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Chapter One

Introduction

1. Rationale and Plan of the Study

The concept of righteousness is vitally important for understanding the eth-
ical dimension of the Hebrew Bible, and it provides the foundation for ex-
amining the complex issue of social justice. As an inalienable attribute of
God and a moral obligation of the highest order levied on human society, it
has been the object of extensive research in the past. This study probes the
biblical book of Proverbs to elucidate how it presents the concept of right-
eousness. There are several factors that invite such an undertaking as this
one.

First, much of the previous study has approached the issue predominant-
ly from the perspective of social justice and has not probed adequately the
concept of righteousness. In a peculiar way, the rubric of social justice can
be a disservice to the study of righteousness, and the real significance of
righteousness can be better appreciated when it is examined detached from
the context of social justice. After all, though closely related, ‘righteous-
ness’ and ‘justice’ are not synonymous."

Still others frame the inquiry too strictly from a Christian doctrinal per-
spective. The prevalence of the soteriological inquiry of righteousness is
understandable in light of the historic significance of the doctrine of justi-
fication in Protestantism and its subsequent theological development, and
such theological inquiry has enriched our understanding of righteousness
and left an indelible mark in biblical and theological disciplines. However,

! Synonymy can be partial (when multiple words refer to the same conceptual entity
in some contexts) or total (a situation that never really occurs according to Bloomfield:
see L. Bloomfield, Language (New York: H. Holt & Co., 1961), 145; Ullmann allows
limited applicability of synonymy (Semantics [New York: Barnes and Noble, 1962],
128-54). Silva rules out true synonymy because “no two words are fully interchangeable
in all the contexts where they may appear.” His concession for “practical purpose” is that
“distinction between any synonyms may be fully neutralized in some contexts.” (empha-
sis original) See Moisés Silva, Biblical Words and Their Meaning: An Introduction to
Lexical Semantics (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1983), 121. For our purpose, how-
ever, the conceptual proximity of righteousness and justice in some contexts is not the
issue; what interests us is sow they differ from each other when they differ.
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its continuing dominance in the discussion of righteousness makes it diffi-
cult to understand righteousness in the Hebrew Bible in its own right.’
Moreover, most scholarly attention in the past has been disproportion-
ately focused on the prophetic literature while ignoring to a large extent
what the wisdom corpus says about righteousness. This is an unfortunate
situation because biblical wisdom literature offers much for reflecting on
the subject. The paucity of substantial studies of wisdom literature in re-
gard to the concept of righteousness reflects the marginal status of wisdom
literature in numerous presentations of “Old Testament theology.”3 It has
been claimed that the biblical wisdom corpus is a somewhat “alien” body
of literature within the Hebrew Bible.* Nevertheless, the ostensible peculi-

% Due to its singular importance in the history of the Christian movement and succeed-
ing church history, the discussion of righteousness has become enormously complex. For
a concise yet thorough discussion of this issue, see Alister McGrath, “Justice and Justifi-
cation: Semantic and Juristic Aspects of the Christian Doctrine of Justification,” SJT 35
(1982): 403-28. A fuller treatment by the same author of the doctrinal development sur-
rounding justification is found in lustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of Jus-
tification (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).

3 Many OIld Testament theologies (Eichrodt, von Rad, and more radically, Preuss)
achieve their consistency partly by allowing only a minuscule role for the wisdom texts
in constructing their theological systems. Murphy notes that “[a]s far as Old Testament
wisdom is concerned, the treatment of it has ranged from benign neglect to opposition.”
(Proverbs, 271) Reventlow summarizes the state of the matter well: “The incorporation
of wisdom into Old Testament theology remains a still unresolved task for the future to
deal with.” (Problems of Old Testament Theology in the Twentieth Century [Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1985], 184)

* The “alienation” has grounds on the fact that the wisdom corpus is almost complete-
ly silent about the themes — patriarchal promises, the liberation of Israel from the bond-
age of Egypt, the Sinaitic covenant, Jerusalemite and Davidic coloring of Israelite history
— that are so prominent in other parts of the Hebrew Bible. Moreover, its worldview sug-
gests significant extent of autonomy for humans independent of divine authority and rev-
elation, in the form of its emphasis on human pursuit of wisdom and cultivation of char-
acter. Although the tendency to minimize the role of wisdom literature in the theology of
the Hebrew Bible is an old one, Preuss takes a particularly extreme stance when he
states: “Wisdom also exhibits here an ethos that, in terms of its particular interests, does
not conform fully to the rest of the Old Testament.” (Old Testament Theology 2:206) He
even argues that Christian theology “must refuse to give Old Testament wisdom a place
in its thinking” (“Alttestamentliche Weisheit in christlicher Theologie?,” Questions
disputées, 165—81). Reventlow rightfully criticizes Preuss’s proposal as “a curtailing of
the Old Testament witness” and rejects it (Problems, 184). It is true that wisdom litera-
ture has its idiosyncrasies, but non-wisdom books like Jonah, Song of Songs, and Esther
are also peculiar in their own ways. The very notion that certain biblical books can legit-
imately be labeled as fremd is based on a largely unproven premise of the conceptual or
theological unity of the canon. The issue here is not that one cannot meaningfully discuss
the overall cohesiveness of the Hebrew Bible. Rather, it is the arbitrary nature of argu-
mentation, namely how one can define parameters on such an issue and make fair judg-
ments. For a systematic and cogent rebuttal of Preuss’s position see F-J Steiert, Die
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arity of the wisdom literature — its subject matter, its construction of reali-
ty, its diagnosis of human predicament, and its distinct solutions for the
problems — deserves more thorough investigation.

