
Radiant and Unfading
A Catholic Journey Through the Book of Wisdom

Session 5: The Verdict Reversed
Wisdom 5  •  90 minutes  •  Leader Edition

Part 1: Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview
Discovery Aim: Participants witness the great reversal: the mockers of chapter 2 take the stand at the 
judgment and recant in anguish, the righteous man stands vindicated among the sons of God, and the Lord 
arms himself with armor St. Paul will one day echo when he tells Christians what to put on.

Catholic Touchstone: The Church teaches that at the judgment, in the presence of Christ who is Truth itself, 
the truth of each person's relationship with God will be laid bare (CCC 1039). Chapter 5 is that teaching in 
dramatic form, written before Bethlehem.

What You Need to Know
Tonight the courtroom of Part I reaches its verdict, and the author's craftsmanship deserves your attention. 
Chapter 2 gave the wicked a confident speech in the future tense: let us lie in wait, let us test him, let us 
condemn him. Chapter 5 gives the same men a second speech, and everything has changed: the tense is past, 
the swagger is gone, and the righteous man they condemned stands before them with great confidence (5:1). 
They speak in repentance and anguish: this is the man whom we once held in derision, we fools; we thought 
his life was madness and his end without honor; why has he been numbered among the sons of God, and why 
is his lot among the saints (5:3-5)? Taunt after taunt of chapter 2 comes back with the polarity reversed. They 
tested his sonship; his sonship is now the verdict of heaven.

Then comes their self-indictment (5:6-14), one of the most haunting passages in the Old Testament. The men 
who crowned themselves with rosebuds now reach for their own images: a shadow, a rumor, a ship that leaves 
no trace in the waves, a bird whose flight leaves no sign in the air, an arrow whose path closes behind it; and 
over their finished speech the narrator adds his own verdict: chaff before the wind (5:14). What has our 
arrogance profited us, and what good has our boasted wealth brought us (5:8)? Note the terrible honesty: the 
text presents their recognition as real and as late. It does not show them saved by it. Handle that soberly and 
without cruelty; the author's purpose is not to gloat over the damned but to move the living, while it is still 
called today (compare 2 Cor 6:2; Heb 3:13).

The chapter, and Part I, then closes with two crescendos. First the righteous: they live for ever, their reward is 
with the Lord, and they receive a glorious crown and a beautiful diadem from the hand of the Lord (5:15-16), 
the same hand that held their souls at 3:1; the hand that kept them now crowns them. Second, the Lord himself 
goes to war: he will take his zeal as his whole armor, righteousness as a breastplate, impartial justice as a 
helmet, holiness as an invincible shield, stern wrath for a sword, and creation itself fights beside him (5:17-23). 
Your group will discover where that armor reappears in the New Testament, and the discovery carries a twist 
better than the parallel itself: in Wisdom, God wears the armor; in Ephesians, God gives it to us.

Be ready on the scholarship, because tonight's steelman moment turns on it. St. Paul's armor in Ephesians 6 
draws on Isaiah 59:16-17, where the Lord puts on righteousness as a breastplate and a helmet of salvation. 
Grant that gladly; it is true. What Isaiah does not have, and Wisdom 5 does, is the governing idea of the whole 
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armor, the panoplia, the complete panoply (Wis 5:17 in the Greek; Eph 6:11 and 6:13), along with the shield and 
the sword that complete the set, and the theme of creation armed as God's ally. Paul, a Greek-speaking Jew 
steeped in the Septuagint, could easily have had both texts in his bloodstream. The claim to make is cumulative 
and honest, and it is a claim about resonance rather than a proven quotation: Ephesians 6 is Isaiah 59 and, 
very plausibly, Wisdom 5 woven together. A number of scholars hear the Wisdom echo; others hear Isaiah 
only. Make the claim in that form, and the weave is still the point.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment
Roots. The vindicated righteous one standing before his astonished judges stands in the tradition of 
the fourth Servant Song: kings shall shut their mouths because of him (Isa 52:13-15), and the exalted 
Servant of Isaiah 53 after his suffering. The divine warrior arming himself is Isaiah 59:16-17, 
tonight's honest companion text. The crown from the Lord's hand recalls the priestly and royal 
crowning imagery of Zechariah 6:11-13 and Psalm 21:3. Chaff before the wind is Psalm 1:4, the fate of 
the wicked from the Psalter's first page.

