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The Fear of the Lord in the Wisdom Books 
 

Introduction 
 
Many have focused on tensions and alleged contradictions between Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes 
and questioned, or even denied, the theological unity of the wisdom books. Hubbard summarizes 
the problem this way: “Proverbs seems to say, ‘Here are the rules for life; try them and find that 
they will work.’ Job and Ecclesiastes say, ‘We did, and they don’t.’”1 Schultz observes, “most 
scholars would claim that the type of theological diversity found in the Old Testament wisdom 
literature is anything but complementary or mutually enriching. Instead, the scepticism, 
pessimism, even cynicism or nihilism of Qoheleth’s and Job’s broken worlds are set against the 
rosy-eyed optimism of Proverbs’ tidy world.”2  
 
However, despite their diversity the wisdom books are actually unified on a key theme. Proverbs, 
Job, and Ecclesiastes agree that genuine wisdom is impossible apart from the fear of the Lord, 
which is foundational to a proper relationship with the Lord. 
 

The Fear of the Lord in Proverbs 
 

The centrality of the fear of the Lord in Proverbs is evident from the outset. Proverbs 1:7a states: 
“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge,”3 which is synonymous with wisdom here 
(cf. 1:7b). The principle is reiterated in Proverbs 9:10a, which observes: “The fear of the LORD is 
the beginning of wisdom.” 
 
What is meant by the “fear of the LORD”? The primary meaning of the Hebrew word translated 
“fear” (yir’ah) is “dread” or “terror,” as is evident in several passages (Deut. 2:25; Isa. 7:25; Ezek. 
30:13; Jon. 1:10, 16). But when joined with the divine name, this meaning recedes into the 
background as the shade of meaning becomes, “respect for, submission to.” According to Proverbs 
1:29, one must make a conscious choice to fear the Lord. This means one must be teachable and 
actively pursue wisdom (Prov. 2:1-5). Fearing the Lord is closely associated with humility (Prov. 
22:4; cf. Prov. 15:33). Proverbs 3:5-7 states: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not 
on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight. 
Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD and shun evil.” Fearing the Lord entails humbly 
relying on him, not on one’s own understanding, and shunning, or turning away from, evil (cf. 
Prov. 14:16; 16:6). Indeed, the one who fears the Lord lives uprightly (Prov. 14:2), hates evil (Prov. 
8:13), and refuses to envy sinners (Prov. 23:17). 
 
In what way(s) is the fear of the Lord the “beginning” of wisdom? Different Hebrew terms are 
used in Proverbs 1:7 and 9:10. If 9:10 is viewed as a tight parallel to 1:7, then “beginning” is 
preferable, for the term used in 9:10 consistently refers to the beginning or start of an event or 
sequence. But in this case, “beginning” should not be understood as a mere first step that can then 
be left behind. Perhaps “starting point” is a better translation, for the fear of the Lord points one in 

                                                        
1 D. A. Hubbard, “The Wisdom Movement and Israel’s Covenant Faith,” TB 17 (1966), 6.  
2 Richard L. Schultz, “Unity or Diversity in Wisdom Theology? A Canonical and Covenantal Perspective,” TB 48 
(1997), 276.  
3 Biblical citations throughout this essay come from NIV2011.  
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the right direction and then guides one to the goal of wisdom. Job 28:28 states, “the fear of the 
Lord, it (is) wisdom,” seemingly equating the fear of the Lord with wisdom. Perhaps the idea is 
that the fear of the Lord is the fundamental principle one must recognize to achieve wisdom. One 
writer puts it this way: “The temporally first step in this case is not on a horizontal axis that can be 
left behind but on a vertical axis on which all else rests.” He adds: “What the alphabet is to reading, 
notes to reading music, and numerals to mathematics, the fear of the Lord is to attaining the 
revealed knowledge” of Proverbs.4 
 

The Fear of God in Ecclesiastes 

The theme of the fear of God is central to Ecclesiastes.5 The book ends with the frame editor’s 
admonitions to “fear God” and to keep his commandments (12:13). The book’s primary voice, the 
Teacher (Qoheleth), also advocates fearing God (3:14; 5:7; 7:18; 8:12-13). But does he mean the 
same thing by this as the frame editor does?  
 
