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Se r ie s Pr e fac e

Near the beginning of his treatise against Gnostic interpretations of the Bible,
Against the Heresies, Irenaeus observes that scripture is like a great mosaic depicting
a handsome king. It is as if we were owners of a villa in Gaul who had ordered a
mosaic from Rome. It arrives, and the beautifully colored tiles need to be taken
out of their packaging and put into proper order according to the plan of the artist.
The difficulty, of course, is that scripture provides us with the individual pieces,
but the order and sequence of various elements are not obvious. The Bible does
not come with instructions that would allow interpreters to simply place verses,
episodes, images, and parables in order as a worker might follow a schematic
drawing in assembling the pieces to depict the handsome king. The mosaic must
be puzzled out. This is precisely the work of scriptural interpretation.
Origen has his own image to express the difficulty of working out the proper
approach to reading the Bible. When preparing to offer a commentary on the
Psalms he tells of a tradition handed down to him by his Hebrew teacher:
The Hebrew said that the whole divinely inspired scripture may be likened, because
of its obscurity, to many locked rooms in our house. By each room is placed a key,
but not the one that corresponds to it, so that the keys are scattered about beside
the rooms, none of them matching the room by which it is placed. It is a difficult
task to find the keys and match them to the rooms that they can open. We therefore know the scriptures that are obscure only by taking the points of departure
for understanding them from another place because they have their interpretive
principle scattered among them.1
1. Fragment from the preface to Commentary on Psalms 1–25, preserved in the Philokalia (trans.
Joseph W. Trigg; London: Routledge, 1998), 70–71.
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As is the case for Irenaeus, scriptural interpretation is not purely local. The key in
Genesis may best fit the door of Isaiah, which in turn opens up the meaning of
Matthew. The mosaic must be put together with an eye toward the overall plan.
Irenaeus, Origen, and the great cloud of premodern biblical interpreters assumed that puzzling out the mosaic of scripture must be a communal project.
The Bible is vast, heterogeneous, full of confusing passages and obscure words,
and difficult to understand. Only a fool would imagine that he or she could work
out solutions alone. The way forward must rely upon a tradition of reading that
Irenaeus reports has been passed on as the rule or canon of truth that functions
as a confession of faith. “Anyone,” he says, “who keeps unchangeable in himself
the rule of truth received through baptism will recognize the names and sayings
and parables of the scriptures.”2 Modern scholars debate the content of the rule
on which Irenaeus relies and commends, not the least because the terms and
formulations Irenaeus himself uses shift and slide. Nonetheless, Irenaeus assumes
that there is a body of apostolic doctrine sustained by a tradition of teaching in
the church. This doctrine provides the clarifying principles that guide exegetical
judgment toward a coherent overall reading of scripture as a unified witness.
Doctrine, then, is the schematic drawing that will allow the reader to organize
the vast heterogeneity of the words, images, and stories of the Bible into a readable, coherent whole. It is the rule that guides us toward the proper matching of
keys to doors.
If self-consciousness about the role of history in shaping human consciousness
makes modern historical-critical study critical, then what makes modern study of
the Bible modern is the consensus that classical Christian doctrine distorts interpretive understanding. Benjamin Jowett, the influential nineteenth-century English
classical scholar, is representative. In his programmatic essay “On the Interpretation of scripture,” he exhorts the biblical reader to disengage from doctrine and
break its hold over the interpretive imagination. “The simple words of that book,”
writes Jowett of the modern reader, “he tries to preserve absolutely pure from the
refinements or distinctions of later times.” The modern interpreter wishes to “clear
away the remains of dogmas, systems, controversies, which are encrusted upon” the
words of Scripture. The disciplines of close philological analysis “would enable us to
separate the elements of doctrine and tradition with which the meaning of scripture
is encumbered in our own day.”3 The lens of understanding must be wiped clear of
the hazy and distorting film of doctrine.
Postmodernity, in turn, has encouraged us to criticize the critics. Jowett imagined that when he wiped away doctrine he would encounter the biblical text
in its purity and uncover what he called “the original spirit and intention of
the authors.”4 We are not now so sanguine, and the postmodern mind thinks
2. Against the Heretics 9.4.
3. Benjamin Jowett, “On the Interpretation of Scripture,” in Essays and Reviews (London: Parker,
1860), 338–39.