Fulfillment. Ephesians 6:10-17 is the discovery: put on the whole armor of God, the breastplate of 
righteousness, the shield of faith, the helmet of salvation, the sword of the Spirit. St. Paul had 
already reached for armor language at 1 Thessalonians 5:8, faith and love as breastplate, hope as 
helmet, before Ephesians assembled the whole set. The vindication scene is fulfilled first in Christ, 
condemned by a human court and vindicated in the Resurrection (Acts 2:32-36; Phil 2:9-11, every 
knee shall bow), and promised to his people: the crown of righteousness (2 Tim 4:8), the crown of 
life (Jas 1:12; Rev 2:10). And the Lord's word that whatever is covered will be revealed (Lk 12:2-3) is 
chapter 5's engine: judgment is not new information for God; it is full disclosure for everyone else.

Voices of the Church

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

St. Polycarp of Smyrna  •  as recorded in the Martyrdom of Polycarp, chs. 9-11 (c. AD 155)

Threatened with burning unless he cursed Christ, the aged bishop, a disciple of St. John himself, answered 
that the fire his judges threatened burns for an hour and is soon put out, but they knew nothing of the fire 
of the coming judgment reserved for the ungodly. Eighty-six years, he said, he had served Christ, who had 
never done him wrong. Polycarp stood in the stadium at Smyrna, before the proconsul, already seeing the 
reversed verdict: he knew which verdict was temporary.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

St. Basil the Great  •  Homily 6 on the rich fool, I Will Tear Down My Barns (Destruam horrea mea, PG 31; 
4th century)

Preaching on the rich man of Luke 12, St. Basil pressed into the present tense the very question Wisdom 
5:8 asks, what has our boasted wealth brought us (the pairing of the two texts is this study's own): the 
bread you are holding back belongs to the hungry, the coat in your closet to the naked, the money in your 
vaults to the destitute. Hoarded wealth, he taught, is not merely unshared but unjustly held, and it will not 
survive the judgment. Put in this study's terms: the only wealth that crosses over is the wealth that left 
your hands.
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VOICES OF THE CHURCH

St. Thomas More  •  At his execution, 1535

Convicted under the Treason Act of 1534 for maliciously denying the royal supremacy the Act of 
Supremacy had declared, the former Lord Chancellor of England mounted the scaffold. The earliest 
account, the Paris Newsletter of August 1535, reports that he died the king's good servant, and God's first; 
the familiar but God's first is Robert Bolt's line from A Man for All Seasons, not More's. In the words 
attributed to him around his trial and death, he trusted that he and his judges might yet meet merrily in 
heaven. More is chapter 5 in English history: a man who accepted the earthly verdict rather than betray 
the eternal one, because he had read to the end of the book.

Catechism Connection

CATECHISM CONNECTION

CCC 1039. In the presence of Christ, who is Truth itself, the truth of each man's relationship with God will 
be laid bare. The Last Judgment will reveal even to its furthest consequences the good each person has 
done or failed to do.

CCC 1040. The Last Judgment will come when Christ returns in glory; then we shall know the ultimate 
meaning of the whole work of creation and see that God's justice triumphs over all the injustices 
committed by his creatures and that God's love is stronger than death.

Thread Watch

THREAD WATCH • LEADER ONLY

Thread 2, The Righteous Man on Trial: RESOLVED. Tonight the thread planted at 1:16 closes: the 
plotters recant, the righteous man is numbered among the sons of God, and the verdict of chapter 2 is 
publicly reversed. Name the resolution for the group explicitly; they have earned it. One Christological 
note to land gently: the pattern, condemned by men, vindicated by God, is the shape of Easter, and in 
Christ it becomes the inheritance of every righteous sufferer.

Thread 4, Death's Genealogy: RESOLVED. The file opened at 1:13 is complete: death entered by 
the devil's envy (2:24); for the righteous it is peace, purification, and the hand of God (3:1-9); for 
the wicked it is the disclosure of a wasted life (5:6-14); and the righteous live for ever (5:15). If 
anyone asks what happened to God did not make death, the answer is now visible: God has out-
maneuvered it.

Thread 1, The Face of Wisdom. Two breadcrumbs tonight, touch them lightly: the wicked confess that 
the light of righteousness did not shine on us, and the sun did not rise upon us (5:6), and the shining of the 
righteous (3:7) is now a crown. Light keeps gathering around God's friends. The classroom of Part II begins 
next session; the reveal is three weeks out.

Thread 3, The Missing Book. Fed quietly by tonight's discovery: the whole armor of God, one of the most 
beloved passages in every Protestant Bible, appears to have Wisdom 5 in its weave. Do not press it; the 
steelman moment handles it honestly, and Session 14 will collect it.
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Session Goals
1. Stage the courtroom reversal so the group feels chapter 2 and chapter 5 as one drama in two acts.