Some think that the frame editor corrects the Teacher, but the book’s epilogue suggests otherwise. 
The frame editor’s assessment of the Teacher is positive. He begins by commending the Teacher 
as wise (12:9a). In the context of Ecclesiastes, where the “wise” are contrasted with fools (cf. 2:14-
16, 19; 4:13; 6:8; 7:4-5, 7; 9:17; 10:2, 12), the term should be understood positively as a 
compliment. As one who was “wise,” the Teacher imparted knowledge, did his homework, and 
set out in an orderly fashion many proverbs (12:9b). He worked hard at phrasing his statements in 
just the right way (12:10a) and his “words of delight” have “integrity” and are “words of truth” 
(12:10b). The editor next positively characterizes the teachings of the wise, a group that includes 
the wise Teacher (12:11). The sages’ pointed sayings are like “goads,” or cattle prods (cf. 1 Sam. 
13:21), forcing one to think about the meaning of life and in the process causing some discomfort 
and even pain. Their sayings are also like the “firmly embedded nails” in the end of the cattle prod 
that cause the animal to “get the point,” as it were. Wisdom prods one into thinking about the 
meaning of life. Now assuming the role of a father (note “my son”), the editor expresses great 
respect for the wisdom tradition and skepticism toward improving upon it (12:12). The search for 
meaning can be grueling and probably will not make any advance beyond what the ancients have 
already discovered (cf. 1:9-10). Sons (each new generation) often think they know more than they 
really do. They are confident they can improve on the wisdom of the ages and find the key to 
understanding life. But the editor/father warns his son against that kind of false confidence. 
 
Having commended the Teacher and the wisdom tradition the Teacher represents, the editor brings 
the book to a conclusion (12:13-14). He urges his son to “fear God and keep his commandments.” 
He supports the exhortation with two observations: (a) Fearing God and keeping his 
commandments is the whole duty of humankind, and (b) God will judge every human action, even 
those seemingly hidden, as to their moral quality. The Teacher has urged his audience to fear God 
(3:14; 5:7; 7:18; 8:12-13) and he has spoken of divine judgment (11:9), but with the exhortation 
to “keep his commandments,” the editor goes beyond what the Teacher has said. 
 

                                                        
4 Bruce K. Waltke, The Book of Proverbs, Chapters 1-15, NICOT (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2004), 181. 
5 The divine name Yahweh, translated “Lord,” does not appear in Ecclesiastes; the title Elohim, “God,” is used 
exclusively (forty times).  
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The editor’s commendation of the Teacher strongly suggests they are on the same page regarding 
their understanding of the “fear of God.” But the Teacher is intentionally ambiguous. In his first 
three admonitions to fear God, he does not explain specifically what he means (cf. 3:14; 5:7; 7:18). 
Then in 8:12-13, when he does tip his hand, he questions whether or not fearing God really does 
pay off. But one must recognize the Teacher’s strategy. He is trying to frustrate readers with his 
“under the sun” description of how the world looks to those who take the time to observe it 
carefully. Recognizing that everything is rendered meaningless by the apparent contradictions in 
the world and by the reality of death should drive people toward God and prompt them to fear him. 
In other words, Ecclesiastes strives to lead people to the place where Proverbs begins. Proverbs 
affirms that the fear of the Lord is foundational to true wisdom. The Teacher tries to get his readers 
to that starting point by showing them the futility of life apart from such fear of God. The editor 
then propels them on their way. Now convinced of the truth of the Teacher’s thesis regarding the 
ultimate futility of life observed “under the sun,” readers circle back around and examine the book 
a second time, understanding the Teacher’s seemingly ambiguous admonitions to fear God in light 
of 12:13-14. And even when the Teacher questions the value of fearing God in 8:12-13, the second-
time reader stands strong, knowing the Teacher and the editor will clear up the confusion inherent 
in the “under the sun” perspective (cf. 11:9—12:1; 12:13-14). 
 

