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PREl?ACE 

The general subject of this the&is is ttThe Book of 

Ecclesiastee in Rabbinic Interpreta.tion, limited to the 

Midrash Rabba, Midrash Ya~ut, and a few passages in the ~~almud 

and Mishna bearing on the authorship and. cannontzation of Koheleth. 

The full exposition of the subject would mean a complete survey 

and study of all rabbinic 11 tera ture df~a ling wt th the subject 

of Ecclesiastes. Bu.t,due to limited time, it was impossible 

fox• the writer to attempt a complete survey of the field. My 

wor·k consisted in gatheri.ng materials from. the abov·e ... mentioned 

aou:rces, classifying, sifting and arra.nging them according to 

ideas rather than to any other method, for the sake of a clear 

and interesting presentati.on of' the subject-matter. My work also 

consisted in ascertaining clearly and stating in simple, direct 

language the sayings of the rabbis, Where there was a difference 

of opinion, the varying views were noted and presented. I have 

let the rabbis have th~ir ~n say about the book of Koheleth, 

in their own words, and even their own phraseology, so far as 

the English idiom would permit. 

I relied on G. A. Barton's critical and exegetical commen~ 

t.ary fer the trans la ti on and interpretation of the text; as 

well as for the historical background of Koheleth. From David 

Christian Ginsburg, I was aided in obtaining all the rabbinic 

references to the explanation of the ti.tle, meaning a.nd 

canonic.tty of the book, check.lng each :eeference and ascertaining 

the translation. 

A separate chapter showing how tht~ rabbis did away w1 th 

• 
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the, i:pieureemisin of Koheleth was not included in the thesis; 

but the opinlb.on of the rabbis will be seen in almost every 

step of their• tnterpreta.tion of the text. However, it might 

be well to give here one isolated example of the general 

method with which the rabbis operated, which will show 

at once their attitude toward Kohele1th' s doctrine. 

The reeurring theme of Koheleth is his continuous search 

for the most durable satisfactions of life. Each inquiry into 

t,he nature of life's poss1b1litles for happiness lead.s him into 

a dark pessimism. Each quest for permanent joy leads him to the 

consclusion that the only true satisfaction that man can get out 

of experience is a physical one. Man's existence is monotonous, 

~· wisdom is fut~le, even sensual pleasures are vanity. Yet the 

most satisfying of all experience lies in the fleshy ease and 

joy which man plucks from the tree of life. 

The rabbis· fought against this Epicureanism advocated. by 

the Orienta.l e.u.thor. Using their 

and guided by the bc3lief that no canonical book could. be 

heretical., the rabbis explained away completely any doctrine 

of hedonism which one might obtain from a study of the book. 
the 

This will be seen fully in the body of/thesis. But here let 

us see how the rabbis reacted to the verse nRejoice O young 

man, in thy youth; and let thy heart cheer thee in the days 

of thy prime, and walk in the ways of thy heart and the sight 

of thy eyes (11:9). 11 The Midrash says, in commenting on this 

verse "the;) wise men wanted to put a.way the book of Koheleth 

because it contained words tending toward heresy. They said 

1, 
1' I 

i,1 
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this (heresy) is seen from the wisdom of Solomon, who satd 

'rejoice, 0 young lJlan, in thy ~outh', though Moses warned 

'that ye go about after your own heart'; but if nestraint 

is removed there will be neither justice nor judge. Just as 

Solomon said 'but know that for all these things God will bring 
( l.) , 

thee into Judgment'. Thus did Solomon speak beautifully, The 

Midra.sh, in quoting another comment on this verse, says 

"Rabbi Chiyya said 'this reminds me of one ( a. criminal) who 

fled from the executioner, who r~m after him ( the criminal). 

The people said to the fugitive 'run but a little so that you 

will not have to go back so far•. This is the meaning of 'but 

know for all these things God will bring thee into judgment'.~ 2 ) 
The Midx•ash also gives us another comment on this verse, "Rabbi 

Shimon ben Ch~lafta a!ld • it is like one who swims in a riv~r 

and those that come after him say 'do not go out too far; so 

that you will not be too tired to come in', and this is the 
(3) 

meaning of the above." 

(1) Midrash Rabba, 11,9 

(2) 

(3) 
" 
" 

ti 

II 

' 11, 9 

, 11,9 
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The Historical Background 

of Koheleth 

The results of modern scientifice histot&cal study have 

shown beyond the shadow of a doubt that Solomon is not the 

author of Ecclesiastes. 1rhat Solomon is introduced in a 
..:.~/ 

literary figure has air•eaay become an axiom. The language of the 

book shows that it belongs to the latest stage of linguistic 

devellbpment of the Bible. The older Hebrew forms and construct ... 

ions are changed. and confused. Further, late d.evelopmenta sim1 ... 

, le.r to those of the Mishna are found: as well as .Aramaic words 

·and constructions. There are at least two Persian words used 

and in one case the influence of Greek usage can be seen. 

The problem which has confronted. the modern interpreters of 

the Bible is whether the book was wr1itten in the Persian or the 

/l 
{ 

Greek period; though most recent scholars hold that it wE.~s written 

during the Greek period. There are no signs of a Greek influence 

present in the book and the almost unanimous opinion is that 

the author was a Palestinian. 

Eccleaia.stes was written about the last of the thira and 
~ 

the beginning of the second century. It fits well into this period. 

The century following the death of. .Alexander was a trying one 

·for the whole East and particularly for Palestine, the possess ... 

ion of which formed a bone of contention between the Ptolemies 

and the Seleudid.ae. During part of the struggle between these 

two powerful entities, Palestine had. to pay taxes to both. It 

suffered intensely from thfj ravages of war and the oppressions 
( 1) 

by Ant1ochus III who conquered Palestine about 198 B.C. 

It was during these difficult and trying years that the 

( 1) Barton, Ecclesiastes, Section 13, pages 58-65. 
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of Ecclesiastes 

book/was written by one, who, by assuming the literary charac ... 

ter of Solomon, held high hopes that the book would gain wide 

currency. His wish was gratified. We can only guess that be-
t. 

ca.use of it~s extreme popularity the book was ultimately 
~ 

canonized; accepted as a holy worktin spite of its obvious 

heresies. 

However, the rabbis did not reason historically or logically 

in considering the authorsh43p and canonization of Koheleth, as 

we shall now see. _ 

'-> 
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Authorsh1E of Koheleth 

Why was the book called Koheleth, ask the rabbis. Because 

Koheleth means preacher, and Solomon got this name by virtue 

of the fact tha.t his d.iscoi.r see were given be:f'ore the congre• 
( 1) 

gation (baKahal). Raehl says that Koheleth means gatherer or 

aoquirer of wisdom, and Solomon is called by this name because 

he gathered or acquired wisdom; just as he ls called else~here 

"gatherer son of Jakeh"(Proverbs 30:1), becaaue he gathered or 
(2) 

acquired a 11 the wisdom, and gave it out again. Ibn E~ra says 

tti.at Koheleth means accumulated wisdo~, and this name was given 
(3) 

to Solomon because wisdom was accumulated J.n him. 

nanon~c~t~ of Koh§le~h 

In Mlshna Yadayim (Pe:rek 3,· M1shna '5), the following d.is-

r ·. cusslon takes place. Upon the declaration in the Mishna "that 

all the books of the Bible pollute the hands (that is, are 

inspired, or canonical) including the Song of Songs and Koheleth, 

Rabbi Judah· said 'the Song of' Songs does not pollute the hands, 

'but about Koheleth there is a difference of opinion'; Rabbi 

" Jose said Koheleth does not pollute the hands, and the difference 

of opinion is about the Song of Songs. Rabbi Simeon said that 

Koheleth is one of those points upon which the decision of Beth

Shammai is more lenient and. Beth-Hilr~t1 more rigid. Then Rabbi 

Shimeon ben Azzai said, I have received it from the mouth of 

the seventy-two elders, at the time when Rabbi Eliezer ben 

Azzai was appointed elder, that the Songs of Songs and Koheleth 

pollute the hands." 