2. Read the wicked's self-indictment soberly: real recognition, arriving late, aimed at moving the living.

3. Lead the group to discover Ephesians 6:10-17 behind the armor of the Lord.

4. Handle the Isaiah 59 relationship with full honesty in the steelman moment.

5. Close Threads 2 and 4 by name, keep feeding Thread 1's light imagery, and bank the armor discovery for 
Thread 3.

Time Note (90 minutes)
Welcome and opening prayer, 8 minutes. Win questions, 10. Build on 5:1-5, 20. Build on 5:6-14, 15. Build on 
5:15-16, 8. The armor and the Ephesians discovery, 15. Steelman moment, 6. Send and Live It, 6. Closing prayer, 
2.

If you are running long, cut in this order: first drop Question 6 (fold the ship, bird, and arrow images 
into Question 7), then drop the first Dig Deeper (on armed creation). Do not cut the reversal reading 
of 5:1-5, the Ephesians discovery, or the thread resolutions.
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Part 2: Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer
Leader prays aloud, all respond Amen.

Father, you see everything now that will be seen by all on the last day. Give us the mercy of seeing ourselves 
tonight, while there is still time to change the story. Lord Jesus, condemned by men and vindicated in glory, 
stand with us as we read of the great reversal, and number us among your saints. Holy Spirit, clothe us in the 
armor of God. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Win: Opening Questions

1. Have you ever been badly misjudged and then, later, vindicated? What did the moment of vindication 
actually feel like?

2. Why do plot twists and courtroom reversals grip us the way they do? What are we hoping is true about the 
universe when we cheer for one?

Transition: Three weeks ago the wicked gave a speech: let us test the righteous man, and condemn him to a 
shameful death. Tonight the author brings them back on stage for a second speech. Same men. Different tense. 
Listen for what has changed.

Build: Wisdom 5:1-5, The Second Speech
Have someone read 5:1-5 aloud. If possible, use the same reader who performed the plot speech in Session 2; the 
room will feel it.

3. Verse 1: the righteous man will stand with great confidence in the presence of those who afflicted him. 
Where does that confidence come from? What is he not doing to his former tormentors?

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

His confidence comes from the verdict of God, not from vengeance; notice he says nothing in the entire 
scene. He does not gloat, taunt, or reply. His standing is the statement. The reversal belongs to God, which 
is why the righteous can leave it there; do not avenge yourselves, for it is written, vengeance is mine (Rom 
12:19). The scene quietly teaches the persecuted how to wait.

4. Read the wicked's confession in verses 3 to 5 next to their plot in 2:12-20. Make the list: what 
exactly do they now see that they could not see before? What one question do they ask?

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

They called his life madness; now they call themselves fools. They condemned him to a dishonorable end; 
now they see his honor. They tested whether he was God's son; now they ask, why has he been numbered 
among the sons of God, and why is his lot among the saints? Taunt after taunt of chapter 2 returns 
reversed. Their question is the confession: the sonship they mocked was real. Remember 2:21, wickedness 
blinded them; judgment, in this book, is not new evidence but restored sight, arriving after the choosing is 
over.

5. Their repentance in verse 3 sounds real: anguish, groaning, honest self-accusation. Does the text show it 
saving them? What do we do with that?
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ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

The text shows recognition, not conversion. There is no turning, no plea for mercy, only the anguish of 
seeing too late. The author wrote this scene to move the living, not to satisfy curiosity about the dead. St. 
Paul supplies the response the passage wants: now is the acceptable time; behold, now is the day of 
salvation (2 Cor 6:2). The mercy of tonight is that for everyone in this room, the tense is still future.

Leader: Sit with the sobriety rather than softening it.

Build: Wisdom 5:6-14, The Self-Indictment
Have someone read 5:6-14 aloud.

6. In verses 9 to 13 the wicked reach for images of their own lives: a shadow, a ship's wake, a bird's 
flight, an arrow's path. Then the narrator adds his own verdict over them: chaff before the wind 
(5:14). What do all these images have in common? Compare them to the image they chose for themselves 
back at 2:8.

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Every image is of motion that leaves no trace: the water closes, the air seals, the path vanishes. At 2:8 they 
chose rosebuds, brief but at least beautiful; their own final image for themselves is emptier, not brevity 
but tracelessness. We had no sign of virtue to show (5:13). The contrast is the author's quiet thesis: only 
virtue leaves a wake that does not close.

