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COMPASS

FOR SEVERAL years now I have spent
countless hours in the company of the
Wisdom Woman, reflecting on her, and

on the world she has created. There are many
texts in the bible in which wisdom is personi-
fied. I will explore some of these texts, to show
how they present wisdom in divine categories,
that is, she is described in language and con-
cepts that indicate that the bible is presenting
her as a feminine expression of God.

There are various senses in which Biblical
scholars and theologians use the term ‘wis-
dom’. Sometimes it means those books of the
bible that are designated wisdom literature,
such as the Book of Proverbs, Job,
Ecclesiastes, Sirach, Baruch and the Wisdom
of Solomon. Sometimes the term ‘wisdom’
simply means a quality or an attribute, either
of human beings or of God. At other times the
term ‘wisdom’ is used of personified wisdom,
or Sophia, the Greek form of the word, and it
is this personified wisdom who is the subject
of my article. When I am referring specifically
to personified wisdom I will use the name
Sophia to save confusion.

The wisdom literature remains largely a
marginalized body of biblical literature. Partly
this is because the themes of the wisdom lit-
erature are not always so overtly ‘religious’
as, for example, the books of Exodus or the
Prophets, and the literature deals more with
themes about creation, and partly because
some of the wisdom literature is deutero-ca-
nonical, that is, it is not accepted as Sacred
Scripture by all the Christian traditions. Yet
the popularity of the books of Proverbs, Job,
Ecclesiastes, Sirach and the Wisdom of Solo-
mon in the medieval period is well attested
and the early Christian writers, including Paul
and the writer of John’s Gospel, were well
aware of them and drew upon these texts to

express their christologies.
The biblical wisdom books contain five

great poems in which Wisdom is personified
as a feminine figure. The poems are to be found
in Job 28, Proverbs 8-9, Sirach 24, the Wis-
dom of Solomon 6-9 and Baruch 3-4. These
poems are hymns in praise of Sophia describ-
ing her activities, usually in relation to crea-
tion. The interpretation and understanding of
these poems have been described as ‘one of
the most thoroughly debated problems in the
whole of the wisdom literature.’ I will begin
by looking closely at two of these poems, one
from the Book of Proverbs and the other from
the Wisdom of Solomon. I will also refer
briefly to some other wisdom texts relevant to
the topic. A second part of the article will be
devoted to looking at the way New Testament
writers used categories from the Sophia texts
and applied them to Jesus. The two main texts
I will look at in this New Testament section
will be the hymn in Colossians 1:15-20 and
the Prologue to John’s Gospel. In my conclu-
sion I will make some comments on the sig-
nificance of the Sophia texts for theology.

Proverbs: In Harmony with Creation

The first poem I will look at does come from
a canonical book, the book of Proverbs. In the
book of Proverbs the poem in question is to
be found in Chapter 8:22-9:5 and it reads:

8:22 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, be-
fore the hills, I was brought forth—
26 when he had not yet made earth and fields,
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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, rejoicing before
him always,
31 rejoicing in his inhabited world and delight-
ing in the human race.

………………………………………………………
9:1 Wisdom has built her house, she has hewn
her seven pillars.
2 She has slaughtered her animals, she has
mixed her wine, she has also set her table.
3 She has sent out her servant-girls, she calls
from the highest places in the town,
4 ‘You that are simple, turn in here!’ To those
without sense she says,
5 ‘Come, eat of my bread and drink of the wine
I have mixed.
6 Lay aside immaturity, and live, and walk in
the way of insight.’

The poem falls within chapters 1-9 of the
book of Proverbs in which the Wisdom woman
summons humankind to a life in harmony with
creation. In the poem Wisdom is presented as
a woman, but she is no ordinary woman. Her
existence precedes the created world. She
originated before the sea and mountains, be-
fore the heavens and the sky. In Hebrew po-
etic language, to exist before the created world
is in effect a claim to eternity.1  Thus in the
book of Daniel, when God is described in Ara-
maic as the Ancient One, that does not mean
that we should picture God as very old, but as
eternal, indeed as eternally young. When
Sophia claims in verses 23-30 of this poem to
have existed before the mountains and the seas,
she too is the Ancient One.