(1) Midraah Rabba 1,1 

(2) Rashi Koheleth 1,1 (3) l:bn Ezra Koheleth 1,1. 

I 
I ,, 
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In In the Talmud, where the same discussion is given, we are 

told (Megillah 7a): "Rabbi Mayer said that Hol\eleth does not 

pollute the hana.s, but there is a difference of opinion about 

the Song of Songs; Rabbi Jose said that the Song of Songs does 

pollute the hands, and the difference of opdmion is about 

Koheleth; Whereas Rabbi Simeon said Koheleth is one of those 

points upon which the decision of Beth-Shammai is more lenient 

ana'. Beth-Hillel is more rigid. This le according to what Rabbi 

Joshua had said, Rabbi simeon ben Mena.Sia submitted tba t Koheleth 
~''·"··· 

·does not pollute the hands, because it contains Solomon's own 

wisdom. Whereupon they said unto him, 'and has he (Solomon) only 

indited this (Kohelehh), and has it not long been said that he 

also apo~e three thousand proverbs (I Kings 5:12), and said, 

too, do not add to his words? (Proverbs 30:6). What does this 

( ') b ! >< I ) ,.'and he said 1 , mean? If thou (Rabbi Simeon) wilt 

say he (Solomon) said it appropriately, having written down what 

he wished and kept back what he wished, then come and hear, do 

not ad.d to His words ( tha. t is, to God's words. ) ~. 

· In Sabbaa 30b, it ia recorded: "Rabbi Jehuda, son ot Rabbi 

Samuel, son of Shilath, said in the name of Rab, the sages 

wanted to declare Koheleth apocryphal, because its statements 

contradict one another. Ahd why have they not declared it 

apocryphal? Because it begins with wo1•ds of the Torah, for it 

opens with the words, 'what advantage has man in all his labour 

wherewith he labours under the sun?(l:3) ', and. it is said in 

the school of Rabbi Jannai that 'under the sun' means that which 

is unprofitable for him; just as 'atove the sun' denotes what which 

is profitable for him; it ends with the words of the '11orah. for it 
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concludes with the words, ' In conclusion, all is heard; fear 

the Lor•d, and keep his commandments, etc ( Jl,2: 13) 1 
• 

In Vag1kra Rabba, 16lb, we read 11 th.e rabbis wanted to de-
A-·"-..._ 

clare Koheleth apocryphal, because they found sentiments in it 

tending to infidelity". 

In Talmud Shabbas 30b and Vayikra Rabba 16lb we read: 
,,._·;~•-w .. ;, ,_ \ 

"And also the boo];: of Proverbs, they (the wise men) wanted to 

declare apocryphal, because there are statements· in it contra

dicting each other. Ana. why did they not declare it apocryphal? 

. They said, the book of Koheleth was not (declared apocryphal) be

cause we have examined it and found its meaning; let us therefore 

here (the book of Proverbs) also examine more closely 10
• 

!h~ Did Solomon ~rite Koh~1~th 7 
(1 

According to the ·l\/Ii!ftrash, Solomon wrote the book of 

Koheleth to expose the emptiness and the vanity of all worla.ly 

pursuits ana. carnal gratifications; and to show that the real 

happiness of man cronstste :1.n fearing God and obeying his command

Il)S· nts. 

When young and joyful, Solomon was inspired to compose 

songs; when middle-aged ana sober, he wrote wise sayings and 

p:roverbe; and when old and weary of life, he said that every 

earthly pleasure was vain and empty. 

The Midrash also tells us how Solomon, who in his old age 

was seduced by his foreign wives to idolatry, became a preacher 

of :i:•ighteousness. In Chapter 1, verse 12t Koheleth says, " I was 

king over Israel~' that is, 19 a.nd I a.m no more". On the basis of 

I 
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this, it was concluded that there was a time when Solomon was 

dethroned. Hence, the legend le told. that when Solomon, elated 

with rich·es and wisd.om, departed from the paths of the Lord, he 

was dethroned by Ashmodal, the king of the demons. Hw was expelled 

from his capital as an example of the effects of sin. Solomon 

then went about the provi.nces and towns of the land of Israel 

mourning over his guilt and saying, "I am Koheleth, whose name 

was formerly Solomon, who was king over illsrael in Jerusalem, 

but through my sins ha.ve been driven from my throne and residence''. 

Having confessed his sins, and having denounced the folly of 

attempting to find satisfaction in earthly pleasures, penttent 

Solomon was reinstated in the possession of his kingdom, where 
( 1) 

he died, at peace with God and man. 

In another vers4ton of the legend,we are told that King 

Solomon, as fugitive, came before the Sanhedrin, and decil:.ared 

that it was he who had been king over Israel. The Sanhedrin 

tested the truthfulness of his claim and they found it to be true. 
(2) 

Thereupon, he was returned to his throne in Jerusalem. 

( 1) Midrash Ya. lkut on Kohel eth 1, 12 

( 2) Talmud G·i ttin 68b 

........ 
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]:Cohtleth' s V~ew of KnoY!.lfil!g~ 

Koheleth, representing himself in the character of Solomon, 

sets out to probe all experience that he might understand the nat

ure of life and the universe completely. He seeks wisdom more 

than anything else but he find) in it no permanent sati.sfaction. 

Through his test of wisdom, he comes to the cfunclusion that it 

is futile, while tgnorance is blessed. The more wisdom a man 

accumulates the more suffering and pain he in·lfi tes ( l: 12 ... 18). Y.et 

"wisdom has an a.dvantage over folly like the advantage of l:lght 

over darkness 11 (2:13). Life is hard, the outlook ls dark, the end 

is the grave; but it is well to face the reality with intelligence. 

The wise and the foolish will be reduced ultimately to the common 

level of dust and the memory of both of them will be obliterated 

by the same grim reaper. Hence it would be foolish for one to be 

overwise, to concentrate all energy to the search for wisdom. Life 

iitself does not justify such a goal. For the ignorant and the 

foolish are more than often the inheritors and benefactors of the 

riches gotten through the efforts of the wise (2:13-21). Hence, 

the wise man has no advantage over the fool {6:8). Man can never 

grasp full understanding. His mind ls limtted in its powers to 

probe the universe. His heart ls cursed with ign~ance so that he 

can never learn or discover God's work from beginning to end {3:11} 

7:23w24; 8:16-9:1). However, in practicdl life, wisdom does have 

its value. It is good when accompanied by an inheritance; it 

protects man even as money and it o.rten saves life, and also 

leads to success. These are its com~on values {7:11,12,19; 9:15. 