7. Verse 8: what has our arrogance profited us, and what good has our boasted wealth brought us? 
Why are arrogance and wealth the first things they mention when they look back on how they 
lived? What would the honest modern equivalents be?

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Because those were the two currencies their worldview traded in: status and possession, the might of 2:11 
and the luxury program of 2:6-9. At the judgment both turn out to be denominated in a currency heaven 
does not accept. The question is not whether we have these things but whether, subtracted, anything 
remains that was given away in love. St. Basil's homily belongs here, in one sentence: the only wealth that 
crosses over is the wealth that left your hands.

Leader: Let the group do the translating before you offer these: followers, titles, portfolios, aesthetics, being right 
online.

Build: Wisdom 5:15-16, The Crown
Have someone read 5:15-16 aloud.

8. Verses 15 and 16: the righteous live for ever, and they receive a glorious crown and a beautiful 
diadem from the hand of the Lord. We have met that hand before: the souls of the righteous are 
in the hand of God (3:1). What has it been doing between then and now?

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Wisdom 3:1: the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God. The hand that held them through death now 
crowns them past it; keeping and crowning are one continuous gesture. The New Testament hands out the 
same crown: the crown of righteousness (2 Tim 4:8) and the crown of life which God has promised to 
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those who love him. James 1:12 and Revelation 2:10 each make that promise in their own voice. Heaven's 
reward is not a payment for services; it is the hand opening to show what it was holding all along. When 
God crowns the saints, the Church teaches, he crowns his own gifts (CCC 2006-2009).

Build: Wisdom 5:17-23, The Lord Goes to War

9. Live discovery. Read 5:17-23 aloud, then look again at 17-20: the Lord takes his zeal as his whole 
armor, righteousness as a breastplate, impartial justice as a helmet, holiness as an invincible 
shield, stern wrath for a sword. Somewhere in the New Testament, a letter tells Christians to put 
on a whole armor piece by piece. Find it and read the pieces side by side.

ANSWER • SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Ephesians 6:10-17: put on the whole armor of God, the breastplate of righteousness, the shield of faith, the 
helmet of salvation, the sword of the Spirit. Lay the sets side by side and then draw out the twist, which is 
better than the parallel: in Wisdom, God wears the armor; in Ephesians, God hands it to us. Be strong in 
the Lord, in the strength of his might. Grace means being dressed in God's own battle gear, righteousness 
that is his before it is ours. And notice one small Greek fingerprint for later: whole armor translates 
panoplia, the word Wisdom 5:17 and Ephesians 6:11 share.

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

A sharp Protestant friend says: “Nice try, but I know where Paul got the armor: Isaiah 59:16-17. The Lord put 
on righteousness as a breastplate, and a helmet of salvation upon his head. Breastplate, helmet, the Lord 
wearing them, it is all there, in a book we both accept. Paul was steeped in Isaiah; he did not need your 
Alexandrian book. And do not lean on your one Greek word. Panoplia is ordinary military vocabulary, the 
everyday term for a soldier's full kit; Luke uses it of a strong man's armor (Lk 11:22). Isaiah 59 plus the whole 
divine warrior tradition of the Old Testament accounts for Ephesians 6 without any help from Wisdom. Your 
pieces do not even match: in Wisdom the shield is holiness and the sword is wrath, in Paul the shield is faith 
and the sword is the word of the Spirit. Shared genre and a common word are not literary dependence, and 
this parallel proves nothing.”

Respond from the text: Concede Isaiah joyfully, because the concession costs nothing: Isaiah 59 is certainly 
in Paul's mind, and the Fathers loved it there. Concede the vocabulary too, because that concession also costs 
nothing: panoplia is a common word, and one shared term proves nothing on its own. Concede the mismatch 
as well, and then notice what it shows: Paul re-tools the pieces, holiness becoming faith and wrath becoming 
the word of the Spirit, which is what a writer does with a text he is adapting rather than copying. Then count 
what Isaiah does not supply. Isaiah 59:17 supplies four items, only two of them armor pieces, breastplate and 
helmet; Wisdom has the full set, breastplate, helmet, shield, and sword, and above all the governing idea, the 
whole armor, the panoplia, the very word Ephesians uses twice and Isaiah never uses. Wisdom also arms 
creation itself alongside the Lord, and Ephesians likewise widens the battle beyond flesh and blood. The honest 
conclusion is not either-or but both, and it rests on convergence rather than on any single item: the governing 
whole-armor idea, the fuller set of pieces, the widened battlefield, and the shared Greek word, in a letter 
written by a Greek-speaking Jew whose Bible was the Septuagint. Say plainly what that is worth. Many careful 
scholars read Isaiah 59 as primary and Wisdom 5 as a possible or debated second strand; that is a fair reading, 
and our claim is the modest one, that the Wisdom strand is really there in the weave. And notice what that 
would imply, gently, for a later conversation: if the echo is real, the apostle's working Bible may well have 
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included this book. That is a resonance worth hearing, not a proof of anyone's canon. Session 14 will weigh 
what that proves; tonight it is enough to have watched him weave.