4. Ibid., 340.
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interpretive frameworks inevitable. Nonetheless, we tend to remain modern in at
least one sense. We read Athanasius and think him stage-managing the diversity of
scripture to support his positions against the Arians. We read Bernard of Clairvaux
and assume that his monastic ideals structure his reading of the Song of Songs. In
the wake of the Reformation, we can see how the doctrinal divisions of the time
shaped biblical interpretation. Luther famously described the Epistle of James as
a “strawy letter,” for, as he said, “it has nothing of the nature of the Gospel about
it.”5 In these and many other instances, often written in the heat of ecclesiastical
controversy or out of the passion of ascetic commitment, we tend to think Jowett
correct: doctrine is a distorting film on the lens of understanding.
However, is what we commonly think actually the case? Are readers naturally
perceptive? Do we have an unblemished, reliable aptitude for the divine? Have
we no need for disciplines of vision? Do our attention and judgment need to be
trained, especially as we seek to read scripture as the living word of God? According
to Augustine, we all struggle to journey toward God, who is our rest and peace. Yet
our vision is darkened and the fetters of worldly habit corrupt our judgment. We
need training and instruction in order to cleanse our minds so that we might find
our way toward God.6 To this end, “the whole temporal dispensation was made
by divine Providence for our salvation.”7 The covenant with Israel, the coming of
Christ, the gathering of the nations into the church—all these things are gathered
up into the rule of faith, and they guide the vision and form of the soul toward
the end of fellowship with God. In Augustine’s view, the reading of scripture both
contributes to and benefits from this divine pedagogy. With countless variations
in both exegetical conclusions and theological frameworks, the same pedagogy
of a doctrinally ruled reading of scripture characterizes the broad sweep of the
Christian tradition from Gregory the Great through Bernard and Bonaventure,
continuing across Reformation differences in both John Calvin and Cornelius
Lapide, Patrick Henry and Bishop Bossuet, and on to more recent figures such
as Karl Barth and Hans Urs von Balthasar.
Is doctrine, then, not a moldering scrim of antique prejudice obscuring the
Bible, but instead a clarifying agent, an enduring tradition of theological judgments
that amplifies the living voice of scripture? And what of the scholarly dispassion
advocated by Jowett? Is a noncommitted reading, an interpretation unprejudiced,
the way toward objectivity, or does it simply invite the languid intellectual apathy
that stands aside to make room for the false truism and easy answers of the age?
This series of biblical commentaries was born out of the conviction that dogma
clarifies rather than obscures. The Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible
advances upon the assumption that the Nicene tradition, in all its diversity and controversy, provides the proper basis for the interpretation of the Bible as Christian
5. Luther’s Works, vol. 35 (ed. E. Theodore Bachmann; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1959), 362.
6. On Christian Doctrine 1.10.
7. On Christian Doctrine 1.35.
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scripture. God the Father Almighty, who sends his only begotten Son to die for
us and for our salvation and who raises the crucified Son in the power of the Holy
Spirit so that the baptized may be joined in one body—faith in this God with this
vocation of love for the world is the lens through which to view the heterogeneity
and particularity of the biblical texts. Doctrine, then, is not a moldering scrim
of antique prejudice obscuring the meaning of the Bible. It is a crucial aspect of
the divine pedagogy, a clarifying agent for our minds fogged by self-deceptions, a
challenge to our languid intellectual apathy that will too often rest in false truisms
and the easy spiritual nostrums of the present age rather than search more deeply
and widely for the dispersed keys to the many doors of scripture.
For this reason, the commentators in this series have not been chosen because of
their historical or philological expertise. In the main, they are not biblical scholars
in the conventional, modern sense of the term. Instead, the commentators were
chosen because of their knowledge of and expertise in using the Christian doctrinal
tradition. They are qualified by virtue of the doctrinal formation of their mental
habits, for it is the conceit of this series of biblical commentaries that theological
training in the Nicene tradition prepares one for biblical interpretation, and thus
it is to theologians and not biblical scholars that we have turned. “War is too
important,” it has been said, “to leave to the generals.”
We do hope, however, that readers do not draw the wrong impression. The
Nicene tradition does not provide a set formula for the solution of exegetical problems. The great tradition of Christian doctrine was not transcribed, bound in folio,
and issued in an official, critical edition. We have the Niceno-Constantinopolitan
Creed, used for centuries in many traditions of Christian worship. We have ancient
baptismal affirmations of faith. The Chalcedonian definition and the creeds and
canons of other church councils have their places in official church documents.
Yet the rule of faith cannot be limited to a specific set of words, sentences, and
creeds. It is instead a pervasive habit of thought, the animating culture of the
church in its intellectual aspect. As Augustine observed, commenting on Jer.