18; 10: 10). But even this is not always true. A 11 is a matter of 
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cha.nee. The wise do not alway.,e have bread; nor the intelligent, 

money; nor are those with knowledge always favored. Time and 

circumstance control the forturnes of man, even his physical 

necessities of life (9:11). 

In short, life's problems are insohlble. Nothing can ever 
.~ 

be fully known. It is foolish and fut:tle for man to st up as his 

goal the complete under4tanding of life and the universe. His mind 

is limited, his heart full of ignorance. The only advantage of 

wisdom for man is that it leads him to face real:tty with a little 

understanding. Knowledge of his limitations w:tll teach man that 

the only joys of life are those of sensation. Fate and circum

stance are twin-forces which control puny man. He is powerless 

to rise above them. Hence, let him enjoy the sunshine while it 

lasts. Let him fill his short span of life on earth with joy, 

such as he can find. There ls nothing beyond this universe. All 

of man's hopes should center on this world. If he is wise, he 

will pluck the beet ~rom the tree of life to brighten his days. 

This is the only shining light in God's creation. 

Koheleth looks upon knowledge very pessimistically. Nowhere 

does he advocate the intense study of the Torah and the tradition

al laws. It is only natural to expiect the rabbis to answer both 

the mood and the negations of Koheleth • .And we will find that 

the rabbis explained away completely the harsh and chilling 

views of the pessimistic Preacher. As we shall see, when the 

Midrash has explained the "true" meaning of Koheleth, we shall 

find its harshness,smoothened, its colciness warmed and its 

darkness converted :tnto light. 
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The Rabbinic View of 

• Knowledge 

Koh.eleth 1 s at.tac~ on knowledge was synonymous with an attack 

against the study of the Torah. And it is to the defense of the 

Torah, as well as wisdom1 in general, that the rabbis rise. 

Man does not know all; neither can he ever be filled complete

ly with knowledge. »All the streams flow to the sea, but the sea 

is not full; unto the place where the streams flow, there they 
( 1) 

flow a.gain." The rabbis say 11 ! All the streams flow to the sea' 

j(1means that) all the wisdom of man is only in his heart; 'but the 

sea is not full' (means that) the heart is never filled ( with 
(2) 

wisdom)." The rabbis also g~e the following interpretation. 

,< · " 'A 11 the streams etc.' (means that) all the TORAH which a man 

learns is only in the heart, and just as the sea is not full, 
' ( 3) 

so the soul is never filled. (with Torah). 11 

It is not that man never rises above.the knowledge of the past, 

as Koheleth firmly bel:Leves; rat~er, mean the rabbis, God's ways 

are never completely known. Each new discovery opens new paths 

of knowledge and the further discovery and understanding of these 

opens still newer ones. It is not a rediscovery of the old 

knowlege by a new and younger generation. It is the discoveries 
(4) 

of the new on the basis of the old. 

(1) Koheleth 1:7 

(2) Midrash Rabba 1,7 

(3) ti II 

(4) See Barton' a commentary on verse under comment (1:7). 
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Koheleth says nThere·is a thing of which we may say: see 
( l) 

this is new! .llready was it in the ages which we:r.e before us". 

From this verse the rabbis deduce.: the idea that ill the· lore.h. 
. . ~ 

and Laws were given to Moses at Sinai. To quote tha Midrash "Said 

Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, this is to teach you that the Bible, Mishna, 

Ha.lachoth, Tose!.,~J;~u,,, Hagadoth, and all that a good scholar is 
t"'~""~ ~.;, __ _ 

destined to teach, already it was and it was given as the law unto 
( 2) f'- .. J· .,_;, ·· .. 

Mases from Sinai~. According to this interpretation, everything 

was revealed to Moses in the Law, but it merely awaits discovery 

· on the part of man. In this sense & wanaannot say 11 see this is 

new". 

Koheleth finds no permanent satisfaction in the pursuit of 

learning and the accumulation of knowledge. For him it is quite 

a futile task. But for the rabbis, learning formed the core and 

center of th•~r lives. Its satisfaction was unquestionable and 

its value undeniable. The Torah and man's understanding of it 

is the greate:st blessing that one can achieve. Its riches are 

inestimable and are worth more than all tha material riches of· 

life. 

Commenting on the verse ".All things are wearied, ... no one is 

able to utter 1t,--the eye is not satisfied to see, nor the ear 
(3) (4) 

filled with hear:4lmg 11
, the rabbis say '' words of heresy weary man. 11 

A gain they say, "all things weary man. Even Torah wearies man 

when he first begins to study. A man comes in to study Torah 

(1) Koheleth 1:10 

(2) Midraah Rabba 1,10 

(~) Koheleth 1:8 
(4) Midrash Rabba 1 0 8 
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and they (his teachers) declare that which la lmpmre, pure; and 

tha,t which is pure, impure ( thus confusing him and taxing his 

strengti.h). But he ( the student ) does not know that the more 

they (his teachers) tax his strength, the sooner he wi.11 acquire 

'" the methods .of Kal Vachomer, and Gezera Shava; and (the sooner: 
,, 

he will learn) that which is impure and that which is pure, that 
( 1) 

which ls prohibited and that which ls permltoed. 11 Thus, it is 

certain types of learning ~hat really weary man without gain; 

but the pains that the study of the Torah and the laws bring 

·are extremely worth while because such suffering brings learning 

as its reward. Even the forgett:lng o:t' Torah ls a blessing. In 

explaining the verse 11.And I gave my heart to search and explore 

with wisdom concerning all that ls done under the heavens ...... it 

ls a bad business God has given the children of men in which to 
(2) 

toil", the rabble say 11 1t is for the good of man thEit he learns 
1rorah and then forgets 1 t. For if man learned Torah and did not 

forget it, he would busy himself with Torah for two or twvee 

years and then turn to busy himself with his (secular) work 

and never return to the Torah again. But because man learns Torah 

and forgets it, he neither budges nor moves himself from the 
( 3) ' ,, - . 

words of the Torah.tt The value of the study of the law ls 

also seen f:rom the :rollowlng remark:"Rabbl Hezekiah said in the 

name of Rabbi Simon bar Zavd1: he said, 'all the Torah that you 

learn in this world ls nothing compared to the Torah (which you 

will learn) in the world to come. Because in this world a man 

(l)Midrash Rabba 1,8 

(2)Koheleth 1: 13 

(3)Midrash Rabba 1,13 
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learns Torah and forgets it but with regard to the world to come, 
{ 1) 

- t I H what ia written? ' I will put my Law in their inward par e . 

. Torah thus is held out-as a great reward which God dispenses to 

those who have finished their earth»y course. Torah also has a 

value in that it saves one from Gehinnom. In this connection we 

have the following comment of the rabbis. 11 .Ae it is said in 

Zechariah (10:9b) 'and they shall live with their choldren and 

will retul"•n'. ·They saved them from going to Gehinnom and they 
'" 

were saved by the merit of their children. Therefore, every man 
(2) 

ls bound to teach his son 1rorah to eave him fr_om Gehinno m." 