In Prov 8:22 the Hebrew word qanani is
translated into our English translations of the
bible as ‘created’ and so our texts read,
‘Yahweh created me at the beginning of his
work’. In Hebrew, however, the word qanani

can also mean ‘Yahweh brought me forth at
the beginning of his work’ or ‘Yahweh begot
me’, or ‘formed me’, ‘acquired me’, or ‘pos-
sessed’ me. In other words, the text is ambigu-
ous about the origins of Sophia. Whether or
not she was created by Yahweh, she is not as
other works of creation. She is brought forth
before the world, i.e., she is pre-existent to it.
Her existence at least coincides with Yahweh’s
existence as creator. That means that if God is
eternally creator, then Sophia is eternally crea-
tor.

In verses 24-26 the ancient world-view of
the cosmos is indicated: thus the underworld
is presented as the primeval ocean, the moun-
tains are the pillars of the heavens and the foun-
dation pillars of the earth. Sophia is brought
forth before the world. The divine passive, ‘I
was brought forth’ evokes an image of her as
Yahweh’s daughter. Biblical scholars are not
sure if the Hebrew word amon in verse 30
should be translated as ‘artisan’ or ‘little child’.
In our English translations we are told that
Sophia was beside God as an artisan or mas-
ter worker and thus she is presented as an ar-
chitect of the created world. But if the word
‘amon’ means little child, then the verse may
actually describe Wisdom as being beside God
like a little child. The whole poem may be pre-
senting Sophia as God’s beloved daughter,
being brought forth from God and participat-
ing with God in the creation of the world. The
poem thus contains delightful imagery in
which Sophia moves between the heavenly
realm of a loving parent and the world of hu-
mankind. She is daily God’s delight, and in
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turn, she delights in the human race. She is in
a state of joyous play in God’s presence, re-
joicing in God’s work of art, the world of hu-
mankind.

In the next part of the poem we are told
that Wisdom has built her house, prepared her
banquet, and sent out invitations to come and
eat of her bread and wine. To do so is to find
wisdom and insight. Her house with its seven
pillars is a cosmological image, again depict-
ing the ancient view of the cosmos in which
the pillars separate the waters above and be-
low the earth, keeping the created world from
being overwhelmed by the abyss and the heav-
ens. This section of the poem, then, shows
Sophia as building and dwelling in her
cosmological house and inviting all who would
find wisdom to come to her banquet.

When we think of creation texts of the Bi-
ble we think first of the Genesis narratives,
and yet, Proverbs 8-9 is one of the most beau-
tiful of the creation texts. Sophia, beside God
at creation, spans the distance between God
and the world and human beings. She invites
us to eat of her bread and drink her wine and
is so doing, to gain insight and indeed life it-
self.

The Wisdom of Solomon: In Love
with Sophia

The second poem that I want to explore comes
from a deutero-canonical book, the Wisdom
of Solomon. While the Wisdom of Solomon
is not accepted as canonical by the Protestant
tradition, which refers to it as apocryphal, it is
accepted as Sacred Scripture by Catholics and
Orthodox and therefore the majority of the
world’s Christians. The poem is taken from
Chapters 7:24-8:4 of the book and it reads:

24 For wisdom is more mobile than any mo-
tion; because of her pureness she pervades and
penetrates all things.
25 For she is a breath of the power of God, and
a pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty;
therefore nothing defiled gains entrance into
her.

26 For she is a reflection of eternal light, a spot-
less mirror of the working of God, and an im-
age of God’s goodness.
27 Although she is but one, she can do all things,
and while remaining in herself, she renews all
things; in every generation she passes into holy
souls and makes them friends of God, and
prophets;
28 for God loves nothing so much as the person
who lives with wisdom.
29 She is more beautiful than the sun, and ex-
cels every constellation of the stars. Compared
with the light she is found to be superior,
30 for it is succeeded by the night, but against
wisdom evil does not prevail.
8:1 She reaches mightily from one end of the
earth to the other, and she orders all things well.

In this poem, Wisdom is described as a
breath of the power of God, a pure emanation
of the glory of the Almighty, a reflection of
eternal light, a spotless mirror of the working
of God, and an image of God’s goodness. The
description of Wisdom as a breath of God’s
power reminds the reader of the breath of God
at creation, or the Christian reader of the Holy
Spirit. This similarity to the Holy Spirit is af-
firmed in verse 25 where she emanates from
God the Pantocrator, the Creator of all things,
and while remaining in herself she dwells in
holy souls, making them friends of God. The
mention of Spirit, the language of remaining,
and the reference to friends are echoed in the
Gospel of John in Jesus’ farewell address to
the disciples whom he calls friends, whom he
adjures to remain in him as he in them, and to
whom he promises to send the Spirit who will
dwell in them.