31:33, “The creed is learned by listening; it is written, not on stone tablets nor
on any material, but on the heart.”8 This is why Irenaeus is able to appeal to the
rule of faith more than a century before the first ecumenical council, and this is
why we need not itemize the contents of the Nicene tradition in order to appeal
to its potency and role in the work of interpretation.
Because doctrine is intrinsically fluid on the margins and most powerful as a
habit of mind rather than a list of propositions, this commentary series cannot
settle difficult questions of method and content at the outset. The editors of
the series impose no particular method of doctrinal interpretation. We cannot
say in advance how doctrine helps the Christian reader assemble the mosaic of
scripture. We have no clear answer to the question of whether exegesis guided by
doctrine is antithetical to or compatible with the now-old modern methods of
8. Sermon 212.2.
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historical-critical inquiry. Truth—historical, mathematical, or doctrinal—knows
no contradiction. But method is a discipline of vision and judgment, and we
cannot know in advance what aspects of historical-critical inquiry are functions
of modernism that shape the soul to be at odds with Christian discipline. Still
further, the editors do not hold the commentators to any particular hermeneutical
theory that specifies how to define the plain sense of scripture—or the role this
plain sense should play in interpretation. Here the commentary series is tentative
and exploratory.
Can we proceed in any other way? European and North American intellectual
culture has been de-Christianized. The effect has not been a cessation of Christian activity. Theological work continues. Sermons are preached. Biblical scholars
turn out monographs. Church leaders have meetings. But each dimension of a
formerly unified Christian practice now tends to function independently. It is
as if a weakened army had been fragmented, and various corps had retreated to
isolated fortresses in order to survive. Theology has lost its competence in exegesis. Scripture scholars function with minimal theological training. Each decade
finds new theories of preaching to cover the nakedness of seminary training that
provides theology without exegesis and exegesis without theology.
Not the least of the causes of the fragmentation of Christian intellectual practice
has been the divisions of the church. Since the Reformation, the role of the rule of
faith in interpretation has been obscured by polemics and counterpolemics about
sola scriptura and the necessity of a magisterial teaching authority. The Brazos
Theological Commentary on the Bible series is deliberately ecumenical in scope,
because the editors are convinced that early church fathers were correct: church
doctrine does not compete with scripture in a limited economy of epistemic authority. We wish to encourage unashamedly dogmatic interpretation of scripture,
confident that the concrete consequences of such a reading will cast far more light
on the great divisive questions of the Reformation than either reengaging in old
theological polemics or chasing the fantasy of a pure exegesis that will somehow
adjudicate between competing theological positions. You shall know the truth of
doctrine by its interpretive fruits, and therefore in hopes of contributing to the
unity of the church, we have deliberately chosen a wide range of theologians whose
commitment to doctrine will allow readers to see real interpretive consequences
rather than the shadow boxing of theological concepts.
Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible has no dog in the current translation fights, and we endorse a textual ecumenism that parallels our diversity of
ecclesial backgrounds. We do not impose the thankfully modest inclusive-language
agenda of the New Revised Standard Version, nor do we insist upon the glories
of the Authorized Version, nor do we require our commentators to create a new
translation. In our communal worship, in our private devotions, in our theological
scholarship, we use a range of scriptural translations. Precisely as scripture—a
living, functioning text in the present life of faith—the Bible is not semantically
fixed. Only a modernist, literalist hermeneutic could imagine that this modest
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fluidity is a liability. Philological precision and stability is a consequence of, not
a basis for, exegesis. Judgments about the meaning of a text fix its literal sense,
not the other way around. As a result, readers should expect an eclectic use of
biblical translations, both across the different volumes of the series and within
individual commentaries.
We cannot speak for contemporary biblical scholars, but as theologians we know
that we have long been trained to defend our fortresses of theological concepts
and formulations. And we have forgotten the skills of interpretation. Like stroke
victims, we must rehabilitate our exegetical imaginations, and there are likely to
be different strategies of recovery. Readers should expect this reconstructive—not
reactionary—series to provide them with experiments in postcritical doctrinal
interpretation, not commentaries written according to the settled principles of
a well-functioning tradition. Some commentators will follow classical typological and allegorical readings from the premodern tradition; others will draw on
contemporary historical study. Some will comment verse by verse; others will
highlight passages, even single words that trigger theological analysis of scripture.
No reading strategies are proscribed, no interpretive methods foresworn. The
central premise in this commentary series is that doctrine provides structure and
cogency to scriptural interpretation. We trust in this premise with the hope that
the Nicene tradition can guide us, however imperfectly, diversely, and haltingly,
toward a reading of scripture in which the right keys open the right doors.
