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Here is Prov 8:22-31. God’s Wisdom, personified as a woman, is speaking.

[bookmark: _Hlk215037518]22	The LORD created me at the beginning 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.
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.
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,
30	then I was beside him, like a master worker,
and I was daily his delight,
playing before him always,
31	playing in his inhabited world
and delighting in the human race.

[bookmark: _Hlk209528094]

In the beginning of the poem (verses 22-27a), God is active and Wisdom completely passive. God causes Wisdom to come into being, with no activity on Wisdom’s part.

22	The LORD created me at the beginning 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.
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.
27	When he established the heavens, I was there . . .

There is a submerged metaphor here (where the figurative term of the metaphor is unstated but implied): Wisdom is compared to a newborn baby. The repeated clause “I was brought forth” contains a passive verb: Wisdom “was brought” by someone else. The passivity reinforces the submerged metaphor: Wisdom was at one place and “was brought” to another. “Forth” suggests the hidden made manifest, again like the process of an infant emerging from womb to world.

The next independent clause after the repeated “I was brought forth” is the declaration “I was there.” Now the verb is active. Becoming has given way to being. Dependence has given way to autonomy.



In Prov 8:24-30, a succession of 11 temporal clauses creates a mounting tension. Nine dependent clauses begin with “when,” and two with “before.” The tension is only relieved when one reaches the “then” of verse 30.

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.
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,
30	then I was beside him, like a master worker . . .



The process of creation is described in three stages.

In verses 24-26, God and Wisdom are prior to the creation; so the creation is negated, absent.
24a	“there were no depths,”
24b	“there were no springs,”
25a	“before the mountains,”
25v	“before the hills,”
26a	“not yet made earth . . .”

In 27-29, we have reached the process of creation; so creation is present.
27a	“When he established the heavens,”
27b	“when he drew a circle,”
28a	“when he made firm the skies,”
28b	“established the fountains,”
29a	“assigned to the sea its limit,”
29c	“marked out the foundations of the earth . . .”

In 31, we have reached the completion of the creation process: “playing in his inhabited world and delighting in the human race.”



If one ignores the pre-creation stage, when God and Wisdom are prior to the creation, and concentrates only on he process of creation of the material world, one again sees three stages.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Though not mentioned in Prov 8:22-31, between the creation of Wisdom and the creation of the material universe came the creation of the angels. See Job 38:7: at creation “the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy . . .” Satan’s appearance in God’s throne room (Job 1:6; 2:1) and his appearance immediately after creation (Gen 3:1; the identification of the snake of Eden as Satan is in Rev 12:9; 20:2) also imply the creation of the angels at that time. (For the fall of some angels, see Isa 14:12; Ezek 28:11-19; Luke 10:18; Rev 12:9.)] 


Prov 8:22-29 refer to the inorganic world. It is only in the last verse of the poem (8:31) that there is mention of the “inhabited world”[footnoteRef:2] (8:31a) and “the human race” (8:31b). This roughly parallels Gen 1. Granted, compared to Genesis, Proverbs spends a disproportionate time on the inorganic world.[footnoteRef:3] But the order is similar: first the creation of the inorganic world, as a setting (Gen 1:3-10, 14-19; Prov 8:22-29); then creation of the inhabited world, plants and animals (Gen 1:11-12, 20-31; Prov 8:31a); then creation of humans (Gen 1:20-30; Prov 8:31b).[footnoteRef:4] [2:  In verse 31, “inhabited world” and “human race” are in synonymous parallelism, suggesting that they are the same thing; so it could be argued that the world was not inhabited until humans appeared. But given the parallels between Gen 1 and Prov 8:22-31 and the importance of plants and animals in Gen 1, it is more likely that the “inhabited world” is inhabited by organic life. “World” also points in that direction.]  [3:  Prov 8:22-31 devotes 8 verses to the inorganic world, one-half verse to the organic world, and one-half verse to humanity. By contrast, Gen 1 devotes 14 verses (1:3-10, 14-19) to the inorganic world, 8 verses to the organic world (1:11-12, 20-25), and 6 verses to humanity (1:26-30).]  [4:  The order of creation in Gen 1 is not quite this neat. In Gen 1, a portion of the creation of the organic world (the creation of plants, 1:11-12) seems to have been brought forward into the creation of the inorganic world. Consequently the present order is: land and sea; plants; sun, moon, and stars. This results in the famous conundrum: How were there plants without a sun? My guess is that, in the original version of Gen 1 (perhaps before it was added as a prologue), Gen 1:11-12 (plants) were after 14-19 (sun, moon, and stars) and before 20-23 (fish and birds). (Gen 1 is a prologue to the more primitive creation account in Gen 2:4-25; to the primitive history in Gen 1-11; to the Book of Genesis; and indeed to the whole Bible.)] 


