
Radiant and Unfading
A Catholic Journey Through the Book of Wisdom

Session 4: A Life Measured by Virtue
Wisdom 3:10-4:20  •  90 minutes  •  Leader Edition

Part 1: Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview
Discovery Aim: Participants discover that God measures a life by a different rule than the world does: the 
undefiled childless woman and the faithful eunuch are blessed, a blameless life is ripe old age, and a young life 
perfected in a short time has fulfilled long years.

Catholic Touchstone: The Church's teaching that both Matrimony and virginity for the Kingdom come from 
the Lord (CCC 1620), that spouses without children can have a conjugal life full of meaning (CCC 1654; cf. CCC 
2379), and the witness of saints who died young, all stand on the ground this passage clears.

What You Need to Know
Tonight's text is pastoral dynamite, so know what you are carrying. In the world of the Old Testament, three 
verdicts felt absolute: children were the measure of blessing, barrenness was a mark of shame, and long life 
was the reward of the righteous. Whole chapters of Genesis turn on the agony of the childless. Now watch what 
this author does. Blessed is the barren woman who is undefiled; blessed the eunuch whose hands have done no 
lawless deed; better than this, the brood of the ungodly, is childlessness with virtue, for in the memory of 
virtue is immortality (3:13-4:2). And then the third rail: old age is not honored for length of time, nor measured 
by number of years, but understanding is gray hair for men, and a blameless life is ripe old age; being 
perfected in a short time, he fulfilled long years (4:8-9, 13). Every metric the ancient world used to keep score, 
fertility, longevity, legacy, is picked up, examined, and recalibrated against a single standard: virtue, a life 
whose measure is friendship with God.

Your room will contain people these verses were written for. The single person tired of being asked when they 
will find someone. The couple carrying infertility in silence. The person grieving a sibling or friend who died at 
twenty-four. The one discerning religious life against a family's puzzlement. Do not aim the passage at anyone; 
read it clearly and let it find its addresses. Wisdom is doing for life-metrics what chapter 3 did for death: 
exposing the verdicts of appearance and replacing them with the verdicts of God.

Two discoveries anchor the session. First, 3:14's blessing on the faithful eunuch, promised a place of great 
delight in the temple of the Lord, all but footnotes Isaiah 56:3-5, where God promises eunuchs who keep his 
covenant a monument and a name better than sons and daughters. Your group finds Isaiah live, and the find 
matters doctrinally: Wisdom's most countercultural teaching tonight stands on the Hebrew canon's own 
ground. Second, 4:10-14 describes an unnamed man who pleased God, was loved by him, and was taken up 
while living among sinners, lest evil change his understanding. The group hunts him down in Genesis 5 and 
finds Enoch, who walked with God, and he was not, for God took him. The author is doing inspired exegesis of 
Genesis in front of us, and the payoff is tender: when the righteous die young, Wisdom's instinct is not that God 
forgot them but that they were ready.
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Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment
Roots. The blessing on the faithful eunuch rests on Isaiah 56:3-5, tonight's first discovery. The barren 
woman blessed reverses the long agony of Sarah (Gen 16), Rachel (Gen 30:1), and Hannah (1 Sam 1), 
and stands beside Isaiah 54:1, sing, O barren one. Enoch is Genesis 5:21-24, the second discovery, and 
behind him stands Elijah, also taken (2 Kings 2). Psalm 127's children as a heritage from the LORD 
remains true; Wisdom does not revoke the blessing of children, it refuses to make them the only 
currency of a meaningful life.

Fulfillment. Jesus takes up this passage's trajectory in person: there are eunuchs who have made 
themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven (Mt 19:12), and he himself, unmarried 
and childless by the world's count, dies at about thirty-three with the most fruitful life ever lived. St. 
Paul wishes that all were as he himself is, celibate for undivided devotion to the Lord, while 
honoring marriage (1 Cor 7:7-8, 32-35). The Ethiopian eunuch of Acts 8:26-39 walks straight out of 
Isaiah 56's promise and into baptism, reading Isaiah in his chariot as he comes. And at the 
resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage (Mt 22:30). The Church hears in this a 
preview: virginity for the kingdom anticipates the age to come (CCC 1619).