This study aims to delineate the concept of righteousness as found in
Proverbs, situating it in the context of the ancient Near Eastern wisdom
literature and the Hebrew Bible. The study will proceed as follows. Chap-
ter 1 explains how the previous studies have been ineffective in elucidating
the meaning of righteousness as related but separate from the “meanings”
of the Hebrew words ¥ and Tp7%.” As it turns out, the semantic range of
the p%¥ words is quite broad and includes much that is unrelated to what
the English word ‘righteousness’ represents. Imposing the full semantic
range of pX¥-words upon the concept of righteousness resulted in treating
righteousness either as an amazingly versatile concept that covers salva-
tion, victory, and covenantal loyalty among others, or as a pitifully vague
concept like “what is proper for a relationship.”

We redefine the inquiry by showing that a concept of righteousness pre-
sented in the Hebrew Bible, even when allowing its own peculiarity, is not
necessarily exotic or primitive. The peculiarity is to be found in the specif-
ic notions or conceptions held by the Israelites, the prophets, or the sages,
with regard to issues like how one can attain righteousness and cultivate it,
and whether it is compatible with wealth and power. For this reason, a
working definition of righteousness is given as a reference point to which
the nuances and differentia Proverbs presents can be compared later.

Chapter 2 surveys the theories of righteousness from biblical scholar-
ship. Despite the bewildering range of their proposals regarding the mean-
ings of righteousness, they can be broadly categorized into two groups:
theories that emphasize the norm and those that emphasize relationship.
Comparing these scholarly constructs with our working definition will

Weisheit Israels — ein Fremdkorper im Alten Testament? (Freiburg: Herder, 1990)
Steirt’s work takes an overly presuppositional and confessional stance of Christian per-
suasion, but he makes a strong case that Israelite wisdom thinking has its closest tie to
the prophetic and legal traditions in the Hebrew Bible rather than other ancient Near
Eastern cultures.

> Ahuva Ho, Sedeq and Sedaqah in the Hebrew Bible (New York: Peter Lang, 1991)
examines the commonly held view that 77X and P7X are synonyms, and finds it incor-
rect. She concludes that PIX is more general and abstract term whereas p7X is more
concrete and specific with broader scope in meaning. Her conclusion is correct despite
some flaws in her argumentation. Alfred Jepsen draws a distinction between fpX¥ and
% this way: “Das Substantiv pIX bezeichnet urspriinglich die kosmische Ordnung, die
sich in Weisheit, Recht usf. Konkretisiert und vom Ko6nig im Rahmen des Irdischen
gewihrleistet wird, fpIX dementsprechend das in diesem Horizont ordnungsgemésse
oder sogar ordnungsschaffende Verhalten oder Handeln.” See his “PTX¥ und ApTX¥ im
Alten Testament,” in Gottes Wort und Gottes Land (ed. H. Graf Reventlow; Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965), 80.
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sharpen our understanding of what constitutes righteousness, and set the
context for the ensuing chapters that explore both the concept of right-
eousness and the profile of the righteous person.

Chapter 3 is a synthesis of the ways p>7X “the righteous person” is de-
picted in the book of Proverbs. This is instrumental for elucidating the
concept of righteousness because a crucial facet of the rhetorical and peda-
gogical strategy of Proverbs is depicting the life of p>7X rather than pre-
scribing an abstract discussion of the concept of righteousness. The im-
portance of p>7IX as a literary representation goes beyond the fact that it is
the most frequently used word among the possible words and phrases that
can represent the concept.® In fact, shaping righteous character that embod-
ies and materializes righteousness turns out to be one of the controlling
purposes of the moral discourse of Proverbs.

Chapter 4 examines how the book of Proverbs envisions its reader to be
formed into the character of righteous person through acquisition and prax-
is of wisdom. Those who pursue righteousness are urged to conform to the
profile of the righteous person as the paradigm of life. Wisdom will active-
ly guide and assist the journey, by utilizing every means to help those ea-
ger to learn. The formation process appeals to the emotion as well as intel-
lect of the learner. Although Proverbs does not lay out its pedagogy in ab-
stract terms, the categories of virtue ethics provide useful grids for under-
standing the pedagogical strategy of Proverbs.

Chapter 5 explores the ways Proverbs employs various literary devices
to pass judgment on situations involving competing values. The evaluative
discourses of Proverbs, especially the literary form called better-than prov-
erbs, affirm what is permanent and transcendent over more tangible and
immediate satisfactions the readers encounter in life. The evaluative dis-
course does not explain what righteousness is; it encourages, however, the
readers to align their value systems to what it teaches, namely the suprem-
acy of wisdom and righteousness.

Chapter 6 and 7 examine the Egyptian wisdom literature and the
Psalms, respectively, to highlight what is distinct about the concept of
righteousness held in Proverbs. The Egyptian material displays an interest-
ing overlap with Proverbs in its approach to understanding humans. What
makes Proverbs stand out is its emphasis on the importance of character
formation. Although the concern for human character is not lacking in the
Egyptian wisdom literature, Proverbs develops a sharply focused pedagogy
and rhetoric to that effect. An inner-biblical comparison with Psalms un-
derscores Proverbs’ emphasis on the internalization of righteousness vis-a-
vis its social and cultic realizations. Some psalms display a distinctive

% The expressions ON, ", and 2% 737V, although capable of expressing the concept
of righteousness, are never characterized in Proverbs in the way that P 7X is.



