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UNDERSTANDING WISDOM IN THE OLD TESTAMENT: WITH AN ANALYSIS OF 
LADY WISDOM AND DAME FOLLY 

As one approachs the Old Testament in search for wisdom, one is met with several challenges, 

one being our language and another being our culture. While core theological truths are easily 

understood as they span culture and time, it is also true that an understanding of both the 

language and the culture of the Bible allow for a greater and deeper understanding of those 

truths. This is apparent when one searches for biblical wisdom. 

There is no doubt that the ancient Israelites lived in an open environment, and they 

learned from those around them, including politics, language, culture, literature, and even 

worship.1 It is no less apparent that Israel stood out against her neighbors theologically and 

philosophically. Because of these philosophical and theological differences, much must be 

understood in order to come to any usable definition of “biblical wisdom.”  

To develop this usable definition, then, the author of this work will attempt to appropriate 

an understanding of biblical wisdom by first examining the range of lexical terms behind the 

different words associated with wisdom, and then examine the primary term, hm'k.x'; here lies a 

discussion on language. Afterward, the author will move to the theological distinctions of 

Hebrew wisdom as it relates to covenant ideology; here lies a discussion on culture.2 In contrast 

                                                
1 Craig G. Bartholomew and Ryan P. O’Dowd, Old Testament Wisdom Literature: A Theological 

Introduction (IVP Academic, 2011), 33. 

2 The challenges of language and culture will both be met in this work. First, by studying the different 
terms associated with wisdom (especially hm'k.x'), we will triumph over the linguistic hurdle. Second, by looking at 
the idea of fearing the LORD, we will also look into the cultural differences between Israel and her neighbors and in 
the process come to a better realization of the cultural norms of ancient Israel – thus triumphing over the culture 
hurdle.  
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to “wisdom,” a short analysis of the lexical meanings behind the different words for folly will be 

given, as folly is antithetical to wisdom throughout the Scriptures. This then will lead into a 

discussion of the negative theological distinctions of folly in light of the positive theological 

distinctions of wisdom. 

As a follow up exercise, this author will analyze both Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly in 

light of the above stated research. This analysis will be rendered by first discovering the 

appearances of both Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly in Scripture – including those references 

where Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly are realized (Proverbs 31 for the first and the 

Strange/Foreign Woman passages for the latter) – and from these extracting the characteristics of 

the two (positive characteristics for the first and negative characteristics for the latter). 

In the end, the aim of this work is to present a more clear biblical understanding of true 

wisdom by way of positive characteristics of wisdom as contrasted to the negative (antithetical) 

characteristics of folly. The analysis of Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly, then, represent more 

applicative examples of biblical wisdom to our modern lives. 

 

Understanding Wisdom and Its Antithesis, Folly 

The very idea that one can “understand wisdom” is in itself a difficult statement. Indeed, in order 

to understand wisdom one must be “wise to understanding”! Each of these words, “wise,” 

“understanding,” and even “knowledge” and so forth, are in themselves terms associated with 

wisdom, as will be seen shortly. The attempt here will be first to appropriate a range of terms 

associated with wisdom in order to contrast these with their antitheses in the words associated 

with folly, an idea in direct contrast to “wisdom” in several places throughout the Scriptures.  
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There is much to be gained from this search, and much wisdom to be obtained. To begin, 

let the reader notice the wisdom terminology. 

 

Terms associated with “wisdom” in the Old Testament 

When the reader approaches the biblical text in search for wisdom, he at first will notice 

that there exists a rather large range of semantic terms associated with the idea of wisdom, 

though not necessarily translated as such. Wahlen gives his reader a breakdown of these terms, 

exemplified in Proverbs 1:1-7, as cognitive, rhetorical, and moral terminology.3 Associated with 

cognitive wisdom, one will find the words "wisdom" (hm'k.x'), "instruction" (rs'Wm), 

"understanding" (hn"yBi), "shrewdness" (hm'r>['), "knowledge" (t[;D;''), "skill" (hl'WBx.T;), 

"prudence" (hM'zIm.), and "fear of the LORD" (hw"hy> ta;r>yI). As rhetorical terminology the reader 

is offered "saying" (lv'm'), "figure" (hc'ylim.), and "riddle" (hd'yxi). Finally, the moral terminology 

associated with biblical wisdom is "righteousness" (qd,c,), "justice" (jP'v.mi), and "equity" 

~yrIv'yme). To work beyond Wahlen’s scope of Proverbs 1:1-7, additional terms associated with 

biblical wisdom can be found, including “counsel” (hc'[e; e.g., Prov 8:14), “sound wisdom” 

(hY"viWT; e.g., Prov 8:14), “understanding” (lk,f,; e.g., 1Chron 22:12), and “wise” (~k'x'); perhaps 

these terms could be added to the cognitive terminology mentioned above.  

                                                
3 Clinton Wahlen, “Wisdom, Greek,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings 

(InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 844. 
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Of all of the words associated with biblical wisdom, as mentioned above, one stands out 

more than the rest as a special use of the “biblical wisdom” idea, hm'k.x'4 – indeed it is used of the 

“gift” of wisdom given to Solomon by God (1Kgs 4:29 [5:9 in MT]). In order to understand this 

special use, though, it is vital first to understand its technical use. 

In the Pentateuch, the term is associated with special skill-sets, including making 

religious garments (Ex 28:3) and spinning goat’s hair (Ex 35:26). Perhaps the gist of the idea can 

be taken from Exodus 35:35 which associates hm'k.x' with engraving, designing, embroidering, 

preparing colored materials, working with fine linen, weaving, and the “craftsmen in all the 

work” (NET). Beyond this, the term is associated with the more general craftsmanship (cf. Ex 

31:3 where hm'k.x' is juxtaposed to understanding, knowledge, and craftsmanship). Outside the 

Pentateuch, in 1 Kings 7:14, the reader will find a man who was filled with “hm'k.x' and 

understanding and skill for doing any work in bronze.” No doubt, this is why so many authors 

associate hm'k.x' with “skill.”5 

Throughout much of the early historical books, this word is associated with the technical, 

cognitive sense of “wisdom,” especially in regards to Solomon. As this is in fact the sense at 

issue, this author wonders how much of this cognitive “wisdom” has to do with technical skill.  

                                                
4 Note that TWOT lists that the word and its cognates occur about three-fifths of the time in Job, Proverbs, 

and Ecclesiastes – the Wisdom Literature. Also note that the word itself occurs more than half of the time in the 
same books. When speaking of biblical wisdom terminology, this is the one representative example to study. 

5 cf. Tremper Longman, “Fear of the Lord,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings 
(InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 201; Alan Millard, “Sages, Schools Education,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: 
Wisdom, Poetry & Writings (InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 704; Daniel J Estes, “Wisdom and Biblical Theology,” 
Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings (InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 854; Jamie Grant, 
“Wisdom and Covenant,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings (InterVarsity Press, June 
2008), 861. 
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One example of Solomon’s hm'k.x' that may have a cognitive “skill” is found in 1 Kings 

5:26 where Solomon was given hm'k.x' by God resulting in a peace between Hiram and Solomon. 

This political skill (this shrewdness, cunning) was then sought by different individuals outside of 

Israel (e.g., queen of Sheba), and it is said that Solomon’s hm'k.x' was greater than the hm'k.x' of 

Egypt or the east (1Kgs 4:30) – giving this word some relevance outside of the community of 

believers.6 Perhaps one way to express the difference between physical, technical skills and 

purely cognitive skills as seen above would be to do as HALOT has done and simply call it 

“shrewdness,”7 as seen not only in this political sense here but also in 1 Kings 2:6 and Isaiah 

10:13; additionally, the prudent woman of 2 Samuel 20:22 quickly cut off the head of a man 

Ht'm'k.x'B. (that is, “in her wisdom”) rather than displeasing the mighty general Joab. Because of 

all of these, Lucas (citing Whybray) suggests life-skill: “the ability of the individual to conduct 

his life in the best possible way and to the best possible effect.”8 

Based on Solomon’s gift and passages like Ecclesiastes 1:16, the reader can understand 

that hm'k.x' is some sort of skill that can be increased. This idea is also seen in the Pentateuchal 

skill-sets from earlier, including the endowment of hm'k.x' (Ex 28:3; Ex 31:3, 6; etc.). From these, 

it appears that this skill of “wisdom” is something that can be gained, but it is also something 

given by God – thus the beginning of a religious context. 