Voices of the Church

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

St. Ambrose  •  De Virginibus, Book I, to his sister Marcellina (4th century)

Preaching to the consecrated virgins of Milan, St. Ambrose taught that virginity offered to Christ is not 
useless or isolated but spiritually fruitful for others: the virgin's life becomes an offering to God and a 
benefit to the whole Church. He honored marriage as good precisely so that celibacy could be seen as a free 
gift rather than an escape, the same both-and this passage teaches: blessed the mother, and blessed the 
barren, if virtue is the measure.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

St. John Paul II  •  General Audiences on continence for the kingdom, Theology of the Body 73-86 (March to  
July 1982)

St. John Paul II taught that celibacy for the kingdom, the state Jesus describes in Matthew 19:12, does not 
devalue marriage but anticipates the resurrection, when they neither marry nor are given in marriage. 
The celibate person becomes a living sign that the deepest human longing is for God himself, the marriage 
of the Lamb toward which every earthly marriage points. Both vocations, he insisted, spring from the 
same nuptial meaning of the body and honor each other.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

St. Thérèse of Lisieux  •  Last Conversations, 17 July 1897 (d. 1897, age 24)

Dying of tuberculosis at twenty-four, hidden in a Carmelite cloister, childless, unpublished, and unknown 
to the world, St. Thérèse confided that she felt her mission was about to begin, her mission to make God 
loved as she loved him, to spend her heaven doing good on earth. The world's metrics gave her nothing; 
the Church now counts her a Doctor of the Church. Being perfected in a short time, she fulfilled long years.
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Catechism Connection

CATECHISM CONNECTION

CCC 1618-1620. Christ is the center of all Christian life; virginity for the sake of the kingdom is an 
unfolding of baptismal grace and a sign that the Church's true Bridegroom is Christ. Both the 
sacrament of Matrimony and virginity for the kingdom of God come from the Lord himself.

CCC 1654 and 2379. Spouses to whom God has not granted children can nevertheless have a 
conjugal life full of meaning, in both human and Christian terms, and their marriage can radiate 
a fruitfulness of charity, of hospitality, and of sacrifice (CCC 1654). The Catechism also teaches 
that physical sterility is not an absolute evil, and it calls spouses who suffer infertility to unite 
themselves to the Lord's Cross and to give expression to their generosity in service of others (CCC 
2379). Leaders may add the pastoral conclusion in their own voice: such spouses are no less 
married and no less blessed.

Thread Watch

THREAD WATCH • LEADER ONLY

Thread 2, The Righteous Man on Trial. The world's verdicts on the childless and the young dead 
are tonight's exhibits, and 4:16-20 previews the reversal: the righteous man who has died will 
condemn the ungodly who are living. Tease chapter 5 hard as you close: next session the 
courtroom doors open, the wicked take the stand, and this study's first act reaches its verdict.

Thread 4, Death's Genealogy. Develops: if immortality is real (Session 3), then the length of a life stops 
being its measure. Enoch is the thread's gentlest data point: taken early not as punishment but as 
welcome.

Thread 1, The Face of Wisdom. Nearly silent tonight; do not force it. If someone notices that 4:1's 
memory of virtue is immortal echoes 1:15, affirm the catch and move on.

Thread 3, The Missing Book. Quietly strengthened tonight without a word from you: the session's 
boldest teaching rests on Isaiah 56, undisputed Hebrew canon. Wisdom keeps turning out to agree with 
the Scriptures everyone accepts. Bank it for Session 14.

Session Goals
1. Read the world's three ancient metrics, fertility, longevity, legacy, and watch the text recalibrate each 

against virtue.

2. Lead the group to discover Isaiah 56:3-5 behind the blessing of the eunuch.

3. Lead the group to identify Enoch in Genesis 5 as the unnamed man of 4:10-14.

4. Present the Church's both-and on marriage and celibacy through the steelman moment, without 
polemic.

5. Let the passage minister to the single, the childless, and the grieving without singling anyone out.
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Time Note (90 minutes)
Welcome and opening prayer, 8 minutes. Win questions, 12. Build on 3:10-19 with the Isaiah discovery, 22. 
Build on 4:1-9, 12. Build on 4:10-15 with the Enoch discovery, 15. Build on 4:16-20 and the chapter 5 tease, 5. 
Steelman moment, 8. Send and Live It, 6. Closing prayer, 2.

If you are running long, cut in this order: first drop Question 6 (fold 4:3-6 into the transition), then 
drop the Dig Deeper (The dry tree watered, on the Ethiopian eunuch). Do not cut either discovery or 
the steelman moment.
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Part 2: Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer
Leader prays aloud, all respond Amen.