R. R. Reno
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Since Proverbs and Ecclesiastes call us into concrete communal relationships, it
is especially important to acknowledge others who contributed to this project.
Rusty Reno, Rodney Clapp, and the editorial board of the Brazos Theological
Commentary on the Bible took great risk in having me write for this series and
then graciously pushed me to take worthwhile risks beyond my native inclinations. Whatever complaints I would like to nurse, “faithful are the wounds of a
friend”: Rusty’s editorial crucible made this a far better book, and I will never be
the same as a writer. David Aiken was very helpful in the editorial process, and
John Muether generated the indexes. For several years, student assistants—Barry
Jones, Carrie Littauer, Lissy Verseput, and especially Uche Anizor, Emily Bergen,
and Steve Pardue—handled numerous research details, including heroic attempts
to uncover resources on liturgical usage and Jewish exegesis.
Colleagues in Old Testament studies, particularly Michael Graves, Richard
Schultz, and Andrew Hill, gave not only encouragement during this endeavor
but also concrete help. Michael commented on the entire manuscript and stoked
my courage. Richard offered comments on key portions and deserves undying
gratitude for welcoming me to “Advanced Hebrew Exegesis: Ecclesiastes” without
humiliation for my impoverished language skills. His helpful perspectives also
appear from draft forms of forthcoming commentaries. Craig Bartholomew and
Amy Plantinga Pauw likewise graciously gave previews of their commentary efforts,
with Craig providing his valuable manuscript ahead of publication. All the folks
thanked here should of course be exonerated for occasions on which this book
reflects my stubborn and/or theologically adventuresome spirit.
Wheaton College granted a course release through the G. W. Aldeen Memorial
Fund and then a sabbatical during which the project finally neared completion.
I am very grateful to administrators Jeff Greenman, Jill Peláez Baumgaertner,
and Stan Jones for their generous support. Others connected to the college who
either read portions of the manuscript, enhanced my cultural resources, and/
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or sustained me in this weariness of the flesh include Alan Jacobs, Jon Laansma,
Tim Larsen, Kevin Vanhoozer, doctoral students at the systematic theology colloquium, and others from the Café Padre gang. Michael Allen commented on
the entire manuscript—at multiple draft stages, no less—offering inestimable
resources and encouragement. Without these folks, particularly Michael, I could
never have finished.
It remains to thank the family members who are so integral to pursuing the
path of wisdom, for which especially my parents and grandparents never stop praying. Thanks to the birth of daughter Anna, I have encountered anew the human
delights and limitations of which Proverbs and Ecclesiastes speak. Through my
wife, Amy, to whom this book is dedicated, God further confronts my misguided
scholarly ambitions while making the joys of Prov. 18:22 concrete: “He who finds
a wife finds a good thing, / and obtains favor from the Lord.” This proverb is
true in myriad ways, far beyond Amy teaching me to embrace finitude joyfully.
But I am all the more grateful that she and Anna love me through the stresses of
learning about human toil.
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In t roduc t ion
Sage Theological Commentary

The temptation is overwhelming for commentaries on Ecclesiastes to begin brazenly, by citing Eccl. 12:12b: “Of making many books there is no end, and much
study is a weariness of the flesh.” The commentators acknowledge the obvious
irony of writing still another book on Ecclesiastes, yet, after appearing to be appropriately sheepish, they proceed anyway. Lately there is no end to the making of
methodological prefaces either. Accordingly, it was this author’s original intention
to avoid such weariness. Hermeneutics, which theologians engage both too much
and too little, must not substitute for exegesis.
However, two rather different commentaries appear within this volume, which
calls for explanation. Moreover, Eccl. 12:9–14 presents a paradigm for the act
of commentary itself. In this passage we have third-person commentary on the
character and work of Qoheleth, the book’s main voice, describing the Sage’s
approach to preceding wisdom tradition(s): “Besides being wise, the Teacher
also taught the people knowledge, weighing and studying and arranging many
proverbs. The Teacher sought to find pleasing words, and he wrote words of truth
plainly” (12:9–10). The ensuing reflections in the epilogue to Ecclesiastes interpret the rest of the book positively as wisdom. Via emphasis on fearing God and
keeping the commandments, Ecclesiastes relates not only to Proverbs but also to
the Torah—divine instruction for living—in the rest of scripture. Therefore the
epilogue’s portrayal of Qoheleth as a wise collector and purveyor of divine truth
can guide contemporary commentary on Proverbs and Ecclesiastes.