DIG DEEPER

Creation takes a side. Wisdom 5:17 and 20-23 arm the cosmos itself: creation fights beside the Lord, 
lightning, hail, sea, and wind as soldiers. This is not decoration; it is the thesis of the book's final act. 
Chapters 16 to 19 will retell the Exodus as exactly this, creation serving the righteous and resisting their 
oppressors. Remember the image; when we reach Part III, you will recognize the army.

DIG DEEPER

Two eulogies, one group of men. Read 2:6-9 and 5:9-13 as a pair sometime this week: the same men, before 
and after. In act one they chose their image: rosebuds, brief but lovely. In act two the honest images arrive: 
a closed wake, a vanished arrow, and over it all the narrator's verdict, chaff before the wind (5:14). Every 
life is writing one of these two eulogies right now, and the mercy of this book is that it lets us read both 
drafts while ours can still be edited.

Send: Closing Questions

10. CCC 1039 says that before Christ, the truth of each person's relationship with God will be laid 
bare. If that happened tonight, what would you most want to have changed, while you still have 
time?

11. Whose armor are you actually wearing into your daily battles, your own performance and cleverness, or 
God's righteousness handed to you? How can you tell the difference in practice?

Live It This Week
• Read ahead, slowly. Read Wisdom 6 with a pencil. The author is about to turn and speak directly to the 

powerful; mark every verse that feels like it is speaking directly to you.

• Suit up daily. Each morning this week, pray Ephesians 6:10-17 slowly, naming each piece of 
armor as you put it on. It takes ninety seconds and changes the day.

• Leave one trace of virtue. The wicked had no sign of virtue to show. Do one hidden act of love this 
week that will never be seen or repaid by anyone on earth, a wake that does not close.

• Choose your disclosure day. The truth of our lives before God will be laid bare (CCC 1039). Confession 
is choosing to meet that truth in mercy now. If it has been a while, go this month, before the study 
reaches Part II's summit.

Closing Prayer
Lord Jesus Christ, you were condemned by men and vindicated by the Father, and in you every righteous 
sufferer will stand with great confidence. Clothe us in the whole armor of God: your righteousness for our 
chest, your salvation for our head, faith for our shield, your word for our sword. Keep our souls in your hand 
until the day you open it to crown what you kept. Amen.

Memory Verse
“But the righteous live for ever, and their reward is with the Lord.”  (Wisdom 5:15)
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Part 3: Leader Reference Card

Every passage used or referenced in Session 5, grouped by role.

Primary Text

• Wisdom 5:1-23 (read in movements: 5:1-5, 5:6-14, 5:15-16, 5:17-23)

Discovery Passage (found live by the group)

• Ephesians 6:10-17 (the whole armor of God; the session's key discovery)

Supporting References (leader's pocket)

• Wisdom 2:12-20 (the first speech, reread against 5:3-5)

• Isaiah 52:13-15 and Isaiah 53 (the vindicated Servant before astonished kings)

• Romans 12:19 (vengeance belongs to God)

• 2 Corinthians 6:2 (now is the acceptable time)

• Psalm 1:4 (chaff which the wind drives away)

• 2 Timothy 4:8; James 1:12; Revelation 2:10 (the crown promised)

• Isaiah 59:16-17 (the steelman's text, woven in honestly)

• 1 Thessalonians 5:8 (armor language already, with different pieces)

• Luke 12:2-3 (nothing covered that will not be revealed)

• Acts 2:32-36; Philippians 2:9-11 (Christ condemned by men, vindicated by God)

Catechism

• CCC 1039 (the truth of each life laid bare)

• CCC 1040 (God's justice triumphs; his love is stronger than death)

Voices of the Church

• The Martyrdom of Polycarp, chs. 9-11 (recording St. Polycarp's replies, c. AD 155)

• St. Basil the Great, Homily 6, I Will Tear Down My Barns (Destruam horrea mea, PG 31)

• St. Thomas More, at his execution (1535)

Memory Verse

• Wisdom 5:15
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