Father, you do not see as man sees; you look on the heart. Tonight, take out of our hands the measures of 
success the world gave us and the crueler ones we wrote ourselves. Teach us your arithmetic, in which the 
faithful barren are blessed, the young dead are complete, and a blameless life is ripe old age. And if anyone 
here is carrying one of tonight's sorrows, let your word find them gently. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Win: Opening Questions

1. By what metrics does our culture measure a successful life? Name the actual numbers people track, out loud 
or secretly.

2. Have you ever known someone who died young whose life nevertheless felt strangely complete? If it feels 
right to share, what made it feel that way?

Transition: Last week we learned how God sees the death of the righteous. Tonight the author turns to how God 
measures the life of the righteous, and he walks straight at the three measures of success his world treated as 
absolute: children, long life, and legacy. What he says about them was countercultural then and is 
countercultural now, just in different directions.

Build: Wisdom 3:13-19, The Blessed Barren
Have someone read Wisdom 3:10-19 aloud. Acknowledge briefly that verses 10-12 finish chapter 2's business with 
the ungodly; the new teaching begins at verse 13.

3. In the ancient world, what did childlessness mean for a woman, and what did being a eunuch mean for a 
man? Now read verses 13 and 14 again. How radical is the word blessed here?

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Childlessness meant shame, suspicion of divine displeasure, and no one to carry your name; think of 
Rachel's cry, give me children, or I shall die (Gen 30:1). Deuteronomy 23:1 barred from the assembly of the 
Lord any man whose testicles were crushed or whose male organ was cut off, the castrated court official's 
condition. So the eunuch was read as shut out of the assembly and cut off from any posterity. Wisdom 
pronounces over both the word Scripture reserves for the favored of God: blessed. Not pitied, not consoled, 
blessed, on one condition that has nothing to do with biology: undefiled, faithful, no lawless deed. The 
measure has been changed in front of us.

4. Live discovery. Verse 14 promises the faithful eunuch a special favor and a place of great delight in the 
temple of the Lord. One of the great prophets makes a promise astonishingly close in substance: house, 
walls, monument, and a name better than sons and daughters. Find it in Isaiah, in the mid-50s chapters.

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Isaiah 56:3-5, in summary: let not the eunuch say, Behold, I am a dry tree; to the eunuchs who keep my 
sabbaths and hold fast my covenant, I will give in my house and within my walls a monument and a name 
better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name which shall not be cut off. Wisdom 
3:14 is practically a footnote to this text. Notice what that means: tonight's most countercultural teaching 
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is not a late Greek novelty; it stands squarely on Isaiah, a book in every Bible in this room.

Leader: Mark the apologetic weight without belaboring it.

Build: Wisdom 4:1-9, The New Arithmetic
Have someone read Wisdom 4:1-9 aloud.

5. 4:1: better than this is childlessness with virtue, for in the memory of virtue is immortality. What kind of 
fruitfulness is the author pointing to? Is he against children?

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

He is not against children; Scripture never revokes Psalm 127, children are a heritage from the LORD. He is 
against making biology the only fruitfulness. Virtue is presented as generative: it is known by God and by 
men, it is imitated, it wears the crown (4:1-2). A life can be fruitful through witness, prayer, sacrifice, 
spiritual fatherhood and motherhood. Every catechist, godparent, mentor, and praying friend in this room 
is somebody's proof.

6. Verses 3 to 6 give the dark mirror image: the prolific brood of the ungodly that takes no root. What is the 
author doing by setting these two portraits side by side?

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

He is separating quantity from blessing. The dark mirror is specific: these are the children of unlawful 
unions (3:16-19; 4:6), a brood rooted in defiance of God. Whatever grows from that soil is a forest of 
shallow trees; one life rooted in virtue outlasts them all. The contrast completes the recalibration: neither 
childlessness nor abundance of children settles anything by itself. The root system is the whole question. 
The target is ungodliness and the illusion that fertility proves blessing, never the children, who bear no 
guilt for their parents and no lesser dignity (Ezek 18:20, the chapter this study opened in Session 1; CCC 
1700-1702). The soil is the parents' choice; every child in it is fully a person made in God's image.

Leader: Guard this as you say it; the room may hold children of such unions.

7. Verses 8 and 9 redefine old age: not honored for length of time, nor measured by number of years, 
but understanding is gray hair for men, and a blameless life is ripe old age. How would your 
view of a successful life change if holiness mattered more than living a long time?