But just ~s genuine knowledge of the Torah may save one, so 

pretense at knowledge of the Torah brings upon man t>he Divine 

wrath. "Rabbi Benjamin said thls verse (Koheleth 4: 1) refers to ta 

those who pretend to know Torah; though they know nothing. All 

the people call them expert in Scriptures and they are not. They 

wear the Tali th 11.ke a schole,r. and Teflllin on their heads. God 
(3) 

says ' I will punish them for pretense', " · 

Learning of the Torah is good, but greater is he who under ... 

et ands what Torah he has learned. The rabbis say " sweet is the 

light Of the Torah and good to the eyes. Happy is he whose 
{4) 

learning is as clear to him as the sun." 

From the above remarks of the rabbis we see that tho attitude 

of the rabbis is quite the opposite from that of Koheleth. They 

do not always contradict Koheleth, however. There are times when 

they rabbis accept the cold reality of life and the effect of 

( 1) Midrash Rabba 2,1 

{2) ti ti I+, l 

(3) " II 4,1 
(4) ~ " 11,7 

- ··r-, 
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knowledge on the individual . Commenting on the verse "For ttv 

much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge 
( 1) 

increases pain" , the rabbis say "all the time a man increases 

his wisdom, he increases in vexation; and all the time a man 

increases in knowledge, htiL increases pain. Solomon said : 
(2) 

'Because I increased in wisdom, I increased in pain' .u 

One of the rabbis looked upon Torah as an escape from life. 

In commenting on the verse "for who knows what is good for man 

in life, the numbe~ of the days of his vain life, for he spends 

th~m like a shadow~ for who shall tell man what shall be after 

him under'the sun~: "Rabbi Pinchas said: 'since the days ·of man 

are vanity and their number is like a shadow{ what pleasure has 

man from Il.ife except insofar as he busies himself with the words 
~4) 

of the Torah, which alone are life'.' 

It is interesting to note also that the rabbis, in explain

ing away the doctrine of Epicureanimm in Koheleth, substitute 

the joyous study of the words. of the Torah for the materialistic 

joys. expression and implications of the text of Koheleth. The 

rabbis explain ''I searched out in my heart how to stimulate my 

flesh with wine, while my heart was acting with wisdom, and to 

lay hold on folly until I should see what good there is for the 

children of men to practice under the heavens the few days of 
(5) 

their life", as follows: "Solomon said 1 I searched out in my 

heart how to stimulate my flesh with wine', that is, to stimu

late my flesh with the wine of the TORAH; 'while my heart was 

( 1) Koheleth 1:18 (4) Midrash Rabba 6, 12 

(2) Midrash Rabba 1,18 (5) Koheleth 2:3 

(3) Koheleth 6:12 
j '.· 

I 

I 
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acting wtth wisdom', that is, with the wisdom of the Torah. 

'And to le.y holc1 on folly·' ........ Rabbi Yudan came before Rabbi 

Achah (and said) 'what is the meaning of that which written 

'And to lay hold on folly'?'. He (Achah) said to him ( i"t; means) 
' ( 1) 
'to lay hold on wisdom'. 11 Again, we see thlbs method of inter .. 

pretation in their comment on Koheleth 2:4-9. The verses read 

as follows: "I undertook great worlis;·I built me houses, I 

planted in them·every kind of fruit tree, I made me pools of 

water· in order to water a pla.naat!hon s pr:tnging up wl th trees. I 

bought bondmen and bond.maids and had slaves born in my house; 

also .I haa many possessions of cattle and sheep ...... more than all 

who were before me in Jerusalem. I collected for myself' silver 

and gola, the treasure of kings and provlnces; I provided me 

male and female musicians and. the luxuries of the sons of men ... -

a 11 sorts of concubines (?) 1:. 
11 Sa id Rabbi Chj:yya bar Nechemi.ah: 

·.'.And does this verse teach us only the wealth of Solomon? It 

does r,i.ot speak of anythlng but the words of Torah. 'I undertook 

great worl:rn', (it says in Exodus 32:16) 'and the tables were the 

work of God'; 'I built me houses' ... these are rows of students who 

sit in rows in the garden; according to the rabbis, this means 

the Midrash.' 'Rabbi Elie zer ben Azarlah interpreted before 

the wise men in a garden in Yavneh (as follows) 'and was it 

a ga~den? But these are the students who sit in rows in the 

garden. ' 'I made rne gardens and parks' -these refer to the Great 

Mlshnayoth like that of Chiyya Rabba and that of Rabbi Hoslayya 

Rabba and that of Bar Kappara. 'And planted in them every kind 

of fnuit tree', this means the Talmud which includes them 

(Mishnayoth) all. 'I made me pools of water'-Rabbi Chiyya Rabba 

(1) Midrash Rabba 2,3 
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said these are th.e sermons. 'Jin order to water a plantation 

springing up with trees' ... these are the students who are studying. 
11I bought bondmen'- this is the Holy Spirit. 'Also cattle and 

sheep' ... these are the bur'nt Offerings (Karbonoth). 'I collected 

for myself gold and silver'-these are words of Torah. 'And 

provinces' ... these are the students who make judgment in Ha.lacha. 

'I provi.ded me male and female musicians ' ... thesE~ are the 'l'osefoth. 

'And luxuries' ... these are the .Aggadoth, which are the delgghtful 

parts of Scripture. 'All sorts of concubines(i)Qthese are the 

male and female judges. 11 
( 1) 

Commenting on the verse °For there is nothing better for a 

man than that he should eat and drink and enjoy himself in his 

toil", the rabb:ts say "Every expression of eating and drinking 

which o~curs in the scroll of Koheleth refers to Torah and good 
(2) 

deeds. 11 
. In its expaanatlon of "A man to whom God has given 

riches and wealth a.nd honor and he lacks nothing for himself 

of all that he desires- but God has not empowered him to eat of 

1 t, but a stranger .. eats of it-this .ts vanity and an evil disease", 

the Midrash quotes the incident of "Rabbi .Abba bar Cahana who 

happened. to come up to a gatherlng and heard Levi explaining 

this verse as follows: 'Wealth'-is he who is master of.Mishna; 

'honor '-ls he who is master of the Toseftoth; '.And he who lacks 

nothing for himself of a.11 that he desires' ... they (the desires) 

are the Great Mishnayoth; 'but God has not empowered him to eat 

of lt'-(means thnt) he is forbidden to teach f:t'om them; 'but a 

stranger ea.ts of it' .. (rnea.ns that) a master• of Talmud who declares 

the impure and pure; that which is forbidden,a,:t).d that which is 
(3) 

permitted. 19 

( 2) Midrash Ra bba 2, 2!6. -· (1) Midrash Rabba 2,4~9 
{3) ti ti 6 ,2 
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To take but one more example of this method of interpretat

ion, the Midrash in commenting on ''cast thy bread upon the waters 
( 1) 

etc. 11
, quotes the :t'ollowing: "Rabbi Bibi said, 'if you wish to 

to do Zedaka.h do it with the words of the Torah-for. water is 

not meant here, but words of Torah; as it says in Isaiah 55:1 
(2) 

'He who is thltaty, let him come for water'." Thus by the 

substitution of things. that have to do with Torah or the '.I'orah 

itself, the Rabbis succeed in explaining away the unorthodoxies 

of the text. 