                                                
6 The use of hm'k.x' for non-Israelite wisdom does not pose a problem for the logic of this present argument. 

As will be explained shortly, there is a difference between secular cognitive wisdom used simply in the sense of 
shrewdness (cf., 2 Sam 13-19 where several characters show “shrewdness” in their actions, some negatively) and 
that of a religious sense. As the word had meaning before the Law, that meaning is carried into the period of the 
Law, but a special sense appears – a religious sense – as will be seen shortly. Therefore this argument is not to claim 
religious exclusivity of the sense of the word.  

7 HALOT, s.v. hm'k.x , BibleWorks 6.0.009i (BibleWorks, 2003). 

8 Ernest Lucas, “Wisdom Theology,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings 
(InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 902. 



8 

 

It is in Proverbs 1:1-7 where this idea of a religious life-skill plays out in the wisdom 

sense, as 1:2 expresses the idea that the purpose of the book of Proverbs includes the gaining of 

hm'k.x' and its synonym, “instruction” (rs'Wm). This parallel word rs'Wm is then explained as 

“skillful living” in Verse 3 when used in conjunction with another of the “wisdom” terminology 

(lKef.h; rs:Wm). How is this skillful living carried out? The Proverbs 1 passage continues with 

three adverbial accusatives of manner, describing just how “skillful living” is carried out, 

namely: "righteousness" (qd,c,), "justice" (jP'v.mi), and "equity” (~yrIv'yme) – linking cognitive 

wisdom with a result of moral wisdom. 

If there is just one representative example of wisdom and most of the terms associated 

with it, this Proverbs 1:1-7 passage is it. Besides the ever important 1) learning wisdom and 

moral instruction and 2) receiving moral instruction in skillful living mentioned above, the 

wisdom of Proverbs (according to these opening verses) is meant 3) to impart shrewdness and a 

discerning path and 4) to discern the meaning of a proverbs, parable, sayings of the wise, and 

riddles.  

This short study of the terminology of wisdom is not meant to be exhaustive, but from 

this it should be clear that wisdom in some sense 1) involves a skill, 2) can be increased, and 3) 

can be endowed by God. Also, 4) biblical wisdom9 is meant to guide the receiver into what can 

be labeled as the theme of the book of Proverbs, learning to fear of LORD. This, ultimately, 

makes biblical wisdom a life-skill – learning how to live in conjunction with God’s Word by 

God’s grace. 

                                                
9 This is in contrast to “worldly wisdom” as seen in 1 Kg 5:10 (speaking of Egypt’s wisdom), Is 47:10 

(speaking of Babylon’s wisdom), and Jr. 49:7 (speaking of Edom’s wisdom). As noted previously, hm'k.x' is not 
limited to Israel. What is limited to Israel is its association with the fear of the LORD as will be seen in the next 
section of this paper. 
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Wisdom and its association with the fear of the LORD 

Beyond the “skillfulness” of biblical wisdom is its relationship to the fear of the LORD. 

Found in the combination ~yhiêl{a//yn"doa] /hw"hy> + ta;är>yI/dx;P;, this concept is a fundamental 

theological idea in the book of Proverbs;10 indeed it can be said that this fear of the LORD is 

deeply embedded in the wisdom literature in general.11 One rendering of this phrase is used in 

Proverbs 1:7, directly after the previously mentioned terms, and reads, “Fearing the Lord is the 

beginning of moral knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and instruction.” The positioning as the 

opening phrase of the theme of the book gives great credence to its relationship with “wisdom.” 

In fact, this passage links the phrase directly to wisdom; Proverbs 9:10 does so even more, 

reading, “The beginning of wisdom is to fear the Lord, and acknowledging the Holy One is 

understanding.”  

But how is the exegete to understand “beginning”? This word, tyviarE, can mean 1) what 

comes first, beginning, 2) beginning, starting point, 3) the first and best, or 4) in the context of 

ritual, first-fruit, choicest portion as a tithe.12 Senses #1 and #2 are quite the same, and sense #4 

can be dismissed. This leaves the reader with two options: “beginning” (as the first step in a 

course of action) or “primary thing” (as the principal aspect). While it is not always accurate to 

take a word’s two senses and join them together in a single meaning, one does wonder how the 

poetic nature plays into this. Can Solomon indeed be playing on both senses? If he is not, then 

the first sense appears to be the best option.  

                                                
10 Tremper Longman, “Fear of the Lord,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings 

(InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 201. 

11 Bartholomew and O’Dowd, Old Testament Wisdom Literature, 24. 

12 HALOT, s.v. tyviarE , BibleWorks 6.0.009i (BibleWorks, 2003). 
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Concerning this “beginning,” Longman explains: “It may not be stretching the concept 

too far to think of the beginning of wisdom functioning as a presupposition or preunderstanding. 

It is the first thought that makes all other thoughts fall into place.”13 He then goes on to state that 

the fear of God, by definition, means that there is no true wisdom or knowledge apart from a 

relationship with Yahweh.  

This is not to discount worldly wisdom, wisdom gained through experiencing the world 

around (typically outside of Israel; see previous section), but it is to differentiate from it. Note 

that “fearing God” is found even before the covenant and in different contexts. In Genesis 22:12, 

Abraham fears God in a sense of obedience that brings faith, but obedience not to the covenant 

(which comes afterward) but to the words of God – a covenant. In Exodus 1:17, 21, the 

midwives fear God and are rewarded for this fear; again, there is no true covenant between the 

midwives and God that is made aware, yet they understood the differences between right and 

wrong, acted upon what is right, and rested on the fact that they have done right – no matter the 

consequences (cf. Gen 42:18).  

It is possible that Exodus 9:20-21 explains this deeper with a contrast with non-Israelite 

individuals (Egyptians) who both “fear the word of the LORD” and pulled in their livestock from 

the fields and then those “who did not take the word of the Lord seriously,” and did not obey. 

This rings of the New Testament definition of faith found in Hebrews 11:6, which reads: “Now 

without faith it is impossible to please him, for the one who approaches God must believe that he 

exists and that he rewards those who seek him.” This one passage divides faith into three aspects: 

believing what God said, committing to do what God requires, and trusting in and resting on 

God’s promise. In this sense, even the Egyptians who obeyed (noted above) were in some sort of 

                                                
13 Longman, “Fear of the Lord,” 202. 
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faith “covenant” with God – implying that if they pulled their livestock in then the livestock 

wouldn’t be harmed. In these pre-covenant references, it appears, then, that the presence of the 

fear of God involves an awareness of accountability to God for one’s actions and true fear of His 

retribution; therefore, one should turn aside from evil. 

That being said, this may simply reflect the outside, polytheistic idea of fear not in a 

religious sense but simply fear in and of itself (cf. Ex 9:30 where Pharaoh does not fear). There 

may have been a hint of “doing” simply because they were afraid of what might happen; also, 

there may have been a hint on “not doing” because there was no fear, but this would still imply 

faith on the part of those who did and a lack of faith on the part of those who did not – which 

leads back to the original understanding. 

This fear of the LORD that is the beginning, i.e., some sort of an understanding of 

Yahweh and Yahwism, is primary to understanding the theme and purpose of the Bible as a 

whole. When compared to the world around, these monotheists, while having so many 

similarities, stood out in the crowd of the ancient Near East so much so that Oswalt argues, “The 

single most obvious difference between the thought of the Old Testament and that of Israel’s 

neighbors is monotheism. […] only once in the history of the world has a culture contrived to 

attain and maintain the idea of the absolute unity of deity.”14 Why is this starting point 

important? Bartholomew and O’Dowd argue that “the starting point makes all the difference. 