Sophia is described as an emanation of
God’s glory. In the Old Testament, the word
‘glory’ is used most frequently to indicate the
majesty of God. Thus the ‘kabod Yahweh’, as
the Hebrew has it, the glory of God, rests on
Mount Sinai and it fills the Tent of Meeting
and even Moses cannot enter. In the Old Tes-
tament there is an idea that humankind cannot
experience the glory of the utterly transcend-
ent God face to face and live. In Exodus 33
Moses asks to be shown God’s glory. God
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promises to allow God’s goodness to pass be-
fore Moses, but warns him that he cannot see
God’s face, for to look on the face of God is
to die. In the Wisdom poem, on the other hand,
Sophia as the emanation of the glory of God
who passes into holy souls, is able to mediate
the presence of God to humankind. Through
her, God’s glory is able to be experienced by
humankind and indeed all creation, for a later
part of the poem tells us that God’s immortal
spirit, that is, Sophia, is present in all things.

The use of the word ‘image’ for Sophia as
the image of God’s goodness reiterates this
theme of mediation between God and the cre-
ated world. The Greek word used here for
image is ‘icon’. The Eastern and Orthodox tra-
ditions of Christianity have a rich theology of
icons as mediating the presence of God.
Jaroslav Pelikan refers to the ‘intricate rela-
tion between image and idea in philosophy and
theology, above all in Byzantine (or for that
matter, Russian) philosophy and theology’.2

A more poetic description of the icon is ‘The-
ology in Colour’.3  We may go one step fur-
ther with Sophia as the perfect eikon of God
in that in her person as icon of God she medi-
ates the reality that is God. The religious phi-
losopher John Manoussakis explains the ab-
solute necessity of the icon. He says that a God
who lacks a face is impersonal. A God with-
out a face is radical otherness and cannot be
experienced by humankind. He goes on to
claim that ‘an encounter with the divine with-
out relation, that is, without some form of
iconic representation, would not be different
in any way from an encounter with …utter
destruction’.4  As the experience of Moses re-
minds us, there is a yearning within us to ex-
perience God and yet at the same time we can-
not look on the face of God and live. The de-
scription of Sophia as icon of God speaks into
this theology of the utterly transcendent God.
As icon of God, Sophia is the one who is able
to bridge the gap between the radical otherness
of God and the world of humankind and all
creation.

In this poem from the Wisdom of Solomon

Sophia is identified as the teacher of philoso-
phy, the arts and the sciences but she is not an
intellectual abstraction. There is an erotic
power in Solomon’s address:

2 I loved her and sought her from my youth; I
desired to take her for my bride, and became
enamored of her beauty.
3 She glorifies her noble birth by living with
God, and the Lord of all loves her.
4 For she is an initiate in the knowledge of God,
and an associate in God’s works.

The ambiguities in the text are notewor-
thy. Solomon is depicted as a young man fall-
ing in love with Sophia and seeking her for
his bride, the one to come home to at the end
of the day. Yet in these lines she is also de-
picted as bride of Yahweh, the one beloved of
God, the one who shares the life and the knowl-
edge of God and the one who works side by
side with God. The Greek text uses the term
‘symbiosis’ of her way of living with God. She
has a symbiotic relationship with God, that is,
she shares the very life of God and the knowl-
edge of God. She is the one who works side
by side with God at creation. Indeed, the Greek
text is more explicit. It tells us that she chooses
the works of God. The text is not clear whether
this means she chooses to work with God or
whether she actually chooses what works God
will do.

Wisdom 10:4 depicts Sophia as saviour.
She is the one who delivered Adam from his
transgression, she delivered Noah from the
flood, and she rescued the Israelites through
the miracle at the Sea. As the New Zealand
scholar Alice Sinnott points out, this attribu-
tion to Sophia of the central act of liberation
in the Old Testament is astounding5 . As Sinnott
says,

This female personification of the creative
and saving power of God in the world is ac-
tive and present in creation, all-knowing, all-
powerful, omnipresent, renewing all things,
working in history to save her chosen people,
guiding and protecting them through their
struggles and crises, and carrying out functions
attributed in other scripture texts to God. She
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can give instruction concerning ontology, cos-
mology, physics, astronomy and biology, be-
cause she was responsible for their creation
(7:17-22) and she is responsible for the regu-
lation and oversight of the cosmos (7:24; 8:1).6

What is clear from the poem is that Wis-
dom is presented in divine categories and be-
cause of her intimacy with God she is able to
mediate relationship with the divine to Solo-
mon and indeed to all of humankind.

