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In this volume, Katharine J. Dell o�ers a guide to the nature and char-

acter of the Book of Proverbs. She explores its key messages and major 

theological themes, notably God as creator and Wisdom as mediator, 

standing at the center of a profound theological relationship between 

God and humanity. Dell provides an overview of scholarly evaluations 

of these writings, which explore its literary forms, subdivisions, con-

tent, purpose, and social contexts. Summarizing important modern 

debates, she also examines the intertextual and canonical relationship 

of Proverbs to other biblical books, the a�erlife of Proverbs in wisdom 

material from the Apocrypha, Qumran, and the New Testament, and 

the place of Proverbs in the history of interpretation. Her book will help 

readers to understand the nature and character of the Book of Proverbs. 

It also enables them to assess its key messages and to see its wider con-

text within the canon of scripture and its relevance within the history of 

interpretation.

Katharine J. Dell is Professor of Old Testament Literature and �eology 

in the Faculty of Divinity at the University of Cambridge and Fellow in 

Divinity at St. Catharine’s College, University of Cambridge. An inter-

nationally recognized expert on the wisdom books of the Old Testament, 

she is the author of volumes on Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes and 

recently editor of �e Cambridge Companion to Biblical Wisdom 

Literature (Cambridge University Press, 2022) and �e Biblical World 

(Routledge, 2021).
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�is series aims to remedy the de�ciency of available published material 

on the theological concerns of the Old Testament books. Here, special-

ists explore the theological richness of a given book at greater length 

than is usually possible in the introductions to commentaries or as part 

of other Old Testament theologies. �ey are also able to investigate the 

theological themes and issues of their chosen books without being tied 

to a commentary format or to a thematic structure provided from else-

where. When complete, the series will cover all the Old Testament writ-

ings and will thus provide an attractive, and timely, range of short texts 

around which courses can be developed.
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Some years ago, Cambridge University Press, under the editorship 

of James D. G. Dunn, initiated a series entitled New Testament 

�eology. �e �rst volumes appeared in 1991, and the series was 

brought to completion in 2003. For whatever reason, a compan-

ion series that would focus on the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible 

was never planned or executed. �e present series, Old Testament 

�eology, is intended to rectify this need.

�e reasons for publishing Old Testament �eology are not, 

however, con�ned solely to a desire to match New Testament 

�eology. Instead, the reasons delineated by Dunn that justi�ed 

the publication of New Testament �eology continue to hold true 

for Old Testament �eology. �ese include, among other things, 

the facts that (1) given faculty and curricular structures in many 

schools, the theological study of individual Old Testament writ-

ings is o�en spotty at best; (2) most exegetical approaches (and 

commentaries) proceed verse by verse such that theological inter-

ests are in competition with, if not completely eclipsed by, other 

important issues, whether historical, grammatical, or literary; and 

(3) commentaries o�en con�ne their discussion of a book’s the-

ology to just a few pages in the introduction. �e dearth of mate-

rials focused exclusively on a particular book’s theology may be 

seen as a result of factors like these; or, perhaps, it is the cause of 
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such factors. Regardless, as Dunn concluded, without adequate 

theological resources, there is little incentive for teachers or stu-

dents to engage the theology of speci�c books; they must be con-

tent with what are mostly general overviews. Perhaps the most 

serious problem resulting from all this is that students are at a 

disadvantage, even incapacitated, when it comes to the matter of 

integrating their study of the Bible with other courses in religion 

and theology. �ere is, therefore, an urgent need for a series to 

bridge the gap between the too-slim theological précis and the 

too-full commentary where theological concerns are lost among 

many others.

All of these factors commend the publication of Old Testament 

�eology now, just as they did for New Testament �eology more 

than two decades ago. Like its sister series, Old Testament �eology 

is a place where Old Testament scholars can write at greater length 

on the theology of individual biblical books and may do so without 

being tied to the linear, verse-by-verse format of the commentary 

genre or a thematic structure of some sort imposed on the text from 

outside. Each volume in the series seeks to describe the  biblical 

book’s theology as well as to engage the book theologically – that 

is, each volume intends to do theology through and with the 

 biblical book under discussion, as well as delineate the theology 

contained within it. Among other things, theological engagement 

with the composition includes paying attention to its contribution 

to the canon and appraising its in�uence on and reception by later 

communities of faith. In these ways, Old Testament �eology seeks 

to emulate its New Testament counterpart.