The Fear of God/the Lord in Job 
 
The fear of God is also a key theme in the book of Job, though initially its importance is not as 
obvious as in Proverbs or Ecclesiastes. The book’s prologue describes Job as a righteous man who 
feared God and turned from evil (1:1, 8-9; 2:3). But after this, the notion of fearing God surfaces 
only in passing (4:6; 6:14; 9:35; 15:4; 22:4; 37:24). Job 28:28 is the closest we come to a 
programmatic statement similar to Proverbs 1:7. Here the speaker, whose identity is debated, 
affirms: “The fear of the Lord—that is wisdom, and to shun evil is understanding.” The fear of the 
Lord has a moral connotation here, as the accompanying line shows. But the book moves on 
without seemingly developing the statement further. Elihu’s description of people fearing the 
Almighty (Shaddai, cf. v. 23) is the lone reference to the theme after this. Yet, as we will see, the 
statement in 28:28 encapsulates the primary lesson to be learned from the book, once we see it in 
light of the book’s concluding authoritative voice.  
 
There are many competing voices in Job clamoring to be heard. Most prominent are those of the 
adversary (and his unwitting ally, Job’s wife), Job, his three so-called friends, and young Elihu. 
But one voice, which eventually spoke to Job from the whirlwind, silences all others. Indeed, 
God’s voice is the only authoritative one in the book. If we want to sort out who is right and who 
is wrong and make sense out of the verbal sparring, we must listen to him. So, a summary of the 
conclusions drawn by God is in order:  
 
(1) Contrary to the adversary and Job’s verbal opponents, God, both indirectly (through the 
narrator) and directly, makes it crystal clear from the outset that Job was righteous and undeserving 
of the suffering that came upon him (1:1, 8-9; 2:3 [cf. 42:11]).  
 
(2) Yet when God spoke from the whirlwind after the human dialogue was over, he said that Job 
“darkens counsel” (38:2). The verb “darkens” has the meaning “obscures” or “conceals.” 
“Counsel” does not refer here to the advice offered by the friends, because the Lord later chastised 
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them for failing to speak correctly (42:7-8). In this context “counsel” probably refers to wisdom 
(Job 12:13; Prov. 8:14; 21:30), defined as an understanding of how God governs the world (see 
12:13-25; cf. 28:12). Job acknowledged that such wisdom is inaccessible to human beings (28:12-
27), but he also accused God of being unjust by not properly or consistently distinguishing between 
the righteous and wicked (9:22-24; 19:6-7). He attempted to vindicate himself by accusing God of 
injustice (27:2; cf. 40:2, 8). By constructing his argument in this way, he obscured the truth about 
God’s character and how he governs the world. As such, he spoke “words without knowledge” 
(38:2b; cf. Elihu’s accusation in 34:35; 35:16). 
 
(3) At the same time, Job did speak correctly about God, in contrast to his friends (42:7-8). So, 
one of the great challenges for interpreters is determining in what way(s) this is so. Pursuit of an 
answer leads us to the centrality of the fear of God to the book’s message.  
 
If we review the debate between Job and his friends, we see that much of their discussion focused 
on the issue of God’s justice. The friends promoted a principle of retribution that assumes God is 
impeccably just, blessing the righteous and punishing the wicked. From this perspective, Job was 
obviously being punished, so God had to be judging him for sin. Job objected he was innocent and 
reasoned God was unjust (cf. 27:2) in bringing calamity upon him as if he had sinned. The friends 
were, of course, wrong about Job, who was right when he protested his innocence (see especially 
2:3). But Job drew a wrong conclusion about God’s justice and was rebuked by God for it (see 
above with regard to 38:2). Since both the friends and Job misrepresented God’s implementation 
of justice, this cannot be the distinction in view in 42:7-8.  
 
To find the answer, we must look more carefully at chapters 27-28, where Job’s self-defense 
reaches its peak. But before doing so, we need to address the identity of the speaker in chapter 28, 
where the mood becomes reflective. Some interpreters find this inconsistent with Job’s agitated 
attitude right before and after this. Furthermore, they find the content of the chapter inconsistent 
with Job’s argument up to this point. Consequently, they attribute chapter 28 to one of Job’s friends 
or to the narrator. However, Job speaks right before (chapter 27) and after this (chapter 29), and 
there is no indication at the beginning of chapter 28 that a change in speaker occurs.  
 