History demonstrates that every human culture has a tendency to distort and misuse the created 

world […] for its own interests. Genuine wisdom will be found only when we recover God’s 

                                                
14 John N. Oswalt, The Bible Among the Myths: Unique Revelation or Just Ancient Literature? (Zondervan, 

2009), 64. 
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design for his world” (emphasis original).15 Here these authors are referring to a return to the 

creation order before sin and competing belief systems – a return to God Himself. 

This does indeed seem to place the Israelites in a completely different light than those 

outside of the community, as this claim appears to make “true” wisdom exclusivist. To this, 

Estes states, “[A] careful reading of the wisdom books evidences that wisdom functions within 

the same theistic worldview that permeates the rest of the OT.”16 This worldview stands in stark 

contrast with the polytheistic worldview of the ancient Near East in several points, but mainly in 

the idea of a monotheistic, almighty source of all wisdom. Bartholomew and O’Dowd combine 

this monotheistic idea with the fear of the LORD as follows: “[T]he fear of Yahweh [...] is the 

radical nature of Israel's ethical monotheism among her polytheistic neighbors” (emphasis mine). 

They continue, “First, the fear of Yahweh shapes Israel's theory of knowledge (epistemology). 

[...] Second, this ethical monotheism, which believed in a single creator and author of order, 

focused Israel more intently on the one source of all reality.”17 

If this almighty source of all wisdom did indeed interact with the world, and if he did 

create a covenant with a people, then that wisdom can be accessed only by those who embrace 

that covenant – for wisdom is embedded within the covenant.18 J. A. Grant points out that the 

intertextual links with the book of Deuteronomy takes the reader deep into Israel’s covenant 

theology.19 In fact, Grant reminds his reader of the textbook definition of the fear of the LORD 

                                                
15  Bartholomew and O’Dowd, Old Testament Wisdom Literature, 16. 

16 Daniel J Estes, “Wisdom and Biblical Theology,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & 
Writings (InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 854. 

17 Bartholomew and O’Dowd, Old Testament Wisdom Literature, 25-26. 

18 Andrew E. Hill and John H. Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament (3rd ed.; Zondervan, 2009), 447. 

19 Jamie Grant, “Wisdom and Covenant,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings 
(InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 860. 
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that can be seen in Deuteronomy 10:12-13, which reads: “Now, Israel, what does the Lord your 

God require of you except to [fear] him, to obey all his commandments, to love him, to serve 

him with all your mind and being, and to keep the Lord’s commandments and statutes that I am 

giving you today for your own good?” The question here is posed, what does the LORD require 

of you? The answer is to fear the LORD, but how are believers to fear the LORD? Four 

explanations are given: to obey, to love, to serve, and to keep. “Wisdom is thus understood as 

more than simply a pragmatic enterprise; rather, it is the natural and proper outflow of the life 

that has been brought into a loving relationship with Israel’s redeeming and creating God”20 – it 

is a skill-set learned in order to live in the fear of the LORD. 

It is evident, then, that if the fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge and 

wisdom, and if the fear of the LORD is deeply embedded in covenant obedience, then this fear of 

the LORD does stand over and against the wisdom of the ancient Near East – Israel has her own 

brand of wisdom. More importantly, any view of biblical wisdom must also contain an 

understanding of the fear of the LORD, for the two are linked inseparably. 

 

Contrast: Terms associated with “folly” in the Old Testament 

While this author has spent some time attempting to explain biblical wisdom (in order to 

come to a usable definition of biblical wisdom), sometimes something is best understood when 

viewed from its antithesis. Luckily for the Bible student, the parallelism of the biblical text 

shows a large amount of antithesis between “wisdom” and “folly” in their respective terms (e.g., 

Prov 1:7).  

                                                
20 Ryan P. O’Dowd, “Frame Narrative,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings 

(InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 243. 
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Previously in this work the terms associated with wisdom have been noticed, but what are 

the terms associated with folly? There are four Hebrew words traditionally rendered “fool,” 

including lk;s', lb'n", lysiK., and lywIa/. Associated with these terms are their abstract nouns 

rendered “folly,” including ls,K,, hl'b'n>, tWlk.si or tWlk.fi, and tl,W<ai. Additional terms are as 

follows: ytiP. (“simple, gullible”), ble-rs;x] (“mindless”), r[;B; (“senseless”), and #yli 

(“mocker”).21 

Of these words, the two most common are lysiK. and lywIa/. To the first, HALOT suggests 

two possibilities: 1) stupid (in practical things) and 2) insolent (in religion).22 TWOT adds to this 

that the lysiK. is one who is “dull or obstinate […] referring not to mental deficiency, but to a 

propensity to make wrong choices.”23 Occurring all seventy-one times in the Wisdom Literature, 

this word is placed in direct contrast with “wisdom” on several occasions (e.g., Prov 1:22, “fools 

hate knowledge”).  

To be a fool is “a way of life that is enticing to the immature, but can lead to destruction 

and ruin.”24 The “wrong choices” made by the fool go beyond the idea of mistakes (as in 

choosing door number one when the car is behind door number two); in fact, Davies argues that 

he is “morally perverse and resistant to the way of the Lord.”25 Proverbs describes this lysiK. 

                                                
21 Peter Davies, “Folly,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings (InterVarsity Press, 

June 2008), 223. 

22 HALOT, s.v. lysiK. , BibleWorks 6.0.009i (BibleWorks, 2003). 

23 TWOT, s.v. lysiK. , BibleWorks 6.0.009i (BibleWorks, 2003). 

24 Ibid. 

25 Davies, “Dictionary of the Old Testament,” 223. 
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(“fool”) as one who feeds on folly (15:14), is displayed publically as dishonorable (3:35), is a 

grief to his father (17:25), and so much more.  

The second most common term used associated with “folly” in the Wisdom Literature is 

lywIa/. To this term, HALOT adds the rather colloquially strong descriptive: “idiot, fool,” or 

perhaps simply “foolish.”26 BDB determines the lywIa/ to be a “fool (always morally bad),” and 

then continues with his characteristics and explains: “who despises wisdom & discipline […]; 

mocks at guilt […]; is quarrelsome […]; licentious […]; it is folly & useless to instruct him.”27 

This description (based on Scripture) appears to be a little worse than the lysiK. who “hates 

knowledge […]; delights not in understanding […]; it is his sport to do mischief.”28 Even with 

this “slightly stronger” term, Davies states that there is little, if any, differentiation between the 

two.29 What he does point out is that in general the “fool” is contrasted with the “righteous” and 

closely identified with the “wicked.” As a matter of fact, Davies states, “If the fear of Yahweh is 

the fundamental principle of wisdom […], it is the lack of such fear that characterizes the 

fool.”30 

 

 

 

 

                                                
26 HALOT, s.v. lywIa/ , BibleWorks 6.0.009i (BibleWorks, 2003). 

27 BDB, s.v. lywIa/ , BibleWorks 6.0.009i (BibleWorks, 2003). 

28 BDB, s.v. lysiK. , BibleWorks 6.0.009i (BibleWorks, 2003). 

29 Davies, “Folly,” 223.  

30 Ibid. 
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Folly, negatively, as a lack of the fear of the LORD 

As stated directly above, Davies argues that “[i]f the fear of Yahweh is the fundamental 

principle of wisdom […], it is the lack of such fear that characterizes the fool.”31 It is quite 

evident from Scripture that the fear of Yahweh, directly connected with wisdom in Proverbs 1:7 

and many other places, is indeed the fundamental principle of wisdom, and as a direct contrast 

with folly is found throughout Scripture, it is mere deduction that leads to the conclusion that 

folly equals a lack of that fear; following are examples.  

First, this contrast is made clear in Ecclesiastes 10:2, as it states: “A wise person’s good 

sense protects him, but a fool’s lack of sense leaves him vulnerable.” This idea could be more 

directly translated as “a wise man’s heart is at his right hand” (right-hand equals protection), but 

“the heart of a fool is at his left hand” (the wrong hand). Perhaps in common colloquial one 

could say that the fool doesn’t know his left from his right, or at least he doesn’t live as if he did. 