In the intervening years since New Testament �eology was 

�rst conceived, however, developments have taken place in the 

�eld that provide still further reasons for the existence of Old 

Testament �eology; these have an impact on how the series is 
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envisioned and implemented and also serve to distinguish it, 

however slightly, from its companion series. �ree developments 

in particular are noteworthy:

1. �e present hermeneutical climate, o�en identi�ed (rightly 

or wrongly) as “postmodern,” is rife with possibility and 

potential for new ways of theologizing about scripture and 

its constituent parts. �eologizing in this new climate will of 

necessity look (and be) di�erent from how it has ever looked 

(or been) before.

2. �e ethos change in the study of religion, broadly, and in bib-

lical studies in particular. No longer are the leading scholars 

in the �eld only Christian clergy, whether Catholic priests 

or mainline Protestant ministers. Jewish scholars and schol-

ars of other Christian traditions are every bit as prominent, 

as are scholars of non- or even  anti-confessional stripe. In 

short, now is a time when “Old Testament �eology” must 

be conducted without the bene�ts of many of the old con-

sensuses and certainties, even the most basic ones relating 

to epistemological framework and agreed-upon interpreta-

tive communities along with their respective traditions.

3. Finally, recent years have witnessed a long-overdue rap-

prochement among biblical scholars, ethicists, and systematic 

theologians. Interdisciplinary studies between these groups 

are now regularly published, thus furthering and facilitat-

ing the need for books that make the theology of scripture 

widely available for diverse publics.

In brief, the time is ripe for a series of books that will engage the 

theology of speci�c books of the Old Testament in a new climate 

for a new day. �e result will not be programmatic, settled, or alto-

gether certain. Despite that – or, in some ways, because of that – it 
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is hoped that Old Testament �eology will contain highly useful 

volumes that are ideally poised to make signi�cant contributions 

on a number of fronts including (a) the ongoing discussion of 

biblical theology in confessional and nonconfessional mode as 

well as in postmodern and canonical contexts, (b) the theologi-

cal exchange between Old Testament scholars and those working 

in cognate and disparate disciplines, and (c) the always-pressing 

task of introducing students to the theology of the discrete canon-

ical unit: the biblical books themselves.

Brent A. Strawn

D. Moody Smith Distinguished Professor of Old Testament 

and Professor of Law, Duke Divinity School and Duke 

University School of Law

Stephen B. Chapman

Associate Professor of Old Testament, Duke University

Patrick D. Miller†

Princeton �eological Seminary, Emeritus
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Preface

My thanks go to Brent A. Strawn and Patrick D. Miller† for the 

original invitation – now also to Stephen B. Chapman, who has 

since joined the board – to write this contribution to the Old 

Testament �eology series for Cambridge University Press. �is 

volume is somewhat overdue, but hopefully it will have been 

worth the wait! I apologize to the editors and to the Press for 

the delay, though further delays happened a�er my submission 

that were beyond my control. It has been a pleasure to revisit the 

Book of Proverbs and to pull together ideas, old and new. I am 

grateful to the University of Cambridge for a period of sabbatical 

that has enabled me to bring this book to completion and for the 

many opportunities along the way for shorter pieces of work that 

have contributed to this greater whole. I am particularly grateful 

to my three recent Ph.D. students who have worked on Proverbs 

and kept my thoughts alive, refreshed, and challenged: Suzanna 

Millar, Arthur Keefer, and Nicholas Widdows. I also thank Emily 

Page whom I understand o�ered helpful support to the editors. 

My thanks go to my family to whom this book is dedicated, and 

I make a special mention of my cat, Tabitha, who sat on my knee 

for much of the writing process.
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