To summ up what has already been stated or implied in the 

quotations from the Midrash, we see that the rabbis find a 

per•manent satisfaction in the study and accuihulation of' know ... 

ledge; that its acquisition is not futile~ Though they sea the 

reward and comfort of wisdom and search for understanding of the 

Torah, they are not unaware of the great1 pains which it entails, 

They do not say that man will some day know all that there is 

to b.e known, but they believe that man does build u,?on the past 

and progresses beyond it. God's ways are infinite, His manifest

atI.ons are infinite, and yet man, as he develops, comes to know 

more and more of them. Wisdom and learning also have other 

practical values. They Bave man from Gehinnom; they are his 

reward in the world to come; they represent a great blessing 
'"' to man. One rabbi eonsiders the study of the Worah as a. blessing 

in that it offers man an esc.ape from life. Study and knowledge -2. 
&s even greater than words of Mitzvoth. To d}uote the saying of 

(1) Koheleth 11;1 

(2) Midrash Rabba 11,1 
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Rabbi Meir commenting on Koheleth 2:13 "Just a.a the light has 

an advantage over darkness so the words of Torah have an advan ... 
( 1) 

tage over the woras of mitzvoth". 

From this study of the attitude of the rabbis towards know ... 

ledge and the manner in which they explained away Koheleth( negat

ive attitude toward Torah, let us now turn to the stua.y of 

another problem which faced the rabbis; namely, that problem 

created by Koheleth's denial of immortality. 

( 1) Midrash Yal~ut 2, 13 
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Koheleth~ Que§tioning Of 

.Immortality 

Koheleth's search for truth concerning man and the universe 

also leads him to the problem of immortality. Again and. again, 

his probings into life and reality lead him to the conclueion.B 

that man's hopes end with the grave. Just as the wise and the 

foolish have but one, end, so they suffer the same oblivion 

at death. "For the wise, like the fool, has no remembrance 

forever, inasmuch as in d:1,ys to come both will have already been 

forgotten (2: 16). 11 The destiny of man and beast is a.like as far 

as man can actually see (3:19). There is no difference between 

the spirit of man and tha.t of the beast. Both man and the beast 

are of the dust and both will return to the dust (3:20). Who knows 

whether man's spirit ascends upward to another world (3:21)? Who 

can know with certainty about a life after death? According to 
( 1) 

Koheleth spir•it and body seem to be the same thing. The whole 

of life is the phenomenal life. The greatest wvil of life is that 

both the good and the wicked, the clean and the unclean, the 

righteous and the sinner have but one fate (9:2). Yet the living 

are better off than the dead. The living are sure of one thing, 

namely, death; while those who have returned to the sepulchre 

of the ear•th 'know absolutely nothing (9:5); their reward perishes, 

with the passing of their memory into oblivion (9:5). There is no 

future worla where rewards and punishments are meted out. 

Koheleth is, of course, inc~nsistent. In chapter 19, verse 7, 

(l) See Barton, page 109, comment on Koheleth 3:20. 

,. 
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he says "The dust shall return to the earth a.a it was, and the 

spirit shall return to Goa who gave it». Yet, this inconsist

ency is q,ui te natural . .As Barton says 11 one may have his 

pessimistic moods in which he questions whether anybody knows 

whether a man's apiri t cUffers from a beasts' s; he may hold 

that man 1 s only good comes from en.~oying the sunshine of his 

physical existence, brief though it be, and. still. holding 

Koheleth's view of God (see e.g., on 9:1), write 'the spirit 
( l) 

shall return to God who gave it' • 11 Just as his inquiries into all 

the other problems led him to the conclusion that the greatest 

good for man is to enjoy himself in life while still in his 

prime, so here too, Koheleth is led to the conclusion that since 

the grave is shrouded in darkness and no human mind can penetrate 

the veil of mystery which hangs between life and death it is best 

that man achieve what happiness he can out of the passing d.ays. 

To quote Koheleth "And I saw that there is nothing better than 

that man should rejoice in his work, for that is his portion, for 
(2) 

who can bring him to see what shall be after him? 11 

(1) See Barton, page 192, bottom. 

(2) Koheleth 3;22, 

--C-
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·• Rabbinic View 

of 

Immortality 

For the rabbis, 'Koheleth's questioning of immortality was 

the equivalent of its denial, Hence they brought to bear an 

array of faots and incidents based on life, which, to them, 

were valid enough to offset the skepticism of Koheleth. Not 

only did they bring proof to contradict Koheleth's views but 

they also interpreted the text so that no orthodox Jew could 

, find fault with 1 t. 

First of all, the rabbis make clear their attitude as to 

the dual nature of man. 1rhe human begin consists of two parts, 

the body· and the soul, ifhe sroul comes from God and the body is 

made of the earth, Koheleth says "For the fate of the sons of 

man and the fate of the beasts-one fate ls theirs. As ls the 

death of one, so is the death of the other, and all have one 

spirl t. Man ,has ao advantage over beasts, for both are vanl ty. 

Both are going to the same pla.ce; both were from the dust, and 
( 1) . 

both are golne; to return to the dust 11
• Here ls the c ')mplete 

denial of the so 1Jl. 'rhe rabbis in commenting on chapter fl ve, 

verse 10, say: "It is taught that at the time when the child is 

in the process of formation in the womb, three factors work in 

the process--God, the father and mother together. The father 

supplies the white parts of the boay ... the color, the brains, the 

nails, the white of the eyes, the wmes and the sinews, The mother 

supplies the red parts of the body, of which is made the blood . , 
, ___ , __ ... ..,..,,.__ ______ ,. ______________ _ 

(1) Koheleth 3:19,20 
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the Blesh and skin, and the black part of the eyes. But God gives 

ten things. i) Spirit 2) Soul 3) a Glittering Face l+) Sight 

5) Hearing 6) Speech 7) Swinging Hands e) Wallting 9) Wisdom, 

Understanding, counsel and knowledge 10) Strength. When the time 

of death comes, God takes his part &md leaves the parts of the 

- 1 father a.nd mother; whereupon the father and mother cry. God says 

to· them 'Why are you crying? Have I taken anything of yours? I 

have only taken of my own'. They (the father and rt10tber) say be-

>i f'ore God 'Master of the Universe, all the time your part was mixed 

,with ours, our parts were protected from worms and maggots; and 
( JL) 

now that you have ta.ken your part ours is cast to worms and maggots'." 

I 
. .\!. · .. 

·J 

The Midrnsh also quotes the following parable to show the 

nature of man. "Judah the Prince said that his is analagous to 

a king who had a vineyard. He rented it to a tenant. The kir1g said 

to his servants 'Go, cut my grapes and takH my portion and place 

the portion of the tenant on his place~. At once they went arid 

did. the worcl of the l{ing, And the tenant began to wail and cry. 

1rhe lclng said to him 1 have I anything of yours? Have I not taken 

my c)wn portion?' 'l'he tenant answered 'My Master, the King, all 

the while you:-
0
,"p•art was with rnine, my portion was protected 

(h;t~~ 
agalnst spoil and robbery. Now that you have removed your portion, 

mine ls open to theft and robbery!'. 'lhe King ls God; the tenant, 

the father and mothisir of man . .All the while that the soul is in 

man he is guarded. When he dies he becomes (the prey) of worms 
(2) 

and mage;ots. 11 

( 1) Mi dra sh Rab ba 5 , 10 

(2) " tt 5,10 
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In commenting on °.And l r he live a thousand years twice 

over and good he does not see-are not both (man and the foetus) 
( 1) 

going unto the same place?'' , the rabbis say 11 the soul sc orne 

worldly p}.wasures because it spri~s from a higher source than 
(2) 

the material world, 11 Again, commenting on ".And the a.ust Elhall 

return to the earth as it was, and the spirit shall return unto 
(3) 

God who gave it 11
, the Midrash say ''similarly does Goa sl:)eak to 

man. 1 See that my Dwelling, servants and the woul which I gave 

~ you are pure. If you return it (soul) unto Me as I gave 

·it to you, it is well; if not, I will burn it in yo~r presence,' 

~ 11 this ( which God says ) is in the aays of his (man's ) old 

age. But, if ln the days of his youth. he sins then He punishes 
(4) 

his body through flow of blood (Ziva) and disease." 