Wisdom Revealing God

Apart from these two major poems, there are
other texts from the biblical literature that that
speak of Sophia in divine categories. In Sirach
24 Sophia utters the following lines:

3 ‘I came forth from the mouth of the Most
High, and covered the earth like a mist.
4 I dwelt in the highest heavens, and my throne
was in a pillar of cloud.
5 Alone I compassed the vault of heaven and
traversed the depths of the abyss.
6 Over waves of the sea, over all the earth, and
over every people and nation I have held sway.

There are several striking theological ele-
ments in this poem. The first is that Sophia
describes herself as coming forth from, or
originating in, the most High God. The sec-
ond striking element is that she speaks of
dwelling in the highest heavens, with her
throne in the pillar of cloud. In the book of
Exodus the pillar of cloud is the imagery used
to describe God’s presence with the Israelites
during their wanderings in the desert. Indeed,
in the whole of the Old Testament, it is only in
reference to God that the throne and the pillar
of cloud are used in conjunction with each
other. As Sheppard reminds us, the combina-
tion of these two images of throne and cloud
and the assignment of them to Sophia can
achieve the intended effect only when the
reader is familiar with the sacred wilderness
traditions. Thus, certain familiar language
about God in the Old Testament is here ap-
plied to Sophia.7

The third striking element of the lines

quoted concerns the description of Sophia as
alone encompassing the vault of heaven, and
treading the depths of the abyss. In Job 9:7 it
is Yahweh who says, ‘I. ..alone stretched out
the heavens and trampled the waves of the
Sea’. The implication from these lines, then,
is that Sophia is once again described in lan-
guage and concepts appropriate to the divine.

Thus, in the lines quoted we are being pre-
sented with feminine images of God as Wis-
dom or Sophia. The nature of these texts as
poetry raises the issue of whether they can be
taken as theological texts which are revelatory
of the nature of God. Do they simply portray
an attribute of God, namely God’s wisdom, in
poetic terms, or do they reveal God in God’s
relationship to humankind and the cosmos?

First we must lay to rest the argument that
wisdom as feminine is simply the result of
grammatical gender. In Greek the word for
wisdom is Sophia, in Hebrew it is Hokmah
and in Latin Sapientia, all of which have gram-
matical feminine gender. English does not have
feminine grammatical gender for abstract con-
cepts, but refers to them in the neuter gender.
In English, then, the pronoun for wisdom as
an attribute of the wise person would simply
be ‘it’ and not ‘she’.

Yet in all the wisdom poems where Wis-
dom is depicted in divine categories, she is
almost invariably personified as a woman, al-
beit no ordinary woman. There is no other at-
tribute of God so consistently personified. As
Roland Murphy, the wisdom scholar tells us,
‘literary personification is not rare in the bi-
ble, but the case of Lady Wisdom is unique in
its intensity and scope’.8  She is God’s wife,
God’s daughter, God’s beloved, God’s co-crea-
tor, God’s mediator to the created world. Of
course, these images are metaphorical, as all
human language about God is metaphorical.
We have no other way of speaking about God.
Metaphor works best when a familiar concrete
concept, in this case woman, is used to get the
message across about the abstract concept, in
this case God’s wisdom. Poets and writers
commonly personify abstract concepts. Thus

COMPASS-42-PAGES.indd   6COMPASS-42-PAGES.indd   6 10/03/2008   2:31:15 PM10/03/2008   2:31:15 PM



7

in Shakespeare we hear of jealousy as a green-
eyed monster, and we speak of Old Father
Time and Jack Frost. In film, we may have
seen the movie, ‘Death Takes a Holiday’ or its
more recent re-make, ‘Meet Joe Black’, in
which Brad Pitt plays Death as a person, an
attractive young man with whom the leading
female star falls in love and learns to trust
Death as a comforting presence. This personi-
fication of Death stands in a long tradition in
which Thanatos, the Greek term for Death, is
depicted in ancient sculptures as a beautiful
young man.