Additionally, a series of contrasts can be found in Proverbs 10-15, where the reader will 

find a greater concentration of antithetical statements involving folly, including 10:1, 8, 14, 21, 

etc. These contrasts are sometimes overt, such as, “The way of a fool is right in his own opinion, 

but the one who listens to advice is wise” (12:15), and sometimes implied, such as, “The one 

who conceals hatred utters lies, and the one who spreads slander is certainly a fool” (10:18). 

It should be noted, though, that there is more than a contrast here. In fact, beginning in 

Proverbs 10 “folly” and “wickedness” are compared. For example, the opening statement in 10:1 

reads: “A wise child makes a father rejoice, but a foolish child is a grief to his mother,” giving a 

strong contrast between the wise and the fool. Continuing with the chapter, the reader will find 

directly afterward not a contrast of the wise and the fool but the righteous and the wicked, and 

                                                
31 Davies, “Folly,” 223. 
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then the diligent worker and the lazy one, and then again the wise but now the shameful. In all, 

one can take away the idea that the wise child is also the righteous, the diligent worker, the 

honest, and more. On the other hand, the foolish child is also the wicked, the sloth, the perverse, 

and so forth. This parallel is made quite clear in 10:23, where the text reads: “Carrying out a 

wicked scheme is enjoyable to a fool.” 

A more direct parallelism is found in Ecclesiastes 7:17, which states: “Do not be 

excessively wicked and do not be a fool.” Still another such parallelism is found in Judges 19:23, 

in the story of Gibeah’s crime, as read: “The man who owned the house went outside and said to 

them, ‘No, my brothers! Don’t do this wicked thing! After all, this man is a guest in my house. 

Don’t do such [an act of folly; taZO*h; hl'îb'N>h;-ta, Wfß[]T;-la;(]” (emphasis added).  

Estes confirms this line of thinking when he speaks of the contrasting paths of wisdom 

and folly, which he affirms as equaling righteousness and equaling wickedness, respectively.32 

He then continues and says, “Wisdom Literature […] teaches that what is wrong is what deviates 

from God’s righteous path. Folly is the failure or refusal to reverence [fear] Yahweh.”33  

This does indeed appear to be the point. Simply stated, the fool is a wicked individual, for 

he fails to and even refuses to fear God – uttering lies and spreading slander (Prov 10:18) and so 

forth. 

Again, as Hess points to the fear of the Yahweh as being the most distinctive element in 

the biblical Wisdom Literature,34 he also points out the association of this fear’s avoiding evil 

(Prov 16:6) – implying that those who do not fear embrace such evil. Job 28:28 also affirms this 

                                                
32 Estes, “Wisdom and Biblical Theology,” 857. 

33 Ibid. 

34 Richard S. Hess, “Wisdom Sources,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings 
(InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 900. 
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when it explains, “The fear of the Lord – that is wisdom, and to turn away from evil is 

understanding.” This distinctive element within Hebrew culture is, again, here associated with 

wisdom but “wickedness” is associated with “foolishness” (as a contrast to “understanding”).  

 

Conclusion to the wise versus the fool 

This idea of a lack of fear then makes the fool not simply a simple-minded individual; 

instead, it makes him truly a wicked person. In their introduction to the Old Testament, Dillard 

and Longman give as the theme for Proverbs “the contrast of the righteous wise and the wicked 

fool.”35 The righteous wise are those that associate themselves with the covenantal fear of the 

LORD, not just in word but also in deed. The contrast is made between these righteous 

individuals and the wicked fools who not only do not embrace this covenant but who openly 

stand against it. 

Perhaps even the best of men can bee seen as both wise and fools. Solomon, who was 

given the gift of wisdom, later turned his back on the pure covenantal relationship with God. 

Even David, who was considered a man after God’s own heart (because of his dedication to the 

covenant), made unwise decisions involving his own children (not punishing evil as prescribed 

within the covenant). Because of the fallen nature of humanity, it is best not to seek an example 

of wisdom or folly from within the human race. Speaking from within the Old Testament culture 

and text, the best possible examples of both wisdom and folly come from Proverbs and are 

known as Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly. An analysis of these two “ladies” will give readers 

applicatory examples of how believers, today, are to carry out their lives within a covenant with 

the living God. 

                                                
35 Raymond B. Dillard and Tremper Longman, An Introduction to the Old Testament (Zondervan, 1994), 

239. 
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An Analysis of Lady Wisdom and Her Antithesis Dame Folly 

Any understanding of biblical wisdom must also include an analysis of at the least Lady 

Wisdom, for she is one who utterly acknowledges all that is wisdom. In the book of Proverbs, 

Lady Wisdom is given eminence by her positioning at the beginning (Prov 1), middle (Prov 8-9), 

and end of the book (Prov 31), and also in the fact that she does not simply stand there – she acts 

out of her wisdom. She calls out to those in the street to join her, and she also lives a complete 

and wholesome life – as evidenced in Proverbs 31. As stated in the last section of this paper, an 

Old Testament, human example of Lady Wisdom (someone who has without any objection lived 

out wisdom to its fullest) cannot be found, but the reader is given an idealized and applicatory 

example to follow. 

That being said, the reader is also shown the exact opposite of Lady Wisdom in the 

person of Dame Folly.36 This “lady” (called Dame Folly, Lady Folly, Woman Folly, or perhaps 

Madam Folly [in a brothel sense?]) is found only in Proverbs 9, but her presence is implied 

throughout the text. 

At this point, a discussion of both Lady Wisdom, including her presence and her 

characteristics, and Dame Folly, including also her presence and characteristics, will ensue. It 

will be understood that these two envelope a biblical understanding of wisdom and its antithesis, 

and therefore this contrast will bring the reader to a better understanding of how biblical wisdom 

is not only played out in the Scriptures but should be played out in our modern lives today. 

 

 

                                                
36 I borrow this terminology from Bartholomew and O’Dowd, Old Testament Wisdom Literature. 
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Appearances of Lady Wisdom throughout the text 

An understanding of the appearances of Lady Wisdom must be understood within the 

context of the Biblical text. While the theme of wisdom stretches throughout the Biblical text, 

Lady Wisdom (wisdom personified) appears only within Proverbs. 

Within Proverbs one will find main texts and subtexts. The main texts come from within 

Proverbs 1-9, specifically chapters 1, 3, 4, 7, 8, and 9. 

Beginning in Proverbs 1:20, Lady Wisdom is calling for people to listen to her. This idea 

carries through as a warning, and although 2:1 begins the speech of one other than Lady 

Wisdom, the if-then scenario compliments Lady Wisdom’s call as it reflects the previous passage 

of 1:2ff, for the very first part of the apodosis reads, “then you will understand how to fear the 

Lord” (2:5). The comparison can be made that if you heed Wisdom’s warning then you will 

understand how to fear God. 

This is not the only place Lady Wisdom appears at the beginning of Proverbs. The reader 

is reintroduced to Lady Wisdom once again in 3:13-18, where he will find certain blessings. The 

first verse of this short section reads, “Blessed is the one who finds wisdom, and the one who 

obtains understanding.” Following are a list of the blessings. 

Thirdly, Lady Wisdom is found in an admonition to follow righteousness and avoid 

wickedness in 4:5-9; verse 7 emphasizes the supreme nature of wisdom. Only a bit later one will 

find Lady Wisdom once again calling out, or rather an explanation of her call, in the entirety of 

Chapter 8. This first-person engagement on the part of Lady Wisdom draws on her hearer’s 

attention to “discern wisdom” (8:5). Why? As already stated concerning 2:5, the purpose is to 

learn how to fear the LORD (cf. 8:13).  
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Also, see Proverbs 7:1-4, 5-27; 9:1-6, 13-18; here Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly are 

placed in contrast to each other. These contrasts make up a crucial element of the theme. 