In Prov 8:30-31, Wisdom delights in the organic world, including humans; the biosphere is more delightful than its nonliving setting. This parallels Gen 1, where the order is climactic. To conclude with the human race in 8:31b reflects Gen 1:20-30, where the creation of humanity is the pinnacle of God’s creative activity. Gen 1 repeatedly says, after several of the “days” of creation, that “God saw that it was good.” But only after the creation of humans, and of creation as a whole, does Gen 1 say, “God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good” (1:31a). In Prov 8, God’s delight in his Wisdom (30b) and Wisdom’s delight in creation (30b-31) reflect the assessment of creation in Gen 1:31a: “it was very good.”



Creation itself is described, spatially, as having three tiers. There is sky, there is land, and there are depths.

References to sky:
27a	“When he established the heavens,”
28a	“when he made firm the skies above . . .”

References to land:
23b	“the earth,”
25a	“the mountains,”
25b	“the hills,”
26a	“earth and fields,”
26b	“first bits of soil,”
29c	“foundations of the earth . . .”

References to depths (the sea):
24	“there were no depths,”
“there were no springs,”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  In verse 24b, the “springs” are surely not springs on the land but springs in the sea floor; hence they too are a reference to the depths. For one thing, the verse exhibits the synonymous parallelism typical of Hebrew verse: 24a is paralleled by 24b, “When there were no depths I was brought forth, / when there were no springs abounding with water.” The depths of 24a, therefore, are again referred to by the springs in 24b. Also, see verse 28b, “when he established the fountains of the deep.” In addition, see Gen 7:11, the beginning of Noah’s flood: “all the fountains of the great deep burst forth”; and Gen 8:2, the end of Noah’s flood: “the fountains of the deep . . . were closed.” Also see Job 38:16a, “Have you entered into the springs of the sea,” and Ps 33:7b, “he put the deeps in storehouses.”] 

27b	“the face of the deep,”
28b	“the fountains of the deep,”
29	“when he assigned to the sea its limit,
so that the waters might not transgress his command . . .”

Since at the beginning of creation there is no land, there can be no underworld beneath the land. Hence the forces opposed to God are presented, not as chthonic demons, but as pre-creation chaos, represented as the sea. One finds the same thing at the beginning of Genesis: Gen 1:1-2, “When God began to create . . . 2 . . . darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.” The sea is a natural symbol[footnoteRef:6] for chaos, since the sea is fluid and lacks organization. [6:  A natural symbol is one in which the characteristics of the figurative term make comparison with the literal term seem natural. Light, for example, is a natural symbol for knowledge (since one needs light to see) and for goodness (since light warms us, brings forth crops, etc.). (See, inter alia, the natural symbol in Matt 5:14, “You are the light of the world.”) By contrast, in an artificial symbol, the figurative term lacks characteristics that make it a natural symbol (e.g., a stop sign).] 




[bookmark: _Hlk215128157]Prov 8:27b-29 inspired William Blake’s great painting, “Ancient of Days.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Blake named his painting “Ancient of Days” because it depicts God. Though the painting shows God as he acts in Prov 8:27b-29 (drawing a circle), “Ancient of Days” as an epithet for God is not in Prov 8:22-31 but is from Dan 7:9, 13, 22 (King James version). However, the phrase was hallowed by use between the KJV translation (1611) and Blake’s painting (1794). So, slipping the bonds of Daniel, it was available as a title for Blake’s depiction of Prov 8:27-29.] 


27b	. . . he drew a circle on the face of the deep . . .
29a	when he assigned to the sea its limit,
29b	so that the waters might not transgress his command . . .