Does the personification of Wisdom, the
one who gives immortality, speak of something
theologically more profound than a literary
device to describe an attribute of God? Can
Wisdom/Sophia be termed a hypostasis? This
term is a very complex one and is used in
Trinitarian theology to try to speak of the mys-
tery of the persons of the Trinity. In the con-
text of the wisdom poems, biblical scholars
use it to describe a metaphor that, as Celia
Deutsch defines it, acquires ‘the quality of
personal entity,… a kind of quasi-independ-
ent existence’.9   Generally the word is taken
to mean a revelatory form of a deity. Sophia
can thus be described as revelatory of God.

Behind the figure of Sophia, scholars de-
tect the influence of the Hellenistic Goddess
Isis, or the Egyptian Ma’at or the Canaanite
Astarte. The sages may be extolling the praises
of Sophia to counteract Isis in particular and
to encourage Jews in a Hellenistic world to
recognize the richness and vitality of their own
tradition. 10  Yet at no time do the sages of Is-
rael compromise their monotheism, that is,
their belief in the one God. At no time does
Sophia become a separate figure detached
from God. When she reaches her full status as
an independent personality, she is at the same
time most closely connected to God as the self-
revelation of the divine, depicted in language
and categories that can only be applied to God.

The noted German scholar Gerhard von
Rad broke new ground when he moved away
from the conventional view of scholars that

wisdom is merely a goddess substitute or a
personification of an attribute of God.11  In von
Rad’s thesis Lady Wisdom, the voice of crea-
tion speaking to humankind, is a bearer of rev-
elation. As Wisdom, she is the self-revelation
of God’s creation and signifies the mystery
implanted there by God. For von Rad, this is a
real, cosmological process, the bestowal of
something special on creation that now mys-
teriously inhabits it. But she is also orientated
towards humankind. She is the active influ-
ence of the environment, the ordering power
that affects and corrects us. Von Rad argued
that the personification of this mysterious or-
der was not merely a decorative, stylistic de-
vice, but was actually determined by the sub-
ject in question. This was because this prime-
val order, indeed God’s glory reflected back
from God, actually addresses humankind. As
such, personification was the necessary mode
of expression.

In more recent years Roland Murphy, the
Dominican biblical scholar, pressed von Rad’s
thesis even further. In challenging von Rad’s
identification of wisdom with the order in crea-
tion, Murphy argues that the very symbol of
the wisdom woman, courted and eventually
married, precludes order as the correct corre-
lation. Wisdom, because of her origins and
authority, is rather the revelation of God who
calls to humankind throughout the realm of the
created world.

In a note of caution Claudia Camp suggests
that women reject the androcentric view of the
male sage desiring and possessing the Woman
Wisdom and instead speak of her as a sister or
an intimate friend. 12

To conclude this section of my article, I
would argue that the poetic texts in which
Wisdom is depicted go far beyond a decora-
tive stylistic device, as Von Rad reminded us.
Nor is she an attribute of God, namely God’s
wisdom, implanted in creation. Rather, the
texts are revelatory of the mystery of God’s
relationship with humankind in and through
the created world, a relationship that is medi-
ated by Sophia as feminine expression of God.

GOD AS WISDOM
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I am not alone in this conviction. Contem-
porary scholars such as Roland Murphy,
Kathleen O’Connor, Elizabeth Johnson and
Denis Edwards, stand in a long tradition of
writers who have recognized in these texts
theological truths which reveal to us the na-
ture of God. Indeed, this tradition goes right
back to the New Testament itself.

Agent of Creation: Wisdom and
the New Testament

Since the texts of the New Testament which
have been influenced by these wisdom writ-
ings and by personified Sophia are too numer-
ous and profound to deal with in this article, I
will be selective. I will offer some general
comments on the way the wisdom texts have
been employed by the New Testament writers
and will look in detail at two of them, namely
the Prologue to the Gospel of John and the
Pauline letter to the Colossians.

In the New Testament Jesus is presented
as the agent of the new creation, in language
and themes taken from the Old Testament wis-
dom texts. Thus in the first letter to the
Corinthians chapter 8:6 Paul states:

…for us there is one God, the Father, from
whom are all things and for whom we exist,
and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are
all things and through whom we exist.

In this text Paul is asserting that Jesus is the
lord of all creation. Through Christ’s death and
resurrection he embodies the creative power
of God.13  Sophia of the Old Testament and
Christ of the New is the same divine power of
God active in creation and salvation.