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Character
The portrayal begins by ascribing wisdom to Qoheleth. For this reason the term
“Sage” is preferable to “Teacher” or “Preacher,” since these usual translations have
modern professional connotations that could mislead English readers. Ecclesiastes
certainly evinces skepticism regarding elements of wisdom, as that tradition is
typically depicted in critical Old Testament scholarship. Nevertheless, Eccl. 12:9
is not ironic in predicating wisdom to the Sage, since the argument of this passage
needs to bolster the book’s canonical propriety. The text is counteracting potential
skepticism, not winking at it. Therefore we have before us ideals toward which
a theological commentator should aspire. The textual ethos—its tone, subtexts,
judgment, and so forth—should manifest and encourage the fear of God.
Wisdom denotes not just the subject matter of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, but
also the proper pursuit of interpretation. Sage commentary therefore attends
not only to the biblical text and its author(s), but also to its readers’ contexts
and responses. Hence, in a particular sense the adjective “devotional” would be a
compliment for the present work. Sage commentary ought to reflect reverence for
scripture, not as an end in itself but as the means by which we hear God speaking
in order to live.
Wisdom literature seeks to align the character of its readers with the divine
design in creation. The Torah, as embodied in the Pentateuch, orders the life of
the people of Israel around their covenant with God. Therefore its literary forms
are primarily laws and narratives. The narratives provide the history of salvation.
The laws provide the civic framework and cultus for the community, along with
the moral boundaries for life in covenant with God. But if laws are to be more
than guardrails, they require prudence for particular people to implement, especially across time and place. Hypotheses about the development of wisdom via
schools, possibly associated with royal courts—and how this might relate to the
development of Torah—are only speculative. In terms of canonical significance,
though, wisdom literature addresses the need for prudence to help the divine
teaching of Torah result in communities of character. Though rooted in God’s
created world, wisdom material does not depart from the covenant. Beyond setting up the cultic practices and specific identity of Israel, wisdom literature relates
God’s people to all of creation and to the learning of outsiders; beyond setting
out Israel’s civic order, wisdom fosters communal life; beyond setting forth basic
moral order, it builds personal character and judgment. The affinities between
Deuteronomy and Proverbs, for instance, suggest complementary harmony, rather
than competition, between wisdom and Torah. Rightly read, wisdom presumes
the salvation-historical narratives as the framework within which Torah can be
simultaneously personalized and situated within community and cosmos. In this
way wisdom literature orders the particular narratives of ordinary lives around
salvation history, guiding members of the covenant community toward the fear
of the Lord.
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Clarity and Conciseness
Not unrelated to the textual ethos is the clarity of its logos. According to Eccl.
12:9 once again, the Sage focused on teaching “the people.” This is a reminder
that the theological commentator should not address academic colleagues as an
exclusive—or, in the present case, even primary—audience. The Sage “arrang[ed]
. . . proverbs” (12:9) and “sought . . . pleasing words” (12:10). Thus it is appropriate
to strive for delightful rather than boring writing. The goal is to convey “truth
plainly” (12:10) in a way that people can remember for the sake of prodding
and guidance (12:11). Moreover, we should expect interpretative judgments
to coincide with the promotion of virtue. Moral exhortation is appropriate in a
commentary that engages the text as scripture, although such exhortation should
not be so blunt as to detract from proper esthetic sensibilities (12:10–11). The
sharpness ought to lie in memorable divine address, not authorial moralizing.
Moving from 12:11 to 12:12, we encounter a somewhat abrupt change in
tone. The editor warns against moving beyond the sayings of the wise, kept in
mind for the sake of living well. Study eventually degenerates into tedium. And
not just tedium—proliferation of various voices and complex ideas can put us in
moral danger. Concrete implications follow for the present commentary, both
in its writing and in the reading of others.
The discussion of Proverbs is not expository in detail like the treatment of
Ecclesiastes. This decision stems partly from assigned word counts, but also from
the nature of the material. Ecclesiastes begs for close engagement, as themes subtly build on their various appearances and on each other. Though not a linear
argument, neither is the text a slapdash hodgepodge in which one occurrence
of “vanity” is the same as another. Literary context matters greatly for how we
understand the oft-bold declarations. Ecclesiastes elicits careful reflection and
different points of identification with the Sage’s quest. Hence occasionally meandering commentary matches substance with style: Ecclesiastes itself meanders,
and effort should be made to convey this. In a haunting essay, R. R. Reno cautions
against “drawing out” theology from the text, since focusing on doctrinal inference can produce conceptual abstraction from scriptural language.1 By extension,
the present commentary tries to avoid abstraction from the dialectical style of
Ecclesiastes as well, thus rejecting an overly simplistic rhetorical line that leaves
no conundrums intact.2
Meanwhile, Proverbs has significant stretches in which the literary connections
are either tenuous or nonexistent. Scholarly inventions to the contrary are usually
1. R. R. Reno, “Biblical Theology and Theological Exegesis,” in Out of Egypt: Biblical Theology and
Theological Interpretation, ed. Craig Bartholomew et al., Scripture and Hermeneutics 5 (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2004), 385–408.