[image: ]

Blake depicts God using a compass to draw the circle on the deep (the depths, the waters of chaos). In the painting, God is an old man, with white hair and beard.[footnoteRef:8] Blake chooses to depict God as naked. (That is appropriate, since clothing appears later and is part of human, not divine, culture. Clothing is also associated with sinning: Gen 3:7, “Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked, and they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.”) God’s body is similar to the heroic male figures of Greek or Michaelangelo’s art. God’s hair and beard are blown aside by the fierce winds of creation. God kneels in a solar disk.[footnoteRef:9] It appears that dawn is rising behind him and that the clouds of chaos are beginning to be blown away. The symbolism of “up as good” and “down as evil” is also present: the top half of the painting is lighter, the bottom half darker. Above is knowledge and goodness, the realm of God; below is the sea, the deep, the realm of pre-creation chaos. [8:  In the discipline of comparative religions, the term deus otiosus is used for the backgrounding of an earlier generation of gods and the foregrounding of a later generation of gods. (“Otiose” means idle or redundant.) An example from Greek mythology is the distancing of the Titans to make way for the generation of the Olympian gods (Zeus, Hera, etc.). An example from Hinduism is the distancing of the original couple, Dyaus Pitar (Sky Father) and Prithivi Matar (Earth Mother), to make way for the generation of the Vedic gods (Varuna, Indra, etc.). In the monotheistic religion of Christianity, however, Father and Son remain equally present—indeed, they are identical (in the Trinity). Even so, iconographically the earlier generation (God the Father) is often depicted as grandfatherly.]  [9:  God’s habitat is heaven, but heaven is usually depicted as “the heavens.” So for God to be in front of the solar disk makes sense. But in the Bible God is also more directly identified with the sun. Here are some examples. Num 6:24-26, “The LORD bless you and keep you; 25 the LORD make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; 26 the LORD lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.” Ps 31:16, “Let your face shine upon your servant . . .” Ps 84:11, “For the LORD God is a sun . . .” John 1:9, “The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.” Eph 5:14, “Christ will shine on you.” 1 Tim 6:16, God “dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see . . .”] 




The last two verses, 8:30-31, are the climax of the poem.

30	then I was beside him, like a master worker,
and I was daily his delight,
playing before him always,
31	playing in his inhabited world
and delighting in the human race.

Here the author presents two comparisons for Wisdom, one overt and one submerged.

[bookmark: _Hlk215128184]The overt comparison, a simile, likens Wisdom to a construction manager. That is apt, since it was by God’s Wisdom that creation took the structure it has.

The submerged metaphor (where the figurative term is unstated but implied) is Wisdom as a child. Wisdom plays exuberantly before God, like a child before its parent. Since Wisdom is an aspect of God, and God is eternal, Wisdom plays “always.” God delights in his child.[footnoteRef:10] The child, too, delights. Like a child with its toys, Wisdom delights in creation—especially in the inhabited world; especially, within the inhabited world, in the human race.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Prov 10:1a, “A wise child makes a glad father . . .”]  [11:  The mystic Meister Eckhart (c. 1260-c. 1328) said, “In the heart of the Trinity the Father laughs and gives birth to the Son. The Son laughs back at the Father and gives birth to the Spirit. The whole Trinity laughs and gives birth to us.” (Qtd. in: Demarsico, Dylan. “Chapter Three: The Laughter of the Trinity.” Elisha’s Riddle. 16 Aug. 2016. 28 Nov. 2025. <elishasriddle.com/chapter-three-laughter-trinity/>.)] 


Notice that the construction manager is beside God: they work in tandem, and both are focused on creation. The child, on the other hand, is in front of God. They are focused on different things: God delights in his child, and Wisdom delights in creation.

On Wisdom’s playfulness, Edward T. Oakes, SJ, writes:

Humans often do pointless things “gratuitously,” that is, for no ulterior purpose but just for the sheer fun of it, such as children building sandcastles . . . Whimsy is itself a kind of grace. . . . In Proverbs, a personified Wisdom speaks of her playful delight at God’s creation . . .[footnoteRef:12] [12:  A Theology of Grace in Six Controversies. Grand Rapids MI: Eerdmans, 2016. 4 n 6. Oakes adds that, according to Hugo Rahner, “the Septuagint translates the Hebrew word for rejoicing with the Greek word for dancing (choreuzein).” (Rahner, Hugo. Man at Play. New York: Herder and Herder, 1967. 20.)] 


In short, what God was doing when he created the world was laughing in delight.[footnoteRef:13] And his delight continues: Ps 104:24, 31b, “O LORD, how manifold are your works! In wisdom you have made them all . . . may the LORD rejoice in his works . . .” See Neh 8:10, “the joy of the LORD is your strength.” [13:  Dylan Demarisco notes that Hebrew sachaq, though often translated “rejoicing,” is more accurately translated “laughing or playing.” (“In the Beginning Was Laughter.” Christianity Today 5 [18 Sept. 2014]. 27 Nov. 2025. <christianitytoday.com/2014/09/in-beginning-was-laughter/>.)] 