In a realized sense, she is also found in Proverbs 31 – a subtext. Here Lady Wisdom is 

never named, but the description of the virtuous woman of Proverbs 31 does fit the general 

description of Lady Wisdom.  

Perhaps Proverbs 31 can be considered a direct application of Lady Wisdom, or Lady 

Wisdom realized. Whether or not this Proverbs 31 woman was a truly historical person is 

uncertain, and this author tends to argue against this on the basis of the rhetorical question in 

31:10, which asks, “Who can find a wife of noble character?” This question implies that no one 

can find such a woman, but then continues with an idealized version of what that woman would 

look like. Rather than creating hopelessness, though, the lesson to be taken away is that this is 

what a woman of wisdom looks like in the real world; this “perfect woman” is a picture of Lady 

Wisdom.37 

From these texts, both the main texts and the subtexts, enough information about Lady 

Wisdom can be gathered to establish her characteristics. These characteristics go beyond 

application only to women, and indeed, the main texts are addressed to men – as if seeking a 

wife.38 Because of this, it can be implied that the idea that a young man should not merely marry 

a woman of virtue, but that before that even happens he should first marry Wisdom, which is, of 

course, to embed within his own life a deep commitment to the fear of the LORD. 

 

 

                                                
37 Lindsay Wilson, “The Book of Job and the Fear of God,” TynBul 46, no. 1 (1995): 62. 

38 cf. Dillard and Longman, An Introduction to the Old Testament. 
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Characteristics of Lady Wisdom 

Above all, Lady Wisdom appears to be a woman who fears the LORD; this is implied 

directly from wisdom’s connection to fearing God but more importantly in that the beginning, 

middle, and ending passages concerning Lady Wisdom also contain reference to the fear of the 

LORD. This makes our Lady Wisdom to be a godly woman, an example to all. With 

remembrance of Proverbs 2:4’s seeking wisdom like a hidden treasure, Lady Wisdom is said to 

be more precious than jewels; and nothing we desire compares with her (3:15).  

This desire appears to be directly related, throughout the text, with the young man’s 

desire for a good wife, especially in 7:4 where the father says to his son to call Wisdom his 

“sister,” a familiar term in the Song of Songs for declaring one’s love.39 In this instance, Lady 

Wisdom is seen as a Fiancée – a future wife and lover.  

Ultimately, this desire should lead the young man into a marriage with Lady Wisdom, 

and in Proverbs 4:8ff what can be seen as the characteristics of a good wife are seen, namely: 

exalting and honoring the groom, and even to a sense protecting and guarding in 4:6. This 

symbolism is made complete with the placement of a fair garland, a beautiful crown, which 

could be compared to the fragrant bridal garments in Song of Song’s 4:11.40 Of course, the 

realized Lady Wisdom of Proverbs 31 also delivers the picture of a wife. 

As the young man begins his family, Lady Wisdom becomes a mother. Her motherly 

ways are seen not only in Proverbs 31, both in King Lemuel’s mother and in the virtuous 

woman, but also in Proverbs 8:32, where Wisdom says, “So now, children, listen to me; blessed 

are those who keep my ways.”  

                                                
39 cf. Song 4:9, 10, 12; 5:1 

40 John H. Walton, Victor H. Matthews, and Mark W. Chavalas, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: 
Old Testament (IVP Academic, 2000), 562. 
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Beyond the roles of fiancée, wife, and mother, Lady Wisdom acts primarily as a teacher. 

This can be seen all throughout the Lady Wisdom texts, but specifically in 1:20ff. Here Lady 

Wisdom calls out to the men, warning them not to disregard her words and rebuking them. For 

example, in 1:23 she says, “If only you will respond to my rebuke.” What happens if they do 

ignore her rebuke? She states in 1:26, “I myself will laugh when disaster strikes you.” 

Here is discovered less of the “loving” nature of a woman and more sternness. 

Ultimately, though, the fault is that of those who ignore her, for she says, “Because they hated 

moral knowledge, and did not choose to fear the Lord, they did not comply with my advice, they 

spurned all my rebuke. Therefore they will eat from the fruit of their way” (1:29-31). 

Lady Wisdom is then seen as a realization or application of biblical wisdom, and biblical 

wisdom is that idea of entrenching oneself in the fear of the LORD, in the very covenant between 

God and man. In modern times, exegetes could say that biblical wisdom is this idea of allowing 

God’s Word, through God’s grace, to guide them along the path of life. Again, this idea of a life-

skill comes into play. In fact, Archer writes, “Hebrew philosophy […] as formulated in the Old 

Testament was concerned […] with understanding the implications of the revealed will of God 

for the problems and choices of daily life.”41 

Because of this idea of a life-skill, these teachings of Lady Wisdom are of great 

importance, and the symbolism of marriage should be carried through these ideals. The main 

point is that the young man should, marry himself to biblical wisdom while he is young. In fact, 

this marriage to wisdom is an individualistic way of understanding the national marriage 

covenant of Israel to Yahweh. It isn’t enough that the nation is married to God, each individual 

must also find himself in covenant marriage. 

                                                
41 Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction (Moody Publishers, 2007), 440. 
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Now, because of this marriage to the covenant, such ideas are seen as Wisdom guarding 

her husband (1:33), Wisdom offering her spirit to him (1:23), and even Wisdom being called a 

“tree of life” to her man (3:18). As readers of this text, we should see more than a simple 

marriage analogy; instead (to take this to New Testament levels), we should see Lady Wisdom in 

the same sense as we see Christ. Whereas in the New Testament the Church is said to be married 

to Jesus, in the Old Testament the nation was married to Yahweh through the covenant and 

individuals were married to Wisdom through the fear of the LORD, a personal covenant with 

Yahweh. This, of course, does not degrade the marriage of the Church to Christ but in fact raises 

Christ’s position to where it should be – a position of deity as Yahweh. 

This being the case, the contrast with Dame Folly becomes all the more important. While 

Lady Wisdom is spoken of by name more than Dame Folly, the facts discovered about Dame 

Folly are striking.  

 

Contrast: Discovering Dame Folly within the text 

As already noted, Dame Folly appears within the text very little, but her weight is carried 

throughout. In fact, as the antithesis to Lady Wisdom, it could be said that her character is found 

in most biblical proverbs – at least those in antithetical parallelism. Specifically, though, one 

finds Dame Folly in one main text and several subtexts, the main text appearing with Dame Folly 

by name and the subtexts giving a realized expression of her nature. 

This one, main text is found in Proverbs 9:13-18 and is closely associated with Lady 

Wisdom – in direct contrast. This passage begins: “The woman called Folly is brash, she is naive 

and does not know anything.” While this verse has been rather difficult to translate, this 

translation (NET) does well to show the overall nature of the woman. The subtexts containing 
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Dame Folly never name the individual as Folly, but her characteristics match those of Dame 

Folly found here in Proverbs 9.  

Crawford explains these subtexts as directly related to Dame Folly, and continues to 

break them down into two groups: the “strange woman” passages and the “foreign” woman 

passages.42 These are found in 2:16-19; 5:1-14; 6:20-35; 7:1-4, 5-27; 9:1-6, and since the 

characteristics match, the main text of 9:13-18.  

The Strange Woman (hr"z" hV'ai) is first named in 2:16 (so KJV, NASB), and is 

understood as an adulterous woman (cf. 2:16-17). She should not be thought of as a prostitute – 

though compared to one (Prov 6:26) – but one who is leaving her husband to chase after another. 

The Foreign Woman (hY"rIk.n") is also found in 2:16; she is the “loose, alien, foreign” woman. This 

term refers to people who are ethnically alien (e.g., Judg 19:12) and may mean morally alien 

here in Proverbs. Whether morally alien or not, the idea of a “foreign” woman is reminiscent of 

the foreign wives of Solomon who ultimately led him away from pure Yahwistic worship. This, 

surely, is the meaning here. 