2. Many readers, of course, use a commentary sporadically for preaching and teaching, not reading
the volume straight through. Cross-references to other relevant passages in Proverbs and Ecclesiastes are
thus indicated with an arrow (→) to reduce repetition.
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too clever by half. As a collection of various wisdom materials, Proverbs itself invites
multiple thematic intersections between them. As proverbs are encountered, they
resonate with other lessons one has already learned. While Ecclesiastes contains
numerous proverbs as well, these are usually ordered in small sections contributing to a larger movement of thought. By contrast, Proverbs overall creates much
less demand for linear engagement or exposition.
The commentary on Prov. 1–9 treats these chapters sequentially, although more
briefly and less thoroughly than Ecclesiastes. The overarching theme of “two ways”
becomes the theological framework within which the exposition fits. A lengthy
subsection addresses the passage fraught with significance for later christological
debates (8:22–36). In Prov. 10–29, where we largely encounter strings of proverbs,
moral frameworks from the Christian tradition structure the presentation of material, before Prov. 30–31 closes the book. On the one hand, we seek to become
people of virtue—four cardinal virtues and three theological virtues. On the
other hand, we must learn to avoid seven “deadly sins” or capital vices. This mode
of organization allows for illustrative and thematic, instead of comprehensive,
engagement with the panoply of individual proverbs. The book of Proverbs by
nature invites the use of external paradigms to appropriate its teaching. As the
exposition will show, the classic virtues and vices do justice to that teaching. Not
only do their contents cover the array of proverbial ethics; the classification of
virtues as cardinal or theological enables the reader to engage how Proverbs relates
to nature and grace. And the various classifications of interrelationships between
capital vices hold true to the moral complexity of Proverbs.
Criticism
Conciseness also entails that no commentary can do everything, so here discussions of historical-critical scholarship are limited to forms of philology that
serve theological proclamation. Readers seeking thorough exegetical treatment
of each proverb or passage in Proverbs have other fine commentaries from which
to choose. This has not always been the case. Now, however, we have not only
an increasing number of commentaries treating Proverbs carefully, but also commentators exuding a measure of theological interest. Thus I gratefully see no need
to reinvent such wheels.
Still, theological interest in a critical commentary is not the same as a theological
commentary. Quite often, learned biblical scholars carefully engage textual particulars in pursuit of theological answers. Yet, when it comes to allowing theology to
shape the questions or to suggest possible answers while precluding certain alternatives, there is wariness or downright refusal. The movement proceeds in one linear
direction, from biblical text to theology. A modest contribution of the present
commentary as theological, then, is to sift through the exegetical cornucopia for
essential bounty without methodologically holding off theology until dessert or
xxii
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even an after-dinner snack. Furthermore, the reflective movement proceeds back
and forth within scripture—not just an isolated biblical text—and thus between
scripture and theology. The canon is not merely a source of possible historical
parallels, but primarily a treasure chest of complementary teaching to proclaim.
Ecclesiastes has frequently garnered more theological attention than Proverbs.
Its existential and cultural resonances elicit more open-ended forms of engagement, and so numerous books have been my teachers, whether or not they come
to prominent citation. Just as I do not reinvent the wheels of exegetical detail
regarding Proverbs, so also I try not to regurgitate the theological history of others’ engagement with Ecclesiastes, in particular Ellul’s 1990 unique achievement.3
Ellul states early on that he studied Ecclesiastes for decades, yet resolved not to
read secondary literature in the years immediately before he actually wrote his
commentary. While youth and time constraints prevented following this model
entirely, I sought to do so in my own way. Many faithful, gifted authors will
therefore look in vain for direct engagement with their work.
Nevertheless, for both Proverbs and Ecclesiastes I refer frequently to a limited
number of so-called historical-critical commentaries—for Proverbs, Longman
2006 and Waltke 2004–2005; for Ecclesiastes, Bartholomew 2009, Krüger 2004,
and Longman 1998—providing in-text citations only when reasonably sure that
a distinctively creative insight was in play. Otherwise I depended on them to
mediate the most important elements from additional scholars. The Ancient
Christian Commentary on Scripture (Wright 2005) played an analogous role
with respect to much of the patristic material cited, proving to be an invaluable
pointer to primary texts. These reading choices were intentionally representative
of different regions and approaches—such as finding more or less structure in the
Proverbs collections and having more or less positive approaches to Ecclesiastes.
