was not,” which has substantive implications for the nature 
of God. Indeed, Fox goes on to elaborate his point more fully:

Though the author may not realize it, the underlying assumption is that prior 
to creation God was in stasis, his power only potential. He brought his power 
to actuality by acquiring wisdom. He acquired wisdom by creating it, drawing 

43. Within Proverbs, probably the best analogy to the use of qānāh in 8:22 is in 4:5, 7, “Get/
acquire [qĕnēh] wisdom,” where wisdom is the object of qānāh, as in 8:22, and is clearly already 
in existence. However, the language of being “brought forth” / “born” in 8:24–25 may tip the 
balance in favor of “create” in the immediate context of the poem. This would be analogous to 
the use of qānāh in Gen. 14:19, where Melchizedek blesses Abram by “the Creator of [qōnēh] 
heaven and earth.”

44. Loader, Proverbs 1–9, 348.
45. Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 279 (emphasis added).

The Wise God

_Moberly_GodoftheOT_TW_djm.indd   43_Moberly_GodoftheOT_TW_djm.indd   43 7/13/20   2:52 PM7/13/20   2:52 PM

R. W. L. Moberly, The God of the Old Testament 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020 

Used by permission.



30

it from within, from the infinite potential for being that is inherent in Godhead. 
There is nowhere else he could have gotten it. That is why God’s acquiring (qnh; 
8:22) wisdom is figured in terms of giving birth (ḥll; v 24).46

The resonances here with fourth- century debates and the implications of 
the contention that there was a time when the Son “was not” are remarkable. 
But how should this reading be evaluated? On the one hand, there is a sense 
in which its logic holds. To contend that there was a time when Wisdom “was 
not,” prior to her being acquired/created by God, is to articulate a consistent 
outworking of the possible implications of the scenario. On the other hand, 
the all- important phrase, which Fox uses but does not linger on, is “though 
the author may not realize it.” This brings us back to the key question: What 
are, and are not, appropriate inferences to draw from poetry of this nature? 
What draws out well the implications of the text, and what mishandles them? 
Essentially, one has to evaluate any proposal as and when it is made. Here I 
can but register my conviction that Fox is taking a logic, one that is indeed 
present but that is in all likelihood unconscious and unintended, and unduly 
pressing it against the grain of  the poetry. It is surely a little misleading to 
present the logic of the scenario as an “underlying assumption,” as such 
assumptions relate most naturally to authorial intentions rather than to an 
unintended logic or implication in the words used. The poet in Proverbs 8 is 
concerned to establish that Wisdom existed prior to all else that God created 
and was with God as He created; this articulates the intrinsic relationship 
between God and wisdom and creation. Nothing indicates that the author 
was also interested in the possible implications of his scenario in terms of 
what it might mean for God that there was a time when Wisdom “was not”— 
even if this is the strict logic of his scenario, if pushed.

So why does Fox add the caveat “though the author may not realize it”? I 
presume it is because, as a scholar deeply immersed in the thought- world of 
Proverbs, he would accept the contention that the author of Proverbs 1–9 is 
extremely unlikely to have conjectured that there was a time when “God was 
in stasis, his power only potential,” and also was not wise; nor would the 
author have welcomed such a conjecture if presented with it as a corollary of 
his own words. If, however, that contention be allowed, why is it a good idea 
nonetheless to press the intrinsic logic of the poetic scenario in the way Fox 
does?47 When an imaginative scenario may have unintended logical implica-
tions, would it not be better for a good interpreter to stay with the flow of 

46. Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 294.
47. One might also ask what wisdom would really mean “before” God’s activity in creation 

(unless one recasts the discussion in a trinitarian frame of reference).
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the poet’s thought and to rule out strict logic as a wooden and inappropriate 
handling of the material?48

In short, even if the poem logically allows for a time when Wisdom “was 
not,” one would surely be unattuned to its poetry to try to attend to that time 
and to say what its theological implications might be.

The Incarnation of  Lady Wisdom

While we are still within the book of Proverbs itself, one final passage to 
note is the acrostic poem with which the book concludes,49 the portrait of a 
“capable wife” (ʾēshet ḥayil) in Proverbs 31:10–31.50 This poem can be taken 
at face value as a striking portrayal of an ideal woman of the ancient world. 
Nonetheless, its location at the conclusion of a book that has prominently 
featured the feminine personification of Wisdom raises the question of how 
(if at all) the woman of this poem might relate to Wisdom.51 To put it bluntly, 
is it appropriate to read her as an embodiment or instantiation of Wisdom? 
Is it not a natural move, in the context of Proverbs, to read this concluding 
poem metaphorically in relation to the book’s earlier content? If one asks 
the question “What might Wisdom look like if she actually took on human 
form?” then a ready answer could surely be, “She might well look rather 
like the capable wife (ʾēshet ḥayil).” The capable wife has deeply desirable 
qualities: her husband trusts in her, her whole family praises her, and she 
displays the fundamental quality of “fear of the Lord” (Prov. 31:11, 28, 30). 
In addition, she is constantly and resiliently and wisely at work for good in 
the home and the wider community. Does she not display in an exemplary 
way what wisdom in practice could look like?

48. This whole discussion can be an interesting case study of the interrelationship of author-, 
text-, and reader- hermeneutics.

49. There are numerous technical questions about the origin and composition of this poem 
and its relationship to the rest of the book which will be passed over here.

50. Translations of ʾēshet ḥayil vary greatly because of the difficulty of deciding the best 
nuance for ḥayil, especially with reference to a woman. Its second element, ḥayil— which is 
hard to translate but carries a range of meanings such as “strength, wealth, worth, ability”— is 
almost always predicated of men. The common Hebrew idioms are ʾ īsh/ʾanshē- ḥayil and ben/
bĕnē- ḥayil, “man/men of strength”; gibbōr ḥayil, “strong warrior”; and sārē ḥayil, “command-
ers of the army.” See, e.g., Eising, “Chayil,” for an account of its usage.

51. A strong affirmation of the interrelatedness of Prov. 8 with the “capable wife” is offered 
by Christine Yoder, Wisdom as a Woman of  Substance. Her argument relates the texts to their 
possible context of origin in the Persian period but does not reflect on their role in canonical 
context.

The Wise God
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