We see from these few selected quotations from the many 

saying of the rabbis that they state ln no uncertain terms their 

belief in the dual nature of man. Man is not merely a product · 

of matter. He also contains the finer stuff of God, the divtnely

given spirit or soul, 

Koheleth says that man and beast are alike. Both come from 
(5) 

the dust and both will retur:m to the du.st. But the rabbis 

show thH t man and beast are different; they may have slmi larl t :Les 

, ,!:JI . but they are not the same. Commenting on the verse "For the 

----
( 1) Koheleth 6:6 

t2) ,(. ·'- Midrash Ra bba 6,6 

(3) Koheleth 12:7 

(4) Mldrash Rabba 12,7 

(5) Noheleth 3,20 
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fate of the sons of men and the fate of the beasts-one fate ls 

theirs", the rabble say "God said ':No', for concerning man I 

have decreed 'on the seventh day you shall circumcise the flesh 

of the foreskin~ I have not decreed this concerning the beast. 

(Concerning the beast I have dGcreed) 'when a bullock, or a sheep, 

or a goat, is br~ught forth, then it shall be seven days under 

the dam; but from the eigth day and thenceforth it may be 

accepted for an offering made by fire unto the 'Lord (Leviticus 22: 
( 1) 

27)'. '' Commenting on the verse 11 man has no aclvan:bage over beasts, 

for both are vanity", the rabbis ask the meaning of }' ~ ·-' ' T 

and they show that man and beast are different. They have a 

different physical appea~"ance, dit''ferent feet and. skin. Man is 

·buried ln a grave; he has a coffin, ls dressed in shrouds; none 
(2) 

of which things the beast receives. In this manner the rabbis 

prove to their satisfaction that man is canstructed d.lfferently 

from the beast. They are not alike in their nature; nor is their 

fate the same. 

Another problem which Koheleth offered to the rabbis le 

that of the remembr•ance of man; a problem which is. to be slight ... 

ly differentiated from that of the continued life of the soul 

in another realm, and hence is treated separately. In explaining 
(3) 

the verse ''for & living dog is better than a dead lion etc. 11 

the Miarash quotes the following incident. "Hadrian asked Joshua 

bar Chananya 'Is it not true that I am better than Moses who is 

Bead?' ttwhy'?'1 , asked Chananyo.. 0 Becauee'', repl.led Hadrian, ''I am 

alive and Moses ls dead and it says in Koheleth ' a living dog 

is better than a dead llon'. '' Chananya answered 'can you:~ indeed~ 

--- -·-·----~--- --------
(i)Midrash Rabba 3,19 
(2) II II - 19 ), 

(3) Koheleth 9;4 
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command that during three days no man may kindle a f1re? 0 Hadrian 

answered ''Yes', Towards evening they mounted the roof of the 

palace. From there they saw smoke rising up in the distance. 11 What. 

'!/'. is that?", asked Chananya. Hadrian answered 'an officer lies sick 
f 
i 

~·· and the attending doctor said that .he cannot recover until he 
. " 

,, 

had drunlt something warm 9 • Chananya feelingly replied ' you 

are still aliv~ an d your decree ls broken and from the time that 

Moses, our Master, decreed 1 thou shalt not pass fire throughlbut 

your habitations on the Sabbath' until now, no Jew has kindled 

a ,fire on the Sabbath. I¢is (Moses') decree has not been brChken too se 
( 1) 

many years until now and yet you say you are better than he?'." 

f This argument for immortality ls one which is based on the 

~· . 

J 
" 

,i.· 

continuous memory of the dead. As long as the living remember the 

dead or the dead remain as an influence in the l1.11es of the living 

they may be considered immortal. However, the rabbis give further 

proo:r of immortality in their discu~~rnion of death and the future 

world, which discussion will be discussed later. 

'£he rabbis find particular difficulty in explaining away the 

i denia 1 of immortal i ty found in the verse 11 f'or the living know 
i-'' 
f,~ 

f;. 
:'" that they shall die, but the dead know not anythins; they have 

{2) 
no longer a reward, for their memory is forgotten19 

• The Midrash 

by way of explanation tells us the following happening, "Rabbi 

~ Chiyya the Great and Rabbi Jonathan went before the bier Of Rabbi 

:;, Simeon ben Jose ben Lakurya, and the talith of Rabbi Jonathan 

drooped down upon the coffin. Rabbi Chiyya said to him 'lift up 

your Talith, my son, so that the dead may not come before us ancl 

reproach us'. Rabbi ,Jonathan mmswered 1 but Rabbi Chiyya does it 

~---~--~-------~~~. 

(1) Midraah Rabba 9,4 (2) Koheleth 9:5 

I 

' ' 
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not day ' the dead know nothing'.' Rabbi Chiyya answered 'my son, 

you know Scripture but you do not Rnow its interpretation. The 

living refers to the righteous; for even in death they are called 

li vlng. 'And the dead know nothing 1 refers to the wicked f:)r even 
( 1) 

in life they are called dead.' tt This incident which the rabbis 

draw from actual experience forms fort hem the satisgying answer 

to the heresy of the text. 1rhe literal mlfmnine; of the verse in 

question is explal:re d away and. the immortality of ma.ri is strongly 

volce1·· for the righteous are alive even in death. 

'.l'urn:i.ng to the rabbis' views on man's relations to death and 

the idea of life after death, we will gain even more insight as to 

th.e ideas of the rabbis on. this probl<:1m of the immorta ll ty of man 

and the soul. 

------- -·---------~---·-------- .... -----·----
~1) Mldrash Rabba 9:5 



26 

114an.Jl Be la "tt1..Qn...'.l'. 9 Dea 1Jl 

It is the vlew of K.ohelth that death is inevitable; that man 

is powerless to control the ultimate· end of all life (8~8). The 

opinions of the rabbis differ on this point. Some say that the 

hand of death can be stayed, ~hough not indefinitely; others 

believe to the contrary. Commenting on the verse "everything has 

a fined season, and there ls a time for every business under the 

sun. A time to be born; a.nd a time to die, a time to plant, and 
(1) 

a time to uproot what ls planted", the rabbis say "At the hour 

when a man ls born it ls decreed how many years he shall live. 