The New Testament sees in the Old Testament’s personification of Wisdom a prefigurement of Christ.

Jesus is exceptionally wise in the gospels. Luke says of him (2:40, 52), “The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom, and the favor of God was upon him. . . . 52 And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years and in divine and human favor.”

Also, Jesus taught wisdom: he is in the line of Old-Testament wisdom sages, but the greatest of them. The Sermon on the Mount ends with the parable of the two houses, where the builder on sand (who ignores Jesus’ teachings) is called “foolish” and the builder on rock (who does Jesus’ teachings) is called “wise.”

But there are also passages in the New Testament that identify Jesus with God’s divine Wisdom.

In Matt 11:19 Jesus says, “wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.” Jesus is no doubt referring to God’s Wisdom here: the reference to “her” deeds indicates that he has the Old-Testament personification of Wisdom as a woman in mind. As a free-standing proverb (independent of its context), the saying could mean that human wisdom, which partakes of God’s Wisdom, is justified by the success of wise people.[footnoteRef:14] But given the context, in which Jesus is justifying his way of life to scoffers, probably “Jesus himself is meant by wisdom; he too is proved . . . by his deeds . . .”[footnoteRef:15] [14:  E.g, Prov 3:13-16, “Happy are those who find wisdom and those who get understanding, 14 for her income is better than silver and her revenue better than gold. . . . 16 Long life is in her right hand; in her left hand are riches and honor . . .”]  [15:  McKenzie, John L., SJ. “The Gospel According to Matthew.” Jerome Biblical Commentary. Ed. Raymond E. Brown, SS, Joseph A. Fitzmyer, SJ, and Roland E. Murphy, OCarm. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1968. 2.62-114. 2.83.] 


Paul is even more explicit in identifying Jesus with Wisdom.

1 Cor 1:24b, “Christ [is] the power of God and the wisdom of God.”
1 Cor 1:30b, “Christ Jesus . . . became for us wisdom from God . . .”
Col 2:2-3, “Christ, 3 in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.”

Paul’s letter to the Colossians especially connects Jesus with Wisdom as described in Prov 8:22-31.  Here is Col 1:15-17:

He [the Son, 1:13] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation, 16 for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created . . .—all things have been created through him and for him. 17 He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together.

Similar to Col 1:15-17 is Heb 1:2-3: “he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds. 3 He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word.”

Just as Prov 8:22-31 identifies God’s motive force in creation as God’s Wisdom, so Gen 1 identifies God’s motive force in creation as God’s Word. (E.g., Gen 1:3, “Then God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.”) In John 1:1-3, John speaks of the “Word’s” activity at creation, which is like Wisdom’s activity in Prov 8:22-31: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  The Greek word used by John in 1:1-3 is “Logos” (Λόγος); it is the Greek word for “reason” or “word.” John’s use of Logos is similar to the concept of Logos in Stoicism, a Greek philosophy that flourished c. 300 BCE-300 CE. But “For the Stoics, Logos is . . . the divine rationality embedded in nature itself. The Stoics believed the cosmos is not chaotic or random, but ordered by a rational principle, Logos.” For the Stoics Logos was “a philosophical concept, rational, not theistic.” By contrast, the Word in John 1, like Wisdom in Prov 8, is divine. (Voncken, Benny. “What Is Logos? Understanding the Stoic Meaning and Practice.” Via Stoica. 18 Apr. 2025. 28 Nov. 2025. <viastoica.com/what-is-logos/>)] 




To sum up: according to the great creation hymn in Prov 8:22-31, God’s Wisdom was present as God created the universe. But God’s Wisdom was not present only in the beginning of the Universe: it has remained present, even now, inherent in the Universe. The Universe remains deeply imbued with God’s Wisdom.

Job 28:20-27, “Where then does wisdom come from? And where is the place of understanding? 21 It is hidden from the eyes of all living . . . 23 God understands the way to it, and he knows its place. 24 For he looks to the ends of the earth and sees everything under the heavens. 25 When he gave to the wind its weight and apportioned out the waters by measure, 26 when he made a decree for the rain, and a way for the thunderbolt, 27 then he saw it and declared it; he established it and searched it out.”

It is our task, and our joy, to discover God’s wisdom inherent in the world. By doing so, we too will be playing before the Lord.
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