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affection and her attractiveness as spouse.,,49 Thematic parallels to Lady Wisdom 
could be gathered if we scan the range of Mesopotamian religious texts as Kayatz did 
the Egyptian. Compare "This goddess, right counsel is hers"so with "Mine are coun­
sel and good sense, I am understanding, power is mine" (Prov. 8: 14); or "In their 
assembly her utterance is noble, surpassing,,51 with Provo 8:6. 

Similar criticism can be levelled against Othmar Keel's attempt to locate the 
background of Wisdom's playing before Yahweh (Prov. 8:30f.) in the motif of 
MaCat's playing before Re.52 He adduces many examples of playing in Egyptian 
iconography, but none of this in any way identifies Lady Wisdom with MaCat, es­
pecially since MaCat herself is never shown playing before a god. One example Keel 
musters is a scene from Dendera (ca. 100 CE!) in which we see a boy playing a 
sistrum before Hathor, with MaCat sitting behind him. This may indicate a "Verbin­
dung" between MaCat and "playing,,,53 but it does not show MaCat playing. Keel, 
like Kayatz, has created a parallel from bits and pieces from here and there. 

None of the suggested parallels, even when genuine, establish the MaCat ho­
mology, but an untendentious comparison does yield a conclusion: Lady Wisdom 
does not speak or behave much like MaCat; she is therefore probably not modeJled 
on her. 

The Egyptian connection does, however, seem to be strongest, with distinct 
parallels (some brought by Kayatz) to be found in cliches and tropes, such as the 
declaration of mutual love,54 the pre-existence of a personified abstraction, the 
motif Of a beloved child playing before her divine father, as well as the focus on 
the time of creation-qedem mipCala(y)w in Provo 8:22. In Egyptian cosmology, 
the "first time"-the moment of creation-is paradigmatic for all time. 

A hypothesis worthy of further examination is that texts about Isis had special 
influence on the shaping of Lady Wisdom. Texts of Isis-worship provide a more 
likely vehicle for transmission of concepts, themes, and formulae than do, e.g., the 
Coffin Texts that Kayatz emphasizes. Isis was mistress of the House of Life (the 
library and scriptorium joined to large temples). She was renowned in ancient 
Egypt and throughout the Greco-Roman world for her wisdom and might. Isis is 
the consummately wise goddess: 

(Jeh bin) Isis, die goulich ist durch die Formeln meines Mundes und durch die Weisheit 
meines Herzens, die mein Valer, der Gott, mir gegeben hal55 

49. Benjamin R. Fosler, Before the Muses (Bethesda, Md., 19,93), 491-99; cf. 90 I. Norden, Agnos­
lOS Theos, 207-20, mustered several Babylonian and Egyptian parallels to show the Oriental back­
ground of the "soteriologischer Redetypus" in which qw �E�l�~�l� is extended by participle or relative 
clauses. 

50. Ibid., 66. 
51. Ibid. 
52. Othmar Keel, Die Weisheit 'spiel/' vor COli (Freiburg, 1974). 
53. Ibid., 59 and Abb. 33. 
54. " I love him who loves me" (Prov. 8: 17; cf. vV. 20f., 34) and, e.g., "Isis loves him who loves 

her" (Kayatz, 98-102). As far as I can tell , MaCat herself does not say anything similar. Note, also, that 
the formula is used in 2 Sam. 19:7a, a passage which shows no Egyptian or sapiential influences. 

55. pBM III , pI. 64; quoted from LA II, 192. 
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Isis speaks in her aretalogies much as Lady Wisdom does in hers. Compare the 
following lines of the great aretalogy from Cyme56 with Proverbs 8: 

(3a) I, Isis , am the ruler of all lands, 
(311) and I was educated by Hermes. 

(4) I set down laws for men and legislated that which no one can alt er. 
(5) I am the eldest daughter of Kronos .. . . 

(16) I have made justice powerful. . . 
(28) I have made justice more powerful than gold and silver. 

In 12-15 she grandly recounts her work as creator. Parallels in the Metternich 
Stele are quoted above. 

Unlike Isis, Lady Wisdom is not lawgiver or creator. She is present but passive 
in both activities: by her kings rule and potentates makes laws (Prov. 8: 15f.). She 
was with God when he created the world (27-31) . She did not create or empower 
justice, but she speaks truth, and she is righteous, and she possesses justice (vv. 6-
8, 18, 20) . She performs her work not by magic but by affecting men's hearts. 

The main problem with locating Lady Wisdom's background in Isis traditions 
is the time gap. The aretalogies, the only texts presenting a cluster of correspon­
dences and not just isolated parallels, are first attested in the first century B.C. E. 