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Then a twenty-five-year-old of deep prayer might be the elder in the room, and a bitter eighty-year-old 
might still be a child. It cuts both ways and it flatters no one: the young cannot plead youth, and the old 
cannot coast on years. It also quietly dignifies every hidden life in the group; no one needs decades, titles, 
or platforms to be, in God's ledger, full of years.

Build: Wisdom 4:10-15, The Man Perfected in a Short Time
Have someone read Wisdom 4:10-15 aloud.

8. Live discovery. Verses 10 to 14 describe a specific man from Genesis without naming him: he pleased God, 
was loved by him, was taken up while living among sinners, lest evil change his understanding. Find him 
in Genesis 5. He is easy to miss; everyone around him merely dies.
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ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Enoch, Genesis 5:21-24; the portrait is painted in Enoch's colors (Gen 5:24 LXX: he was well-pleasing to 
God, and he was taken). The chapter is a drumbeat of and he died, eight times, until Enoch: he walked 
with God, and he was not, for God took him. He lived 365 years, brief next to the nine-hundred-year 
lifespans around him, a brevity Wisdom's author reads as tenderness (4:13). Many ancients also heard 
365, the number of the solar year, as a sign of completeness. Wisdom reads the shortness as tenderness: 
taken up lest evil change his understanding, being perfected in a short time, he fulfilled long years. When 
the righteous die young, Wisdom's instinct is not that God forgot them but that they were ready. 

Leader: Handle this gently; for someone grieving it can be balm or salt depending on how it is offered. Offer it as 
the text's hope, never as an explanation you impose on their loss.

9. 4:15 adds that the peoples saw this and did not understand. Why does the world consistently misread the 
early death of the good? What does it misread it as?

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

As waste, as tragedy without remainder, sometimes even as evidence against God. The world reads lives 
left to right, so an early ending ruins the story. Wisdom reads lives from God's side, where the question is 
not how long but how complete. St. Thérèse of Lisieux died at twenty-four, hidden and unknown to the 
world, and is now a Doctor of the Church; the peoples saw and did not understand, and then, eventually, 
they did.

Transition to close the Build: read 4:16-20 aloud yourself. The righteous man who has died will condemn the 
ungodly who are living. The courtroom doors are creaking open. Next session, the wicked take the stand, and 
everything since chapter 1 comes to verdict.

A Question Worth Facing
Present this at full strength before answering.

A Protestant friend, reading tonight's passage, pushes back: “Careful. Scripture calls children a blessing and 
barrenness a sorrow from Genesis onward; be fruitful and multiply is the Bible's first command. And I know 
where celibacy talk ends up: a required celibate priesthood, when Paul explicitly warns against those who 
forbid marriage (1 Tim 4:3) and says a bishop should be the husband of one wife (1 Tim 3:2). Peter himself was 
married. And read the passage closely: even on your reading, it blesses fidelity in involuntary childlessness. It 
says nothing about vowing celibacy on purpose. Exalting the childless and the celibate sounds less like the 
Bible and more like the medieval Church.”

Respond from the text: Take the strong parts first, because they are strong. Children are a blessing; 
the Church marries people at her altars, calls the family the domestic church, and never rescinds 
Genesis. And yes, St. Peter was married (Mk 1:30), and clerical celibacy in the Latin rite is a 
discipline, not a dogma; Eastern Catholic churches ordain married men in full communion with 
Rome. As for husband of one wife (1 Tim 3:2), it has traditionally been read as excluding polygamists 
and, in the older discipline, men who remarried; on any reading it commands fidelity, not marriage. 
It does not command marriage; otherwise Paul himself, and the Lord, would be disqualified, and 1 
Cor 7 could not commend celibacy. Now the text. It was not the medieval Church but Isaiah 56 and 
Wisdom 3 that first blessed the faithful eunuch. And it was Jesus himself who praised those who 
have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom, adding, he who is able to receive this, 
let him receive it (Mt 19:12), gift, not law. St. Paul, the same Paul of 1 Timothy, wishes all could share 
his celibacy for undivided devotion to the Lord (1 Cor 7:7-8, 32-35). And grant the close reading too: 
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the eunuch of Wisdom 3:14 did not choose his condition. But watch the trajectory. Isaiah 56 blesses 
the involuntary eunuch who keeps covenant; Wisdom 3 and 4 make virtue, not offspring, the 
measure; then Jesus speaks of those who make themselves eunuchs for the kingdom (Mt 19:12), and 
Paul commends chosen celibacy for undivided devotion (1 Cor 7). The voluntary vocation begins at 
Matthew 19:12, standing on the ground these older texts cleared. And 1 Tim 4:3 condemns those who 
forbid marriage, a false asceticism that treats the body and marriage as evil; the Church condemns 
that error too, in the same breath that she blesses both vocations. The Catholic position is not 
marriage or celibacy but marriage and celibacy, each a gift, each honoring the other. Here, well 
before Bethlehem, is the seed of the both-and the Church would later teach.