In the Letter to the Hebrews Chapter 1:2-3
the connection with the wisdom of the Old
Testament is made even more explicit. The
writer tells us that God has spoken to us by a
Son ‘whom he appointed heir of all things,
through whom he also created the worlds. He
is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact
imprint of God’s very being and he sustains
all things by his very word’. As James Dunn
says, ‘the passage is a striking expression of

Wisdom christology’. Hebrews uses the word
‘radiance’ (hapaugasma in Greek) which is the
same word used of wisdom in the Wisdom of
Solomon 7:26 where it is said that Sophia is
the reflection of eternal light. This point be-
comes significant when we realize that this is
the only usage of this word in the whole of the
Greek translation of the Old Testament. It is
very likely then that the writer of Hebrews had
this very text from the Wisdom of Solomon in
mind when he or she speaks of Jesus in these
terms. In this text Christ is again the agent of
creation, as Sophia is in the Old Testament.
Thus both Sophia and Christ are agents of crea-
tion, both are the radiance of God’s glory, and
both are pre-existent of creation.

Jesus as agent of creation, the one in whom
and for whom all things exist, is the subject of
the hymn to be found in Colossians 1:15-20.
This is another of the hymns which scholars
generally term, wisdom-christological hymns.
Scholars believe that these hymns were in cir-
culation amongst the early Christians even
before Paul and the disciples who used his
name wrote their letters. Possibly the hymns
were sung or recited in Christian liturgical
celebrations. These wisdom-christological
hymns describe the risen Christ in terms taken
from the Jewish wisdom writings.

The hymn reads:

1:15He is the image of the invisible God, the
firstborn of all creation; 16for in him all things
in heaven and on earth were created, things vis-
ible and invisible, whether thrones or domin-
ions or rulers or powers—all things have been
created through him and for him. 17 He himself
is before all things, and in him all things hold
together. 18 He is the head of the body, the
church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from
the dead, so that he might come to have first
place in everything. 19 For in him all the full-
ness of God was pleased to dwell,  20 and
through him God was pleased to reconcile to
himself all things, whether on earth or in
heaven, by making peace through the blood of
his cross.

The hymn is constructed in two sections.
The first, verses 15-18a, deal with Christ’s pre-
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existent role in creation, and the second sec-
tion, verses 18b-20 deal with his role in re-
demption. Another way of expressing the
themes of the two sections would be to say
that the movement of the poem is from his role
in the old creation to his role in the new crea-
tion. We do not know who the writer of the
poem was. It is possible it was Paul, but un-
likely. Probably the writer was an unknown
Jewish Christian, who took various qualities
of Sophia and applied them to Christ in his
relation to the cosmos. In its original form the
hymn probably envisaged a disruption in cos-
mic harmony, and saw Christ as the divine
agent in creation but now also the divine agent
in reconciliation, restoring harmony to the
cosmos.

The line that describes Christ as the image
of God is influenced by the wisdom literature
rather than the Genesis literature where Adam
is the image of God. The word eikon is used
in conjunction with the phrase ‘the firstborn
of creation’, taking us back to the Proverbs
text where Sophia claimed that she was the
first of Yahweh’s works. ‘Firstborn of crea-
tion’ is used not to indicate temporal priority,
but priority of rank and the guarantee of a fu-
ture harvest, as it were. In Greek the word for
firstborn is prototokos. The word was em-
ployed frequently in the Greek Old Testament
to indicate not simply temporal priority but
sovereignty of rank. Thus Christ, as the
firstborn of creation, guarantees all future crea-
tion and as the firstborn from the dead, he guar-
antees the resurrection of all believers. Accord-
ing to Col 1:15-16, therefore, Christ is sover-
eign over creation, first within creation, and
the divine agent of creation. His role in re-
demption is paralleled with the theme of crea-
tion. The praise of Christ’s supremacy over
the church as his body matches the praise of
his supremacy over the realm of creation.
When Christ is called the beginning, the term
‘firstborn from the dead’ signifies that it is his
position in the new creation that is intended.
He is to be pre-eminent in everything in the
new creation on account of his resurrection

from the dead. As the pre-existent agent of
creation and the one in whom the fullness of
God dwells, he spans the distance between
God and the world of humanity, just as Sophia
spans the distance between the creator and the
world of humankind. The Old Testament
Sophia and the New Testament Christ are the
manifestations of the divine in the world of
humans.