If he is worthy, he will live out the f11ll number of years a.lotted 
(2) 

to him; if ha ls unworthy his years will be shortened." Another 

rabbi comment:lng on this verse says that "when one la born, the 

Holy One, praieed be He, waits for twenty years, (which is) his 

time to marry. If at twenty years, he has not married God says 

to him 'it was your time to bring forth children and you did not· 
(3) 

do this; therefore it is time for you to die 9 
•••• ~ The views 

expressed here is thRt man's death is mnevltable; and yet the 

lensth of life alotted to man by God can be achieved only by the 

worthiness of the man. Koheleth, chapter ei~ht, verse eight, reads 

"no man has mastery over the wind, to restrain the wlnd, nor is 

he ruler in the day of death, nor ls there a furlough in war, 

nor will ~ickedness effect an escape for its owners.tt The rabbis 

in commenting on this verse accepted the view 0f Koheleth. They 

believed too that 11 man has not the power to keep the angel of death 

from him. How do we know that the angels are spirits (ruchoth)'? 

From Psalm 101+:4 where it says' who makest Thy winds messengers'. 

\ iT'-Koheleth-3: 2 ---P--
(( 2d) Midr;flsh Rq,bba f,'l 
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No man can say to the Angel o:r Death 'walt until I make my 

reckonings and then I will come'. Neither can man say ' I will 
( 1) 

substitute my son, servant of household'." Here too lt is 

obviously stated that man ls subject to death and is unable to 

stay its inevitableness. 

In the comment made by a rabbi on the verse "cast thy bread 
~2) 

upon the face of the waters, for ltn many days thou shalt flnd 1t1
, 

we have an entirely different view expressed from the above one. 

'l'he following lndident is related by the Midrash. "It happened 

that one, Benjamin the Righteous, had charge of the communal fund 

for dispensing sustenance tor the poor every Friday and a certain 

·widow came t0 him and said: "Habbi, sustain me 11
• He said to her 

'II swear, there is no charity money in the community cheat'. She 

said to him 'my master, if you do not feed me, you will be 

guilty of destr0ylng a widow;, and her seven sons'.. He arose and 

fed her from thatof his own so that she could sustain herself . 

. Some days later, Benjamin 'fhe Righteous became sick and he was 

in pain of death upon the bed. the .Ministering Angels said. to the 

Holy One, praised be He, 'Thou hast said that he who sustains one 

soul of Israel, it ls as if he saved a world full.Benjamin The 

Righteous who kept alive a widow and her seven sons is about to 

die with but few years,' At that time the Ministering Angels 

sought mercy for him. They broke for him the decree of judgment 
(3) 

and added twenty-two years to his life. 11 Thus, according to 

this view the decree of death ls broken and life is prolonged by 

·- -- ___ .,......._ 

---·------·-·-
( 1) Midrash Rabba 8,8 

(2) Koheleth 11;1 

(3) Midrash Rabba 11,1 

__ l 
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acts of charity. 

Another interesting story ls told a.bout King David, illuatrat-

ing the same a.rguemtn. King Dav.id asked God when he would die. 
v-........... ~ .. ~-,~·-·· .... ,. ____ _ 

God refused to tell him at first, but after much pleading David 

succeeded and was told thAt he would die on the Sabbath. The 
·> 

Sabbath on which he was to die came and David was studying the 

Torah. The Angel of Death came to navicl but could not touch his 

soul for his lips were utterLng the words of the Torah. There

upon, the Angel sought to distract David from his study of the 

Law by going into a tree close by. Hearing a peculiar, ruffling 

noise, David's curiosity was aroused and seeking to satis;gy it 

he started to climb the tree. Just tihen his lips were closed to 
( 1) 

the words of the Torah and the .Angel of Death dlook his soul. 

Having accepted the view that death is inevitable, the rabbis 

found difficulty with the attitude of Koheleth towardnlife and 

a.ea th, Koheleth' s pessimlsm led him to congratulate the dead 

I more th~n the living. Death to hlm was release from the weary 
'~ ' 

"l ·struggles and dissappiolntments that f!hlled man's days from the 
,.,_ ·, 

beginning to the end '.)f hls earthyly stay. The righteous, more 

than often, came to unhappy ends; the poor were oppressed and 

persecuted. Hence he says ''and I congratulated the dead, who have 

already died, more than the living who are yet alive. And (I 

rega~ded) as happier than both of them him who had never been 
(2) 

born, who has not seen the evil work which is done under the sun'! 

This fact coupled with the knowledge th8t those who deserve long 

life are removed lnto oblivion al 1 too soon, while the worthless 

--... ------------·-----·----·----·-------
(1) Midrash Rabba 5,10 

(2) Koheleth 4:2,3 
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are seemingly blessed with ripe ola age,. induced Koheleth to come 

to the conclusion which he dld. The rabbis in answer to this 

problem posit another world where the balances are weighed and 

each man is judged according to his merits, In answering the 

question as to what constitutes the difference between the death 

of the young and the old, the Mldrash tells us the following, 

''Rabbi Nechemiah said: when the flg ls plucked in tlme, it is 

good for the fig and good for the tree, But if it isn't plucked 

at the right time, then it ls bad for bothtthe fig and for the 
( l) 

tTee." Thus it is that God trims lb.uman beings from the tree 

of life when in His judgment, the tlme is right. Illustrating 

the same p~int of view the following story is told, "Akiba and 

his pupils sat down under a fig tree. The owner cane in the early 

morning and plucked the figs. They ( Akiba and the students) said 

'we will seek another place, for he suspect~ us (of wanting the 

fruit).' After this (incident), they chose another spot. The next 

morning the owner came again to pluck the flgs and dld not find 

the teacher• a.nd the pu.pi ls. He searched· ftnJ them and found' them 

in another plac!e, He ask:ed them why they had moved. 1'hey answered 

that they felt that he suspected them. He replied that he merely 

came to pluck the fnuit before the sun rose for it was better 

thus • .Aklba answered '.~uet as ke knows when to pluck the fr\hit 
(2) 

so God knows when to take the righteous from the •orld'." 

Another interesting answer to this problem is made in the 

following story, ''When Rabbi Bun, the son of Chiyya, died, Rabbi 

eulogized him with the words 'sweet is the sleep of the toiler' . 

With who~1 is Rabbi Bun to be compared'? To a king who ha.a. a vlne-

11J Mia.rash RabbaS,11 ----·----
(2) Mldraeh Rabba 5,11 

'i 
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yard and employed many workers to worlt in it. Among th em was one 

worker more sldlled than a.ny other. What dld the king ao'? He took 

this worker and went walkine; through the ga.rden with him. When 

evening came the workmen came to recelve their P'fl.Y and the skilled 

laborer ca.me with them; and the king gave him the full pay. The 

other workers were dis :Jlm1,sed and c ".implained. They said 'we worked 

all dEi.y and he workE~d but two hours and the king ga.v·e him full. 

pay'. The kine; answered 'why do you com·9laln? 1rh1s ski lletd worker 

accomplished more in two hours than you did a whole day'. so 

Run, the son of Chlyya, learned more •rorah in twenty-e.igh'b yea.rs 
( 1) 

than any dlst:l.nguished student learned in a hundred years.
11 

Here 

the argument takes a. slightly a.:t fferent turn. It is not the length 

of days tbr::tt count in a man' a life; re.th.er 1 t ls the intensity a.nd 

·the fullness with which his days are spent that must be the gu:tdi.ng 

attitude towards the shortness and the length o:r a man's llf'.e. 

The rabble, however, are not always at odds with Koheleth. 