Doubtless many alternatives were possible, but I sought to serve busy pastors and
laypeople by imitating them in accepting limitations: one can read only so much.
According to the Sage, one should read only so much. The Sage’s pursuit of wisdom
served, ultimately, his presentation of wisdom. The theological commentator
today undertakes a task that must eventually result in proclamation of what he
or she hears as the word of God. We cannot go on listening forever to secondary
voices before venturing our own, however tentative, speech.4
3. In addition, for a masterful survey of the history of effects of Ecclesiastes, see Christianson 2007;
for its hermeneutical treatment, see Craig G. Bartholomew, Reading Ecclesiastes: Old Testament Exegesis
and Hermeneutical Theory, Analecta Biblica 139 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute Press, 1998); for
resonances with film, see Robert K. Johnston, Useless Beauty: Ecclesiastes through the Lens of Contemporary Film (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004); and for its postmodern relevance, see Peter J. Leithart, Solomon
among the Postmoderns (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2008).
4. David H. Kelsey’s Eccentric Existence: A Theological Anthropology, 2 vols. (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox, 2009) reflects important interaction with wisdom literature but came into my hands after
submission of this manuscript to the publisher—thus, unfortunately, too late to engage in detail.
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Commentary stands in an odd position between what we might call first and
second iterations of a text. Bound up with ascertaining what the text even is and
how to render it in translation—whether literally in a language or metaphorically in
mind—commentary is a practice of direct encounter with the material. However,
commentators are inevitably aware of mediation—prior translations and commentaries on the one hand, a reading audience on the other. The commentary’s
audience encounters the text even more indirectly, reading for someone else’s
understanding that mediates the text itself to them. In this way we can discern an
analogy with practices of the church: there is scripture reading on the one hand,
preaching on the other. Even scripture reading involves translation, but certainly
preaching involves a stronger dimension of mediation. The preacher stands at this
awkward bridge—encountering scripture and mediating its message to others, all
the while encountering a tradition of interpretation (more and less consciously).
So it is, likewise, with the theological commentator, who pursues this task as an
act of participation in tradition(s) that mediate the text.
I belabor this point to emphasize the commentator’s goal that the text should
remain primary, with his or her creativity modestly in the background. Tradition
is inescapable and fruitful because the text is in one sense inexhaustible, so the
commentator’s goal must be that the prominence of the latter might become
greater, and the former less (Eccl. 12:12). That is, faithful tradition ministers the
message of the text more than drawing attention to itself. A commentary points
toward the founding text and away from itself all the more, since no commentator’s work claims normative influence within a tradition until it has stood a test
of time. My goal is therefore to imitate the Sage in sifting through the wealth of
words connected to Ecclesiastes for what is particularly pleasing and theologically
edifying. It is no shame if the present work reflects little of me, much of Proverbs
and Ecclesiastes, and many good words said about them.
Why, then, does this theologically ordered commentary engage the historicalcritical tradition at all? A first response concerns the difficulty of definitions: both
“historical criticism” and “theological interpretation of scripture” are notoriously
tricky to pinpoint. So-called precritical exegetes appropriated the scholarly resources of their day and surprisingly often challenged what many would expect to
be churchly assumptions. The point is not to speculate that patristic commentators would be historical critics if they were alive now, but rather to recognize that
historical and literary methods are not intrinsically antagonistic to theological
reading. The root question concerns what is servant and what is master—which
conception reigns regarding the nature of the Bible and the aims of its reading.
A second response stems specifically from Ecclesiastes once again. It is difficult
to ignore “the way the words go,” given the positive portrayal of the Sage’s attention
to words. From early on, the history of interpretation has involved both focusing
on the Sage’s persona(s) even more than his words and confronting some basic
hermeneutical dilemmas over and over (Christianson 2007: 18). Thus it would be
arbitrary either to ignore classic interpreters or to stop this ongoing conversation
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prior to the modern critical tradition. Though the rest of the scriptural canon
provides a fertile field of meaning for Ecclesiastes, its unique words, uses of words,
grammatical features, and so forth call for philological expertise. Some experts
provide resources friendlier to theological interpretation than others; it is arguable
that such believing criticism even stands within a tributary of the contemporary
stream called theological exegesis. Selective engagement with critical, philological scholarship can supplement large deficits in my own expertise without being
co-opted by the speculative elements of many historical hypotheses. Avoiding
conjectures about date, setting, and the like is especially important regarding
Ecclesiastes, for which these hypotheses have consistently tenuous connections
with the text itself.