While many more New Testament passages
are influenced by the wisdom literature, the
final one I want to look at is the Prologue to
the Gospel of John.

The Prologue reads:

1:1 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. What has come into being 4 in him
was life, and the life was the light of all
people. 5 The light shines in the darkness,
and the darkness did not overcome it. 6

There was a man sent from God, whose
name was John. 7 He came as a witness to
testify to the light, so that all might believe
through him. 8 He himself was not the light,
but he came to testify to the light. 9 The
true light, which enlightens everyone, was
coming into the world. 10 He was in the
world, and the world came into being
through him; yet the world did not know
him. 11 He came to what was his own, and
his own people did not accept him. 12 But
to all who received him, who believed in
his name, he gave power to become chil-
dren of God, 13 who were born, not of blood
or of the will of the flesh or of the will of
humankind, but of God. 14 And the Word
became flesh and lived among us, and we
have seen his glory, the glory as of a fa-
ther’s only son, full of grace and truth. 15

(John testified to him and cried out, ‘This
was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes
after me ranks ahead of me because he was
before me.’‘) 16 From his fullness we have
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all received, grace upon grace. 17 The law
indeed was given through Moses; grace
and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18 No
one has ever seen God. It is God the only
Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who
has made him known.

In the fourth Gospel the masculine Greek
term logos, meaning the word, has replaced
the feminine term, wisdom, or Sophia. In the
ancient world the Logos was considered to be
the principle of reason pervading the entire
cosmos and it was thought of as a male princi-
ple. Yet, while wisdom became subsumed into
the Logos, the self-same categories used of
Sophia are applied to Christ. One reason for
the masculine logos is to fit the male histori-
cal Jesus, although there is no sound theologi-
cal reason for doing so. The concept of wis-
dom is a theological one and need not have
been shifted to suit the historical male Jesus.
At the same time, however, the Gospel writer
uses categories of wisdom even as he speaks
of Jesus as the logos, that is, the word.

Thus in the Prologue Jesus comes forth
from God and all things came into being
through him. We have seen that this is Sophia’s
role in Proverbs. In Baruch, Israel is warned
to walk towards the shining of Sophia’s light,
or she will be given to the Gentiles. In the Pro-
logue Jesus is described as the light who has
come into the world, but is rejected by his own
people. He is described as having tented
among his own. In Sirach, the Creator com-
mands Sophia to pitch her tent among the peo-
ple of Israel. In the Prologue to John Jesus is
described as the one who has the Father’s glory
and makes it manifest to human beings. In the
Wisdom of Solomon it is Sophia who is a pure
emanation of the glory of God. As Raymond
Brown, the noted Johannine scholar, says,

In the Old Testament presentation of Wisdom,
there are good parallels for almost every detail
of the Prologue’s description of the
Word…Jesus is divine Wisdom, pre-existent,
but now come among [people] to teach them
and give them life.14

The wisdom themes continue in the rest of

the Gospel. In the Old Testament Sophia is
the one who teaches people of the things that
are above, she utters truth, she gives instruc-
tions as to what pleases God, and she leads
people to life and immortality. In the Fourth
Gospel these are the functions of Jesus as the
one who reveals the Father, the one who is the
way, the truth and the life. Sophia uses sym-
bols of bread, water and wine, and invites peo-
ple to eat and drink. Jesus uses these symbols
for his revelation, but those who eat and drink
of Sophia’s bread and wine hunger and thirst
for more, whereas those who partake of Jesus’
food and drink never hunger or thirst again.
Sophia’s disciples are referred to as her chil-
dren or her friends. In John’s gospel the disci-
ples of Jesus are called his children or his
friends.

While ‘word of God’ is the preferred term
for Jesus in John’s Gospel, it need not con-
tinue to carry its ancient masculine overtones.
There is a connection between word and wis-
dom made also in the wisdom literature. In the
Wisdom of Solomon 9:1-4 Solomon addresses
God thus:

O God…who..made all things by your word
And by your wisdom ..formed humankind,

…………………………………………..
Give me the wisdom who sits by your throne.