 

Characteristics of Dame Folly 

Taking characteristics from the main text and the subtexts, the reader can understand 

Dame Folly as an evil woman – not simple but wicked. Note her personality as described in the 

passages. In Proverbs 2:17, the reader is told that she “leaves the husband from her younger 

days, and forgets her marriage covenant made before God”; she is not committed. Also note that 

she lies in wait for her victims (Prov 9:14-15). This illustrates the evil desire within her heart as 

                                                
42 Sidnie Crawford, “Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly at Qumran,” Faculty Publications, Classics and 

Religious Studies Department (September 1, 1998). 
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she “preys on […] precious life” (Prov 6:26). The fact that she acts like a prostitute (indeed, 

modeled after one?43) might warrant a quick extension of her attributes outside of the Dame 

Folly passages in order to note that the prostitute “lies in wait like a robber, and increases the 

unfaithful among men” (Prov 23:28). 

Her attitude is such that she is brash (Prov 9:13); she is also loud and rebellious (Prov 

7:11). This can be placed in contrast to the New Testament image of a good wife found in 1 Peter 

3:3-5. Generally speaking, Dame Folly is an unstable woman and doesn’t even know it (Prov 

5:6). A part of this instability is her boldness as seen in the seizing and kissing of her prey (Prov 

7:13). Indeed, the exegete is later told in Proverbs 30:20 that an adulterous woman believes that 

she does nothing wrong (cf. Prov 9:13). 

The reader is told that Dame Folly lurks about (Prov 7:12) in the dead of night (Prov 7:8-

9). She flatters with her words (Prov 2:16), and this can be seen in two very clear examples: 

7:13-20 (convincing her prey) and 9:17 (stolen waters are sweet).  

What is more interesting to modern readers, though, is whom she finds as her prey. It is 

clear that she lurks about attempting to pull men in, but whom does she pull in? Proverbs 7:6-7 

describes the young man as naïve, lacking sense; he follows her “like a stag prancing into a 

trapper’s snare” (Prov 7:22). Also, it can be implied that he has rejected the teaching of his 

parents (Prov 6:20, 24), and he has rejected wisdom (Prov 1:25). Also, he has rejected his 

teachers (Prov 5:12-13).  

                                                
43 Duane Garret, “Discourses in Proverbs,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry & Writings 

(InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 105. 
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These characteristics of Dame Folly’s prey reveal important truths about who Dame Folly 

is and how one can avoid her. In essence, she is not as ignorant as one may think.44 In fact, the 

use of her eyes, the words of her lips, and the selection of the potential prey reveal that she has 

some “cunning” in her. Proverbs 7:10 reports that Dame Folly is “wily of heart,” translated as 

“with secret intent.” This cunningness cannot be thought of as biblical wisdom, though, for there 

is one major characteristic about Dame Folly that stands against such a claim – she lacks the fear 

of the LORD. This lack of the fear of God is seen mainly in her adulterous actions but also in the 

direct contrast of Proverbs 9. Note that verse 10 reads: “The beginning of wisdom is to fear the 

Lord, and acknowledging the Holy One is understanding,” but only three verses later “the 

woman called Folly” is introduced. 

The reader is told by Lady Wisdom, herself, that “the fear of the LORD is to hate evil” 

(8:13), but Dame Folly’s “house is the way to the grave, going down to the chambers of death” 

(Prov 7:27). Ultimately, Dame Folly’s sin is against God Himself, as seen by the fact that she 

“forgets her marriage covenant made before God,” or as the NASB translates this, “forgets the 

covenant of her God” (Prov 2:17). In the end, Dame Folly matches well with our previous 

understanding of what Folly is – rejecting the fear of the LORD and rejecting God Himself. 

 

Conclusion to Lady Wisdom/Dame Folly Analaysis 

It has been shown that there exists a link between the concept of biblical wisdom and the 

fear of the LORD. This link is found in several places in Scripture, namely Proverbs 9:10; 1:7; 

and 1:29, but many others as well.  

                                                
44 Allen P. Ross, “Proverbs,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song 

of Songs (ed. Frank E. Gaebelein; Zondervan, 1991), 950. 
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It has also been shown that there exists a direct link between the fear of the LORD and 

the covenant found in the Old Testament. This link dates even prior to the covenant at the time of 

Moses as seen with Abraham and the midwives of Egypt and includes an element of faith and 

obedience, but this link between the two was strengthened with the formal covenant at Sinai. In 

general, this link between the fear of the LORD and the formal covenant is one of obedience, 

love, service, and acceptance based on Deuteronomy 10:12-13.  

Biblical wisdom, then, is also directly linked with the covenant, and can be explained as 

acceptance of that covenant; even for those prior to the covenant but only as an acceptance of the 

Word of God directly to those individuals (such as Abraham and the midwives of Egypt). In a 

single idea, biblical wisdom is a life-skill – a way of living according to the law of God and by 

God’s grace. 

This life-skill is further illuminated when contrasted with folly, which is not seen as 

simple-mindedness but as a wickedness and non-acceptance of the covenant. Here the reader can 

see that the fool turns toward evil instead of away from evil; it is also clear that the fool is one 

who rejects the knowledge of God. 

These ideas are then realized in the personification of both Lady Wisdom and Dame 

Folly. The first is understood throughout Proverbs 1-9, but then again in an applicatory example 

coming from Proverbs 31. The characteristics of wisdom in general are seen in Lady Wisdom, 

namely protection and life. There is an attempt to strip these truths from the simple and naïve, 

those who do not fear the LORD, by Dame Folly. Dame Folly searches the street for these 

individuals in an attempt to pull them away from the covenant – again keeping with the general 

characteristics of “folly” as seen by understanding the concept throughout Scripture, i.e., 

wickedness, laziness, shamefulness, etc. 
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Because of this adulteress, Wisdom calls in the street for the simple and naïve to come to 

her. Notably, the father tells the son to chase after Wisdom as if chasing after a wife. Ultimately, 

this should lead into a type of marriage covenant as seen in Proverbs 4:6. The point here is that 

the young man should align himself to Wisdom as if in a real marriage to Lady Wisdom. This 

aligning of oneself can be understood as an individual covenant between a man and Yahweh, as 

seen in the relationship between wisdom and the fear of the LORD. 

There is some question still as to the validity of any references to Dame Folly in the sense 

of a pagan goddess; in fact, there does seem to be some significance to this claim. This will be 

reviewed in the following section.   

 

Religious Motif: Pure Yahwism vs. Anti-Yahwism? 

The direct connection between Lady Wisdom to the Old Testament covenant stirs an important 

implication concerning her antithesis, namely, if Lady Wisdom stands for all that is good within 

Yahwism (pure Yahwism), then, necessarily, Dame Folly must stand as the antithesis to pure 

Yahwism. As this appears to be the case, is there any evidence for Dame Folly being featured as 

more than a simple ideological antithesis? The answer is that yes, there may be evidence for 

Dame Folly being more than an ideological antithesis, she may be a practical antithesis and 

represent an Ancient Near Eastern goddess – one especially close to Hebrews. 

To understand this theological comparison, it is important first to understand the often-

thought-to-be slight differences between Hebraic and non-Hebraic religious thought. The slight 

differences become major differences when viewed in light of the Hebraic worldview as a whole 

– i.e., Israel’s distinct monotheism.  
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Understanding Lady Wisdom as Pure Yahwism 

 From previous work, it can be understood that Lady Wisdom is indeed linked directly 

with the covenant, but not only is there a link, there is a call for all of the young men of Israel to 

bind themselves to this covenant. In essence, this is a call to pure Yahwism, but this can only be 

understood as such when the culture of the Hebrews is taken into account. 

In order to understand this culture, one should first have an understanding of the 

authorship of Proverbs, specifically Proverbs 1-9 (the Lady Wisdom/Dame Folly discourses 

referred to by Kitchen as Solomon I45). This present author holds the traditional position 

endorsing a Solomonic authorship, though allowing for the possibility of some redaction. This 

possible redaction is not significant and is commonly understood, so the force of the message 

should be understood as Solomonic.  