DIG DEEPER

The dry tree watered. Trace the arc: Deuteronomy 23:1 shuts out of the assembly the man whose sexual 
organs have been crushed or cut off, the eunuch's condition. Isaiah 56 promises him a name better than 
sons and daughters. Wisdom 3:14 calls him blessed. And in Acts 8:26-39 an Ethiopian eunuch rides home 
from Jerusalem reading Isaiah, meets Philip, and becomes the first individually portrayed African convert 
in Acts (the Pentecost crowd already included Egypt and Cyrene, Acts 2:10), a court official whom Acts 
leaves us to place somewhere along the spectrum from God-fearer to proselyte to Gentile. The man the old 
law kept outside the assembly comes home inside the promise. God keeps his promises with interest.

Send: Closing Questions

10. Which measure of success has the deepest hold on you: family and children, length of life, or 
being remembered? What would it mean to let God reshape the way you judge your own life?

11. Who in your life is living a hidden, uncounted faithfulness the world's metrics miss entirely? What would it 
look like to honor them this week?

Live It This Week
• Read ahead, slowly. Read Wisdom 5 with a pencil. It is a courtroom scene; mark who is speaking, and 

notice what tense they speak in.

• Rewrite one measure. Take the measure of success with the deepest hold on you and write a 
single sentence stating God's measure in its place. Put it where you will see it daily.

• Honor a hidden life. Write, call, or visit one person whose quiet faithfulness the world does not count, 
and tell them specifically what you see.

• Pray for vocations, all of them. Once this week, pray for someone discerning religious life or 
priesthood, for a married couple you know, and for a single or childless person carrying that quietly, by 
name if you can.

Closing Prayer
Father, you measured your Son's life not in years but in love, and his short years were enough to save the 
world. Take from us the false measures that torment us. Bless the mothers and fathers among us, bless the 
single and the childless among us, bless our beloved dead; may they be found perfected in a short time, and 
write all our names in the only ledger that lasts. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Memory Verse
“Being perfected in a short time, he fulfilled long years; for his soul was pleasing to the Lord.”  
(Wisdom 4:13-14a)
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Part 3: Leader Reference Card

Every passage used or referenced in Session 4, grouped by role.

Primary Text

• Wisdom 3:10-4:20 (read in movements: 3:10-19, 4:1-9, 4:10-15, 4:16-20)

Discovery Passages (found live by the group)

• Isaiah 56:3-5 (the eunuch's name better than sons and daughters)

• Genesis 5:21-24 (Enoch, who walked with God)

Supporting References (leader's pocket)

• Genesis 30:1 (Rachel's cry); 1 Samuel 1 (Hannah); Isaiah 54:1 (sing, O barren one)

• Deuteronomy 23:1 (the old exclusion of the sexually mutilated man, traditionally read of the eunuch)

• Psalm 127:3 (children a heritage from the LORD)

• 2 Kings 2 (Elijah taken up, Enoch's companion in the pattern)

• Matthew 19:12 (eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom)

• Matthew 22:30 (in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage)

• 1 Corinthians 7:7-8, 32-35 (celibacy for undivided devotion)

• Acts 8:26-39 (the Ethiopian eunuch; Dig Deeper)

• Mark 1:30; 1 Timothy 3:2; 1 Timothy 4:3 (the steelman's texts, answered in place)

Catechism

• CCC 1618-1620 (marriage and virginity for the kingdom both from the Lord)

• CCC 1654 and 2379 (the fruitfulness of spouses without children)

Voices of the Church

• St. Ambrose, De Virginibus, Book I

• St. John Paul II, General Audiences on continence for the kingdom (Theology of the Body 73-86, March to 
July 1982)

• St. Thérèse of Lisieux, Last Conversations (17 July 1897)

Memory Verse

• Wisdom 4:13-14a
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