
607 606 INTRODUCTION TO THE HEBREW BIBLE

The deuterocanonical books that make the greatest theological difference between 
the Catholic Old Testament and the Protestant and Hebrew Bibles are the wisdom 
books of  Ben Sira and the Wisdom of  Solomon. These books greatly increase the 
prominence of  wisdom literature in the Catholic Bible, and this material is congenial 
to the traditional Catholic interest in natural theology. The Wisdom of  Solomon is 
indebted to Greek philosophy in a way that distinguishes it from all other books of  the 
Old Testament. It is also the only book of  the Old Testament that professes a belief  
in the immortality of  the soul, an idea that would have enormous importance in the 
history of  the Christian West.

THE WISDOM OF BEN SIRA (ECCLESIASTICUS)

The book of  Ben Sira was written in Hebrew, in Jerusalem, in the first quarter of  the 
second century b.c.e. It was well known in Judaism, and is the only book of  the Apocrypha 
that is cited in rabbinic tradition. It was not included in the canon of  Hebrew Scriptures, 
however. Its exclusion may be partly due to its late date, but the book of  Daniel, which 
was included, is later. The obvious difference between the two books is that Daniel is 
pseudonymous—it supposedly contains the revelations given to Daniel in the Babylonian 
exile. Ben Sira, in contrast, is known by his own name. That he was known to be a latter-
day writer, rather than anything in the content of  his book, is likely to have prevented his 
inclusion in the Scriptures.

Ben Sira (Sirach in Greek) is identified in a preface written by his grandson, who 
translated the book into Greek. The grandson tells us that he arrived in Egypt in the 
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Ben Sira and the Wisdom of Solomon.
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Fragments of  six medieval manuscripts 
were recovered from the Cairo Geniza in 
the late nineteenth century. These cover 
most of  chapters 3–16 and fragments of  
chapters 18–36. Much older fragments 
were found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
Some of  these are very small fragments, 
but the poem in 51:13-20 is included in 
the Psalms Scroll from Qumran Cave 11. 
Finally, twenty-six leather fragments were 
found at Masada, the stronghold by the 
Dead Sea where the Jewish revolutionaries 
made their last stand against the Romans 
in 73 c.e. These fragments contain much 
of  chapters 39–44. In all, about 68 percent 
of  the book is now available in Hebrew. 
The full text is preserved in Greek, Latin, 
and Syriac. The book enjoyed considerable 
popularity in Christianity, so that it 
became known as “the church book,” Liber 
Ecclesiasticus.

As was the case in Proverbs, literary 
structure is difficult to discern in Ben Sira. 
The book is divided roughly in two by 
the great hymn to Wisdom in chapter 24. 
Much of  the first half  of  the book is taken 
up with practical instructions, punctuated 
by poetic passages in praise of  wisdom. 
The second half  of  the book contains 
longer, more theological reflections. The 
instructional part of  the book is brought 
to conclusion with hymns to the Creator 
in 39:12-35 and 42:15—43:33. The 

“Praise of  the Fathers,” a long poem in praise of  biblical heroes, follows as a kind of  
epilogue (chaps. 44–50). The book concludes with two poems in chapter 51.

Ben Sira on Women
The practical instruction, found mainly but not exclusively in the first half  of  the 
book, deals with matters familiar from ancient wisdom instructions: honor of  parents, 
friendship, treatment of  children and slaves, and so on. The most controversial part of  
this instruction is Ben Sira’s view of  women. The sage extols the virtues of  the good wife 
in Sir 26:1-4, 13-18, in a manner similar to Proverbs 31. Admittedly, her virtues are 
assessed from the husband’s point of  view. She is praised for silence and modesty. There 

thirty-eighth year of  Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II, or 132 b.c.e. The translation was done 
some time later. According to the grandson, Ben Sira (whom he calls “my grandfather 
Jesus”) had devoted himself  to reading the Law and the Prophets, and the other 
books of  the ancestors. The notice is important, as it shows that the Law and the 
Prophets were recognized canonical categories at this time. The other writings of  the 
ancestors, however, constituted an open-ended category, and Ben Sira’s book resembled 
them in kind. 

The book is not fully preserved in Hebrew. Some Hebrew citations in the Talmud were 
always known, but in modern times several fragments of  the Hebrew text have come to light. 

M e d i t e r r a n e a n  S e a

Sparta

Jerusalem
Philadelphia (Amman)
Antioch (Jerash)

Damascus

Uruk

CYPRUS
CRETE

RHODES

EGYPT

Sardis

Pergamum

Ephesus
Miletus

Halicarnassus

Phaselis

Side
Tarsus

Samaria
Joppa

Gaza

Petra

Aradus

Sidon
Tyre

GREECE

Tigris R.

Euphrates R.

Nile R. 

BACTRIA

GEDROSIA

PARTHIA

Thebes

Oxyrhyncus

Ecbatana

Susa

Ctesiphon

Nippur
Babylon

Palmyra

Alexandria

BABYLONIA

Seleucia
Nehardea
Pumbeditha

Dura-
Europus

Antioch

Elephantine

Panopolis

Memphis
Heliopolis

Heracleopolis

Sicyon

Delphi
Piraeus

Corinth

Seleucid Empire

Ptolemaic Empire

City with Jewish population

0 200 km

0 200 miles

Caspian
Sea

P
ersian

 G
u

lfR
ed Sea

The Ptolemaic and Seleucid Empires c. 240 b.c.