Canon and Christ
To sum up, this commentary counts as theological by hearing Proverbs and Ecclesiastes as words from God and about God, within the one word of God. The assumed
audience therefore embraces any readers—scholarly, pastoral, lay—who wish to
explore what it means to apply theological commitments operationally, not just
notionally or methodologically, to the reading of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. The
goal is not just to derive theological commitments from these texts at the end of
the reading process, as important as that is. More boldly, with prayerful vigilance,
appealing to Christian doctrine can foster, rather than hinder, the scriptures having
their say. Though I write as an evangelical Protestant—which influences questions
asked, illustrations used, even books regarded as canonical, in ways beyond my
full awareness—Catholic and Orthodox readers likewise share the commitments
of Nicene Christianity prominent here. Others outside such Christian orthodoxy
are also welcome to join this exploratory journey of theological reading. All are
welcome to criticize, not just celebrate: “Iron sharpens iron, / and one person
sharpens the wits of another” (Prov. 27:17).
As scriptural, these texts present words from God, but not in an easy manner—so this commentary notes particularly at the beginning of Ecclesiastes. As
scriptural, these books also present words about God, although again not always
directly. For, as wisdom texts, they concern themselves primarily with the lives
of particular human beings set within the contexts of the created cosmos and the
covenant community. The explicit subject matter is frequently anthropological.
Yet, if knowledge of God and true knowledge of self coinhere, then Proverbs
and Ecclesiastes are no less theological than other scriptural texts, even if this is
less explicit.
No theory of spiritual interpretation fully determines how this theological
knowledge arises, in advance of engaging the textual details. Commitment to
character formation, mentioned above, elicits the extension of the literal sense to
apply to faith, hope, and charity—what ancient interpreters pursued as allegorical,
xxv
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anagogical, and tropological senses. The chief complication involves properly
finding belief about Christ in these Old Testament books and then allowing such
belief to shape their interpretation further. Proverbs 8 and other wisdom texts,
along with the persona of “Solomon” in Ecclesiastes, clearly raise questions of
possible convergence with New Testament Christology. Beyond these particulars,
two rules of thumb seem prudent.
First, any Old Testament pointers must remain partial and indirect, in order
to fit the structure of biblical salvation history. Therefore, we should look not
only for persons, institutions, and events that positively correspond to ultimate
fulfillment in Christ and his church—what often goes today under the rubric
of typology—but also for ways in which human realities are inversely related to
Christ. What, in other words, are the human callings and hopes that have not
yet become reality? In Proverbs and Ecclesiastes we learn about Christ not only
from what Solomon was but also from what he was supposed to be; Christology
accords with wisdom yet addresses folly.
Second, because we have wisdom material that is christologically relevant,
prudence demands restraint in the rest of the texts. There is no need to force
christological connections into particular words or items—via the sort of external,
symbolic logic that moderns often label allegory—since the message of the literal
sense can be drawn coherently into the larger canonical narrative. Complex and
controversial terms like “typology” and “allegory” aside, the point is that figural
reading usually recognizes the figure of Jesus by implication from extending the
text’s literal sense into the future, only rarely by reading Christ into isolated details. When the latter occurs (e.g., Eccl. 4:9–12), there should be an element of
mystery in the Old Testament text that seems unaddressed without the unfolding
of further revelation it anticipates.
Ultimately, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes are read in fullness only as part of the
one word of God we must hear. This means reading them as scripture, comprising together—with the rest of the biblical canon—one book. Its complex unity
requires acknowledging tensions, so that in the present case neither Proverbs nor
Ecclesiastes, taken to extremes, may stand on its own. Together, however, these
books provide checks and balances whereby the truth may be properly heard as
their distinctive voices operate both antiphonally and polyphonically (→Eccl.
12:9). More broadly, this affirmation of the oneness of the word of God means
reading scripture as witnessing to God’s final speech-act in Jesus Christ. Here
again Proverbs and Ecclesiastes confront us with unique challenges, since only
some of their subject matter directly refers to Israel’s hope for the blessing of the
nations. Yet these wisdom books’ discernment of and struggle over the nature of
God’s creation can, by grace, depict both the shape of what Jesus Christ came to
redeem and a sketch of why that redemption is so necessary.
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