Hellenized Isis worship, to be sure , is earlier. The incorporation of Isis in Greek 
worship in Egypt begins in the fourth century, but the spread of Hellenistic Isis 
veneration belongs to the mid-third century and beyond. Isis becomes the domi­
nant divinity in the late third century and second cenlllry B.C.E.

57 This time-frame 
seems too late for even the latest redaction of Proverbs. Finding antecedents for 
individual features in native Egyptian religion cannot bridge the gap, because the 
aretalogies are first attested in the Roman period , and because direct influence 
from native Egyptian religious sources is extremely unlikely, especially in the 
Hellenistic period. Greek is far more likely to have been the mode of transmission. 
The hypothesis may still be valid but requires assuming the existence of unattested 
forerunners of the Greek aretalogies . 

If this background could be confirmed, it would not necessarily mean that Lady 
Wisdom is an Isis figure, but only that Hellenistic Isis-texts were the major (and 
perhaps indirect) source of notions about how a wise goddess would speak and 
reveal herself to mankind. Indeed, Lady Wisdom may well be an Isis displacement. 
Proverbs 8 would be appropriating formulas from Isis-speeches in order to offer a 
better, and deliberately distinct, substitute. Other mythological traditions too may 
have contributed, directly or indirectly, to the shaping of Lady Wisdom's portrait. 

If we wish to establish the existence of a world-order concept in Israelite 
Wisdom, we must do so independently of Macat. But it is hard to imagine that 
without the crutch of the supposed MaCat parallel scholars would have discerned a 
world-order idea in a proverb such as "Treasures unjustly gained are of no use, but 
righteousness saves from death" (l0:2), merely because it speaks of deed and 

56. Bergman , leh bin Isis, 30 I. For a full textual study, see Richard Harder, Karpokrales von 
Chalkis und die memphilisclw Isispropaganda , APAW, phiL-his!. KI. (1943) , 14 . 

57. The literature is vas!. Stili useful is the survey of the spread of Egyptian cults by T. S. Brady, 
The Reaplion oj Ihe Egypliall CUlls by rhe Greeks, Univ. of Missouri Studies 10, I (1935), chap. 2. 
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effect. 58 These are just assertions of predictability. Nor would evidence for world 
order be detected in an aphorism such as "Where there is no wood, the fire dies 
down , and where there is no slanderer (nirgan) , quarrels subside" (26:20) , just be­
cause it draws an analogy between events in the social and natural domains.59 

Such analogies are always rhetorical tropes; nowhere does a sage discover truths 
about the moral realm by observing the workings of nature . 

Comparative study should make maximal use of the original context of the 
donor side of a parallel in interpreting it, but then avoid transferring too much of 
that context to the presumed receptor culture.60 The Israelites (or their Canaanite 
predecessors) could draw on Egyptian Wisdom- not necessarily aware of its ori­
gins-without importing the entirety of the genre or even its most basic axioms. 
The Israelite sages could not have undertaken a survey of Egyptian texts of all 
genres and extracted a highly abstract, philosophical idea such as the world order 
and made that the basis of their own philosophy. The sages of Israel were not 
Egyptologists . 

58. Gese, Lehre, 34, who lists Provo 10:2, 4, 15, 30; II :21; 12: 11, 14; J 3:25 as examples that show 
that "auf Schritt und Tritt begegnet uns die Lehre von der Entsprechung von Tat und Folge, eben der 
Entsprechung, die der Agypter durch die Geltung der Maat garantiert sah" (ibid.). 

59. See Gese , Lehre, 33- 38. WUrthwein, Weisheit iigyptens, 8-9, makes the same argument. 
60. Thi s differs from the "holistic" principle that Talmon advocates: "[TJhe 'holi stic ' approach always 

should be given preference over the 'atomistic .' The abstraction of a concept, an aspect of society, cult 
or literature from its wider framework, and its contemplation in isolation, more often than not will re­
sult in distortion; its intrinsic meaning ultimately is dec ided by the context, and therefore may vary from 
one setting to another"; Shemaryahu Talmon, "The 'Comparative' Method ' in. Biblical lnterpretation­
Principles and Problems," VTS 29 ( 1978), 320-56, at 56). This is true so far as it goes , but if Ta lmon 
means that only entireties can be compared, the rule is mistaken. Genres , ideas, motifs , and the like can 
transfer in iso lation . While naturally gaining new significances in the process, they are nevertheless 

true homologic parallels. 
A good analogy to this process is Edward FitzGerald's translation-rewriting of the Rubaiyat of Omar 

Khayyam. In this form the Rubatyat had considerable influence in Victorian England and did succeed in 
conveying some of Omar's ideas, yet it transmitted little of the astronomical or Sufic context that was 
so important to the author. The analogy can be pushed further, s ince the original Rubaiyat incorporated 
earlier verses , while FitzGerald added lines and phrases from other Persian poems. 