How this message is significant within the context of pure Yahwism is that the life of 

Solomon stands in contrast to the spirit of the Davidic age. As noted above, David cannot be 

understood as the perfect example of wisdom for mankind, but it can be claimed that he was a 

pure monotheist, holding Yahweh as the one and only true God. This is understood throughout 

the text, but the primary inference for this claim comes from his “perfect heart” (1Kgs 11:4, ~lev' 

bb'le).  

This phrase ~lev' bb'le/ble is connected with either bb'le or ble, and is found only fourteen 

times in the Old Testament. It is translated in the New International Version as “heart fully 

committed,” “heart fully devoted,” etc. The New American Standard Version gives a bit of a 

different feel by adding such phrases as “blameless heart” and “wholeheartedly.” The idea here 

                                                
45 Kenneth Kitchen, “Proverbs 2: Ancient Near Eastern Bacground,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: 

Wisdom, Poetry & Writings (InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 552. 
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as applied to David is simply a heart committed to Yahweh. Indeed, 1 Chronicles 29:19 explains 

“perfect heart” as “to obey [God’s] commands, rules, and regulations” (cf. 2Chron 16:9). 

In contrast, Solomon did not have a perfect heart, as expressed in 1 Kings 11:4. Here the 

text reads, “When Solomon became old, his wives shifted his allegiance to other gods; he was 

not wholeheartedly devoted [‘~lev' AbÜb'l.] to the Lord his God, as his father David had been.”  

This understanding of a perfect heart with reference to exclusive Yahwistic worship can 

be better understood when viewed through the lens of those Hebrew kings who were considered 

“perfect” in heart and those who were not. Concerning those kings who did exemplify a perfect 

heart one finds David (1Kgs 11:4; 15:3), Asa (2Chron 15:17), and Hezekiah (2Kgs 20:3; Is 

38:3). Though these kings had problems, they never in their lives turned from the one true God. 

On the other hand, those Hebrew kings who are specifically named as not having a perfect heart 

were Solomon (1Kgs 11:4), Amaziah (2Chron 25:1-2), and Abijam (1Kgs 15:1-3). Of course, 

many more could be added to the list, but the biblical writers name these three for specific 

reasons.46 Concerning this present study, it should be noted that Solomon is contrasted with 

David. 

It, then, appears quite troublesome that Proverbs 1-9 contains such an emphasis upon a 

fear of the LORD, a pure Yahwism,47 rather than a blurring of the two as is observed in the life 

of Solomon. Perhaps these writings could be understood as the mature thoughts of Solomon. 

                                                
46 It is interesting that both Solomon and Amaziah were considered good kings, to a point. For example, in 

2 Chron 26:2 the reader is told that Amaziah and his son did what was right in the sight of God. The point here isn’t 
necessarily who was good and who was bad, or even who reigned well, but who had a record of having a heart that 
was completely sold out to God – not just at any one point in life but consistently, especially in light of the history of 
Israel as a whole. 

47 There is more than a theoretical link between a “perfect heart” and the “fear of the LORD.” 2Chron 19:8-
9 contains an admonition from Jehoshaphat unto the Levites, priests, etc. that they should fear the LORD with a 
perfect heart, i.e., follow the covenant without ever mixing other religious/cultic practices into it, thus this author’s 
meaning behind Pure Yahwism. 
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After living such a “foolish” life, Solomon instructs his readers in the better ways of skillful-

living within a framework of the fear of the LORD rather than the approach he once took. 

Solomon could never attain a “perfect heart” because he has already, personally, betrayed his 

God, but Solomon could teach those he led astray to correct this in later generations. One can at 

least hope that this is the case. If, perhaps, this reading reflects a later date of 

composition/redaction (as does Solomon II under Hezekiah’s reign), then this can still be 

understood as a call to pure Yahwism as opposed to the blurring of ideas found throughout the 

two kingdoms – especially those of the north began by Jeroboam but also in the south as 

influences converged.  

The emphasis upon this work, the Lady Wisdom/Dame Folly discourses, is once again an 

emphasis upon pure Yahwistic worship. Every Hebrew is called to pure Yahwistic worship, but 

this is not always the case in reality. As evidenced by the life of the author, Solomon, himself, 

many young men are enticed to follow that which they should not, but this should not be the case 

– and Solomon wanted to correct this norm. 

The differences, then, between standard non-Hebraic thought and that of the ideological 

Hebrews can be broken down very simply to the point of monotheism. As stated elsewhere in 

this work, while there were many similarities between Israel and her neighbors, her monotheism 

stood out over and against these similarities.48 The problem found throughout Scripture, 

especially in the histories, is that the Hebrews did not always live out their ideology. In fact, 

from the time of Aaron and the golden calf, there has been a blurring of two major ideas: 

Yahwism and the religion of Israel’s polytheistic neighbors. This syncretism eventually finds a 

home in the northern kingdom, but it is still Yahwistic in nature – just not purely Yahwistic, not 

                                                
48 John N. Oswalt, The Bible Among the Myths: Unique Revelation or Just Ancient Literature? (Zondervan, 

2009), 64. 
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perfect hearted. It appears, then, that Proverbs 1-9 is an attempt to keep this syncretism at bay by 

supplying to the Hebrews the life-skills needed to go beyond the rule of Law, but still within the 

framework of the Law – pure Yahwism. 

 

Understanding Dame Folly, Possibly, as a Canaanite Goddess 

 As mentioned earlier, the antithetical nature of Dame Folly is such that any designation 

of Lady Wisdom to pure Yahwism by nature demands some sort of antithesis to pure Yahwism. 

What better antithesis can there be than that of the syncretistic Canaanite/Israelite religion, 

especially in terms of a Canaanite goddess?  

Take for evidence of a mixture a large storejar from the early 8th century that contains an 

inscription concerning the Northern Kingdom (Israel/Samaria) deity that reads: “I [b]lessed you 

by (or ‘to’) Yahweh of Samaria and by his Asherah”49 – Asherah being commonly known as the 

consort of Ba’al, thus Yahweh is equated with Ba’al. What we find in the “real” Israel is that 

although God had moved his prophets and certain people to call for pure Yahwism, most of the 

people tried to move in a different direction, thus establishing new religious ideas. Because of 

this syncretism, some have attempted to equate Dame Folly with Asherah,50 a well known 

Canaanite deity. 

While the issue of who Asherah is has not yet been settled, we do know that she was 

represented as a tree, pole, or image of wood. “Trees were hewn down, and with their branches 

removed to the sacred places [sic]. In course of time the trees were trimmed into more or less 

                                                
49 William G. Dever, Did God Have A Wife? Archaeology And Folk Religion In Ancient Israel (Wm. B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2005), 162. 

50 Cf. Mark A. Smith, “God male and female in the Old Testament : Yahweh and his ‘Asherah’,” 
Theological Studies 48, no. 2 (June 1, 1987): 337. Smith does not hold this view, but he talks a bit about the view. 
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artistic pillars, or were carved as statues.”51 While notably not the best translation of the word, 

the KJV renders the term hr'vea] as “grove” – a mistranslation based on the LXX and Latin 

Vulgate and probably due to the nature of the “tree” concept.  

Iconography of the Asherah is often shown as a tree of fertility, and therefore a tree of 

life. While Dame Folly is never associated with a tree in the text, her antithesis is called a tree of 

life in Proverbs 3:18. Rather than accepting Lady Wisdom as the Asherah, as some have 

attempted,52 the “tree of life” motif could in fact be an assault on the Asherah, showing instead 

that the acceptance of the Law is in all actuality the tree of life. Although allowing for both 

Wisdom and Folly to derive characteristics from Asherah, Smith speaks of this assault when he 

regards Lady Wisdom a “counteradvertisement to Folly,” citing von Rad.53 

Longman steps a bit beyond this idea of an exact goddess and instead labels Dame Folly 

as a general representation of deities that Israel was tempted to worship, namely Ba’al, Asherah, 

Ishtar, Marduk, Anat, and others.54  Indeed, the inferences from Dame Folly and her realizations 

in the text do point to some sort of Canaanite cult, or mixture of Canaanite and Israelite cultic 

practices. First, as Lady Wisdom calls from the highest point of the city (which Longman 

associates with a temple idea55), so Folly also calls from the highest point of the city (Prov 9:14). 