It is the nature of biblical poetry that the
first line is synonymous with the second line.
Thus in these two lines ‘wisdom’ and ‘word’
are equated. It is through God’s word or wis-
dom that all things are created. Again in Sirach
24 wisdom tells us that she ‘came forth from
the mouth of the most high’, imagery that
evokes the concept of ‘word’. By the usage of
both terms, word and wisdom, in parallelism,
the gender borders disintegrate or deconstruct.

There are numerous other places in the
New Testament where Jesus is equated with
Wisdom. He is couched in wisdom terms in
particular in Romans, Corinthians and the
Gospel of Matthew, but the examples are too
numerous to deal with here. Enough has been
said to show that when the New Testament
writers sought categories to describe the eter-
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nal word of God become incarnate on earth in
the person of Jesus, they found appropriate
categories in Sophia. In conclusion therefore,
I would now like to draw out the significance
of the wisdom texts I have been dealing with
and sum up the way in which God is presented
as Wisdom, both in the New and Old Testa-
ments.

Conclusion

In the great wisdom poems I have explored,
Sophia is much more than a simple literary
personification of an attribute of God. As
Elizabeth Johnson says,

Sophia is a female personification of God’s own
being in creative and saving involvement with
the world. The chief reason for arriving at this
interpretation is the functional equivalence be-
tween the deeds of Sophia and those of the bib-
lical God. What she does is already portrayed
elsewhere in the Scriptures as the field of ac-
tion of Israel’s God under the revered, unpro-
nounceable name (YHWH), Adonai, the Lord.15

What, then, do the personification texts tell
us about the nature of God and why is specifi-
cally the personification of God’s wisdom that
is revelatory?

First, they can call our attention to the ex-
istence of a significant body of biblical texts
which depict God in female imagery. These
texts are not small isolated verses but whole
chapters of biblical books and indeed complete
books of the bible. To ignore these books and
conceive of God in solely male imagery is tan-
tamount to denying an important aspect of the
revelation of the nature of the divine. These
texts from the ancient world offer us feminine
imagery of God which is not confined to moth-
ering and nurturing roles. Sophia is creator,
saviour, scientist, organizer, and philosopher.
The breadth of her descriptions means that we
have access to a body of sacred texts which
present God in female imagery that is not
stereo-typical, but traverses gender barriers.

Second, it seems to me that the question of
why it is specifically God’s wisdom that is

personified and revelatory is tied to the con-
nection the texts have with creation theology.
Von Rad was not wrong in his connection with
wisdom and the order in creation, although he
did not go far enough. It is specifically wis-
dom that is personified because it is in the
realm of the created world that God’s wisdom
is at work and is to be made known to human-
kind. In the English translations of John’s
Gospel we are told that the Word came to what
was his own and his own people did not ac-
cept him. In Greek the text indicates that the
Word came to his own home. We often talk of
the word made flesh and think rightly in terms
of the second person of the Trinity becoming
incarnate and thereby taking on board all that
makes us human, yet how often do we think of
the world as a place where God feels at home
precisely because it has been made by God?

Often these personification texts come in
the deutero-canonical literature. Not all Chris-
tian traditions include these books in their
canon of Scripture and those that do often
marginalize these texts through neglect. It is
in these books, and in particular in the Wis-
dom of Solomon, that the feminine image of
God, Sophia, is most clearly expressed. The
books are revelatory of the nature of God but
also of the nature of all creation as the home
of God. It is vital that the books take a central
place in our consciousness if we are not to lose
sight of what they tell us of the nature of God
and the world.

My final point is that it is appropriate that
poetry, the highest form of language, should
be the vehicle for the texts about Sophia.
Through the poems Sophia calls for a response
from those she addresses. To answer her call
is to answer the invitation of the God she re-
veals. Later Christian writers, in the light of
Jesus Christ, drew theological implications
from these texts that were at one and the same
time cognizant of her divine status and yet for-
getful or even contemptuous of the feminine
imagery. As such, they replaced her with the
Logos, male principle of reason. Because of
the equivalence made in the wisdom literature
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between word and wisdom, both terms can be
read inclusively.

There is an ambiguity in the Sophia texts
which means that she stands up to no clear-cut
definition. Perhaps that is why she comes to
us in poetry. At times she refers to God as her
creator, at other times she is begotten of God
and yet again she is present with God at crea-
tion. There are texts where she is to be found
by those who seek her and in other texts, such
as Job 28, only God knows the way to her.
She dwells in the highest heavens, yet she
pitches her tent in Israel. When all the texts
are explored, our analysis completed and our
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