In chapter 27 Job sought God’s vindication against his friends. He took an oath by God’s life, 
though he complained that God/Shaddai had denied him justice and made his life bitter (27:2; cf. 
Ruth 1:20). He vowed to speak honestly, not deceptively, and to never give in to his friends. He 
would continue to defend his innocence until the day he died (27:3-6). Job then turned the tables 
on his friends. He had already warned them of the danger of speaking deceptively in defense of 
God, as they had done in falsely accusing him (cf. 13:7-11). Now he appealed to God for justice 
against them, casting them in the role of his enemy (27:7). They argued that Job had sinned and 
was suffering the fate of the wicked. But Job prayed that they would be judged along with the 
wicked, who, as the friends had argued, stand helpless and doomed before a just God (27:8-23). It 
is noteworthy that God threatened to punish Job’s friends at the end of the book, as if responding 
to Job’s plea (42:7-8). This supports our thesis that God’s statement in 42:7-8 alludes to chapters 
27-28.  
 
In chapter 28 Job asserted that wisdom is inaccessible to human beings. In this context wisdom 
refers to an understanding of how God governs his world. Men are able to dig deeply into the earth 
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and mine its riches (28:1-11), but they are unable to discover wisdom (28:12-13). It cannot be 
found in the depths of the sea, nor can it be purchased with gold or other precious gems (28:14-
19). Only God, the creator of the natural order, possesses wisdom and he has chosen to keep it 
hidden from his creatures (28:20-27). They can never know fully why things happen the way they 
do. Yet God does not leave human beings entirely in the dark. They must view “wisdom” as simply 
this—to fear the sovereign Master. How does one do this? By turning away from evil (28:28).6 
Job’s conclusion is consistent with Proverbs 1:7 and Ecclesiastes 12:13. 
 
Job’s friends claimed to be wise and to have insight into God’s dealings with Job (11:6; 12:2; 15:7-
10), but Job challenged them. While they gave lip service to the mystery of divine wisdom (11:6-
9; 15:8), they nevertheless argued as if they understood perfectly how God deals with human 
beings in general and had dealt with Job in particular. But they did not offer him wise counsel 
(26:3) and should have just kept quiet (13:5). Wisdom belongs to God alone (28:23; cf. 12:13-21). 
Human beings, including Job and his friends, can never figure out God’s ways. But Job was sure 
of one thing—God expects his creatures to fear and obey him. His friends suggested he had failed 
in this regard (15:4; 22:4), but Job knew he had not. In chapters 29-31 he supported his claim that 
he had been wise (at least in the limited sense in which wisdom is used in 28:28) by affirming his 
innocence once more. But Job’s awareness that he had pursued wisdom in the way prescribed by 
God only heightened his frustration and prompted him to demand yet again a hearing in God’s 
court (cf. 31:35).  
 
The irony of what follows is that God ultimately did reveal some of his deeper wisdom when he 
gave Job insight into the way his world operates (cf. chapters 38-41). He chose to do so because 
Job truly did fear and obey the Lord and, as Proverbs 1:7 reminds us, this reverence for the Lord 
is the departure point for gaining genuine wisdom.  
 
To summarize, Job and his friends fundamentally disagreed in their understanding of wisdom in 
relation to God. It is on this point that God declared Job correct and the friends wrong. Their view 
of wisdom, which was strictly in line with their faulty, rigid view of retribution, led to a false 
accusation against Job. It constituted “folly” and required expiation (42:8). But Job was correct 
when he argued that people cannot fully know how God operates in the world. Indeed, God’s 
speeches to Job from the whirlwind reiterated this. Job was also correct when he affirmed that 
genuine “wisdom” is simply to fear God and obey him, which is what Job had done. He would 
have done well to leave the matter right there. Instead he called God’s justice into question and 
drifted from his correct description of genuine wisdom. That brought a rebuke from God (38:2), 