This cultic association gives rise to some sort of deity. Second, some like Boström (cited in Day) 

                                                
51 P. A. Nobdell, “Old Testament Word-Studies: 8. Idols and Images,” The Old Testament Student 8, no. 8 

(April 1, 1889): 298. 

52 Cf. Dever, Did God Have A Wife?, 199–200. 

53 Smith, “God male and female in the Old Testament,” 48:337. 

54 Tremper Longman, “Woman Wisdom and Woman Folly,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, 
Poetry & Writings (InterVarsity Press, June 2008), 913. 

55 Ibid. 
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attempt to understand Dame Folly as a devotee of Ishtar/Astarte based on sacred prostitution.56 

Third, the sacrifice mentioned in Proverbs 7:14 “probably refers to a ‘fellowship sacrifice,’ from 

Canaanite practices, involving a meal.”57 In addition, concerning 7:26, Waltke states: “The 

imagery is closely related to the Babylonian Ishtar and the Sumerian Inanna, both of whom have 

the double function of being goddesses of love and war.”58 

Thus, this juxtaposition of Lady Wisdom to Dame Folly appears to have some sort of 

significance as a counteradvertisement to local deities. Scott refers to Wisdom as an expression 

of God active in the world, and then continues, “Although we cannot say with certainty, it may 

[…] have functioned […] as an apologetic over against the goddess cults of Canaan.”59 This 

theological counteradvertsiement is certain, but whether or not to a Canaanite goddess is less 

certain. 

 

Understanding Dame Folly, Definitely, as Anti-Yahwism/Anti-Christ 

It is quite evident that Lady Wisdom stood as a counteradvertisement to something, 

specifically Dame Folly, but the true significance of Dame Folly may not necessarily be an 

external goddess. While there is undoubtedly a religious flavor to both Lady Wisdom and Dame 

Folly (as noted above), it may simply be a Yahwism vs. anti-Yahwism flavor rather than looking 

for a specific deity. 

Some strikes against Folly as Asherah can be seen in Day. He states that first, wisdom 

literature generally is remarkably unconcerned with foreign cults, and second, Dame Folly’s 

                                                
56 John Day, Wisdom in Ancient Israel (Cambridge University Press, 1997), 69. 

57 Daniel J. Treier, Proverbs & Ecclesiastes (Brazos Press, 2011), 41. 

58 Bruce K. Waltke, The Book Of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15. (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2004), 385. 

59 Martin Scott, Sophia and the Johannine Jesus (Continuum International Publishing Group, 1992), 79. 
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actions sound more like typical adultery than cultic prostitution.60 To the first, while warnings 

against the foreign woman because of her influence on religion are seen, Day is quite correct in 

that it isn’t necessarily a conversion that is expected but a more deadly syncretistic disease – a 

mixing of the pure with the tainted. To his second point, Day is also correct. The emphasis upon 

adultery rather than prostitution is evident when viewed as a whole. Proverbs does speak of 

avoiding prostitutes, and those passages have been mentioned, but Dame Folly and her 

realizations as the strange and foreign woman are not prostitutes.  

In fact, these same arguments against Folly as Asherah can be extended to other deities as 

well. Those attempted to link Dame Folly with Baal, Marduk, Astarte, etc., must first jump these 

logical hurdles and explain them away. 

Concerning syncretism within Israelite society, Smith explains three examples from 

within material culture: “Some Israelites believed that Yahwism was compatible with devotion to 

Baal. Other Yahwists held a more restricted view that Yahweh was the only god and Asherah 

was his consort. Finally, the Deuteronomistic Historian’s view of matters was even more 

restricted, not allowing even for a devotion to Asherah or to her symbol, the asherah.”61 These 

three can be explained again as 1) allowing for Yahweh and Baal to exist as the same entity 

(normal Canaanite polytheism), 2) allowing for one God named Yahweh who also has a consort 

(a deeper mixture of pure Yahwism with Ba’alism), or 3) pure, biblical Yahwism.  

Because of these three typical beliefs throughout the land, this author tends to argue more 

for a counteradvertisement to anti-Yahwism rather than to a specific cult. Granted, these two 

syncretistic-Yahwistic forms developed more fully at a later date than that of Solomon I’s 

                                                
60 Day, Wisdom in Ancient Israel, 69. 

61 Smith, “God male and female in the Old Testament,” 48:338. 
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writing, but the ideas of mixing religious thought have always been (even today) a serious 

problem. As a matter of fact, as Kings explains the history of Israel, the Israelites did not keep 

the Law or seek Wisdom, and therefore it can properly be said that the result of such adherence 

to Dame Folly within Israelite society was the establishing of these two alternative Yahwistic 

cults.  

 

Conclusion 

Throughout this paper, it has been determined that the difference between wisdom and folly is 

the difference between righteousness and wickedness. Indeed, wisdom is associated directly with 

the fear of the LORD which is in turn directly connected with the Law. Any infraction upon this 

Law can be deemed foolishness. 

Beyond a mere understanding of the difference between wisdom and folly, though, lies 

two women: Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly. It has been shown that these two women correctly 

represent biblical wisdom and biblical folly in that Lady Wisdom is connected with 

righteousness and Dame Folly is connected with wickedness. Indeed, the young Hebrew is told 

to seek after wisdom as if seeking a wife, but at the same time he is urged to avoid marrying 

himself to Folly. 

Some have ascertained that the description of these two women not only speak of 

righteousness and wickedness but of Yahwistic monotheism and pagan polytheism. This I find 

not to be the case. Instead, the difference appears more simply to be between Yahwistic 

monotheism and a blending of polytheistic ideals into Yahwism.  

Beyond this idea, Evangelical Christians (especially those within the covenant 

theological position) view the Old Testament as an important and foundational understanding to 
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the New Testament, therefore, anything that is true within the Old Testament is carried over into 

New Testament theology in some way – often in the form of ultimate fulfillment in Christ (e.g., 

the ultimate sacrifice is Jesus, the ultimate temple is Christ as man, etc.). If this is true, then 

biblical wisdom must also find its place within New Testament thought.  

In the end, Lady Wisdom does in fact act as a representation of Yahweh in feminine 

form. This is not feminism or a seeking after feminist norms within Yahwistic theology; it is 

simply the case seen here. A better explanation of Lady Wisdom to the modern Evangelical 

reader would be a comparison to the person of Christ. As Lady Wisdom, as the very essence of 

the covenant, is the person to whom the Hebrew is to marry himself, so Jesus Christ, the very 

essence of God, is the person to whom Christians are to seek a marriage. In fact, the New 

Testament explains that the Church (those whom have sought the wisdom of God) is the bride of 

Christ.  

Within New Testament theology Christians are told to work out their own salvation with 

fear and trembling (Phil 2:12) – i.e., in the fear of the Lord; this can be connected directly with 

Lady Wisdom herself, as has been done above. Also, Ephesians 4, with its “out with the old and 

in with the new” examples, gives the reader a New Testament representation of the difference of 

foolish thinking (all of the evil ways of man) and wise norms (righteousness, holiness, etc.).  

It isn’t just in New Testament theology where one finds wisdom but also in Christ 

Himself, who is wiser than Solomon (Luke 11:31), contains all the hidden treasures of wisdom 

and knowledge (Col 2:3), and is in fact wisdom Himself (1 Cor 1:30). While more connections 

have been made,62 the deepest connection between Christ and Wisdom is the simple fact of 

whom is sought. Just as Wisdom seeks the simple and the naïve (Prov 1), so Christ seeks the low 

                                                
62 Cf. Longman, “Dictionary of the Old Testament.” 
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and the lost (Mat 5-7). One step further, though, is that when Wisdom/Christ finds the lost, 

Wisdom/Christ brings them true life (Prov 3:18; John 14:6). Let us, each, seek Wisdom and live 

with Christ. 
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