                                                        
6 “Wisdom” is being used in two different ways in chapter 28. Driver and Gray (Job, 1:244) agree: “There is thus, at 
least superficially, a gulf between the thought of [vv.] 1-27 and of [v.] 28, and the only way to bridge it is to say that 
the author contemplates two different wisdoms: wisdom in God here conceived intellectually as including the 
understanding of the laws of the universe, unattainable by man, who must consequently remain without an 
understanding of the universe, and wisdom in man, an ethical quality. God is thus represented here as saying to man: 
My wisdom cannot be yours, but your wisdom is to fear Me: you cannot understand the universe which I have made, 
but you can fear Me like Job (1:1), and avoid evil, and thereby find happiness and prosperity.” Having so nicely 
summarized the point of the text, Driver and Gray unfortunately reject this proposal and argue that verse 28 is “a 
fundamentally different thought of a fundamentally different writer” which is “simply laid alongside the preceding 
poem” (p. 245). See Samuel Rolles Driver and George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the 
Book of Job, ICC (2 vols., New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1921).  



 6 

but nevertheless Job’s wisdom/fear of God vindicated him before his accusers, which he had 
requested in chapter 27.  
 
As in Ecclesiastes, it is an authoritative concluding voice, in this case God himself, that brings the 
clarification we need to read the book properly. After reading God’s verdict in 42:7-8, we retrace 
our steps and try to determine how exactly Job spoke correctly about God in contrast to his friends. 
The trail leads to Job 28, where we discover the centrality of the fear of God to the book’s message. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The concept of the fear of the Lord/God is a thematic key to the unity of the wisdom books, 
Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes. The centrality of the fear of the Lord is evident in Proverbs, which 
affirms that it points and leads one to genuine wisdom (1:7; 9:10). One who fears the Lord submits 
humbly to his sovereign moral authority and turns from evil behavior. Rather than disagreeing 
with this, both Ecclesiastes and Job agree that genuine wisdom is impossible apart from the fear 
of the Lord/God.   
 
The frame editor of Ecclesiastes concludes that people should fear God by obeying his 
commandments (12:13). Earlier in Ecclesiastes the Teacher also advocates fearing God. Initially 
he does not explain what he means by this. He eventually tips his hand and defines fearing God in 
moral terms (8:12-13). But he also seems to question whether such fear really pays off, as he 
maintains his “under the sun” perspective. However, as the Teacher concludes, he assumes that 
moral living is vital in light of the inevitability of judgment (11:9—12:1), nicely setting up the 
editor, who endorses the Teacher and then provides the book’s authoritative, clarifying conclusion 
(12:13-14). While Proverbs assumes that the fear of the Lord is foundational to true wisdom, the 
Teacher moves his readers toward that starting point by showing them the futility of life “under 
the sun,” apart from such fear of God. Once the editor clarifies where the Teacher has been trying 
to lead us, we can go back and read the Teacher’s admonitions to fear God with greater 
understanding and, hopefully, with resolve to follow his advice. 
 
The centrality of the fear of God is not as evident in Job, at least initially. In God’s authoritative 
concluding verdict, he states that Job spoke correctly about him, in contrast to his friends. This 
forces us to replay the book’s dialogues as we seek to answer the question, “How so?” The quest 
leads to the peak of Job’s self-defense in chapter 28, in which Job addresses the nature of wisdom. 
Job’s friends’ view of wisdom was strictly in line with their faulty, rigid view of retribution and 
led to a false accusation against Job. Contrary to his friends, Job argued that people cannot fully 
know how God operates in the world. He concluded that genuine “wisdom” is simply to fear God 
and obey him, which is what Job had done. Job received the vindication from God for which he 
prayed in chapter 27. As in Ecclesiastes, an authoritative concluding voice provides the key to 
reading the book properly, though, in the case of Job, one must work a little harder to discover 
how this is so. 
 
To summarize, in the end here is what the wisdom books teach us: (1) Proverbs: If you want to 
live life wisely, that is, in a way that pleases God and receives his blessing, you need to fear him, 
that is, humbly submit to his authority and turn away from evil. (2) Ecclesiastes: When you 
discover you cannot find meaning in life on your own and the world makes no sense, fear God and 
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seek to obey him. (3) Job: When you are overwhelmed by trouble and suffering and are perhaps 
tempted to blame God, realize that the complexities of how God runs our conflict-ridden world are 
beyond our understanding. Instead, keep fearing the Lord and turning from evil.  