There are times when they agree with him in substance if not in 

spirit. Commenting on the verse " a good name is better than good 
(2) 

ointment, and the death-day, than the birth-day'', the Midraeh 

quotes the following explanation. "When one ls bo1"n, man counts 

him as dead; when one dies, man coun'lte him as living. When man ls 

born, all rejoice; when he has died, all weep for him. But this 

is not right. Rather when he is born one should not rejoice, for 

we do not know whether or not or how he will stand up against the 

(1) Midrash Rabba 5,11 

(2) Koheleth 7:1 
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tri.a lei of life; whether he wi 11 be a righteous man or a wicked 

man; good, or bad. But when he has died men should rejoice that 

he has left the iorld with • good name and in peace. This le 

comparable to two ships sailing out on the broad sea. One sails 

,.~ out of the harbor and the other sails into the .. havbor. Over the 

1:· 

,. 

i 

\ 

l 
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one that sails out into the broad. ocean, everyone rejoices. Over 

the one coming lnto port no one rejoices~ "fhere. was a. clever man 

present in the gathering who heard this and said: 'I see just the 

opposite of this this. Over the ship sailing out into the sea, 

. no' one should re)oice; for man does not know what t ts f!te will 

be, .or what obstacles it will encounter; but over the one coming 

into port everyone should rejoice because lt has s 11cc ess f 1.llly 

wt thstood the dangers (of the ·sea). In like manner, we should 

rejoice over the a.ead ·11ho de ;ia rt ed f JJom the world with a good 

name and in peace.' 'lhis is the meaning of Solomon's words 'the 
( 1) 

day of =death ls better than the day of birth'." 

The rabbis also found dif'f'lculty in ex.plaining the verse 
11

he 

has made et:ierythinr.:; appropr:latE<) in lts time; also he has put 

ignorance in man's heart, so tho.t he cannot flimd out the work that 
(2) 

God does from beginning to end". They comment on thls verse as 

follows: " 1.f lt had not been that Gl>d had concealed from man the 

day of his death, he would not build a house or a vineyard for he 

would say 'tomorrow .I must die, why shoulcl I stand. and weary my

self for others.' Therefore God hid from him the day of his death 

(1) Midrash Rabba 7,1 

(2) Koheleth 3:11 

• 
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that he might build and plant, If he does not merl t l t for him ... 

self then he does it for others (who merit it). Thus it says 

(Leviticus 19:23) 'and when ye shall come into the land and shall 

have planted all manner of trees for food', God said to Israel 

'although you will fi.nd. it all filled with good, be careful in 
( l) 

~your) planting that ;your sons af'ter you may find it too 1 • '' 

'l'he following comment of the rabbis on the verse 11 as he 

came naked from the womb of his mother, he sh.all go again as he 

came; and nothing shall he receive throue;h h.is labor, which he cc.n 
(2) 

carry 1.n his hand" , is extremely interesting. The rabbis do not 

only accept the lit«3ralness of the text but e;o a step beyond. They 

say 11 just as a man comes into the world, so he leaves. Ma.n comes 

into the world with e. loud voice (crying) and he leaves lt crying. 

He comes in with love and he leaves wl th love (caresses). He 

comes ln wailing and leaves lt wailing~ He comes in without know-
(3J 

ledge and lenvee without knowledge. 11 According to this view, man 

leaves life neither with material substance nor with s~irltual 

riches. All that he revelved from the worl<1 must go back into the 

earth. Another comment made on this verse also recognizes the plain 

text. "It is taught :t.n the name of Ra. bbi Meir: 'when a man co mes 

into the world his hana.s are doubled as if he would say ' the whole 

world is mine and I inherlt it'. When he leaves lt., his hands are 

e h)read out flat, a.s if he would say, ' I have lnherl ted nothing 
(4) . 

from the world 1 • For thus d.ld Solomon say," The rabbis also 

--
( 1) Yalkut Shimoni 3,11 

(2) Koheleth 5,14 

(3) Miaraah Rabba 5,14 

( l~) Midrar;h Rabba 5' 11~ 
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found difficulty with the verse "and I congratulated the dead, who 
' (1) 

have already died, more than the living who are yet alive". The 

Midrash offers the following comment. "Mar said 'when Israel 

sinned in the wilderness, Moses stood before God wlth how many 

prayers and he was not answered; but when he said, 'remember thy 

servants Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, he was answered at once . .And 

did not Solomon speak beautifully when he said 'and I congratulated 
(2) 

the dead etc. '." Another comment is as follows. 11 It ls the custom 

of the world that when a king of flesh anc1 blood issues. a decree, 

at ti.mes it is kept and at times it ls not; and if it is observed 

in his lifetime; in his death,. l t le not kept. But Moses, our 

Master, issued (decreed) how many decrees and established. how many 

institutions and the y have always been kept and will be forever 

and ever. Therefore did Solomon not speak beautifully when he said 
(3) 

'I c. ongra tu lated the dead etc. ' . 11 11hus, by taking the verse 

completely out of its context, the rabbis easily did away with its 

true meaning and gave it a pure orthodox significance. 

We haVE3 seen what the rabbis thog@ht of man's relation to 

death. Turning now to their cor:c ept of llfe after, death, we will 

find them ,just as certain of man' e existence in the world. beyond 

as they were of m«n's life in thl~ world. 

(l)Koheleth 4:2 

(2) Midrash Rabba 4,2 

(3) Mldrash Rabba 4,2 
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RE$URRECTit!N 

We have already stated that Koheleth believed that man' life 

ended with the grave, There in the earth time and nature would 

unite to destroy the body, whlrh, broken into fragments, would 

soon melt away into the earth. This view chaihlengea one of the 

main "gogmae" of rabbinic Judaism and the rabble had to interpret 

the t'ext with skill to make it mean the opposite of what it really 

said. Koheleth 1 s view ls clearly stat!JdL in the verse "for the 

living know that they shall die, but the dead know not anything; 
( 1) 

they have no longer a reward, for their memory ls forgotten". 

Though the rabbis do not make any statement appertaining to resur

rection at this point, they. do find occalslon to ex ~)ress their 

views ln their comments on the verse "~h.~n goods increase, eaters 

of thel.'b. increase, and what profit has their cmner exce9t the sight 
( 2) . 

of hls eyes". The Midrash q 'J.otes the fo llwwing lnc lde'.t'lt. "A 

Cuthite asked Rabbi Meir 1do the aead live again?' Ra.bbl Meir 

answered 'Yes'. The Cuthite asked (further) 1 (are they) hiddBn 

of (are they) revealed (seen)?' Rabbi Meir answered '(they are) 

seen'. The Cuthlte (then) aa1d 'how can you prove lt to me?'. 

Rabbi Mair replied ' (I will prove iP to you) neither from Scri~ure 

nor from Mlehna, but from life will I bring my proof. In our 

city there lives an Upright man to whom all entrusted 

their ~aluables, in secret, and he returned it to them openly. One 

man came to hlm and openly entrusted hlm with hls valuables, How 

d.ld th ls righteous man return 1 t'? Secretly or openly?' The 

Cuthlte answered 'openly) Rabbi Meir (then) said 'may your ears 

(1.) Koheleth 9:5 

(2) Kohelth 5,10 

-, 
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· hear what your mouth utters. Men give their wives one white drop 
i ' 

,1 and God returns the white a.rop openly in the form of a beautif11l, 

~ ·. 

! ;; 

perfect creature. Is it not all the more so with those who die 

openly, that they should return seen (and.) with a loud voice?' 

The Cuthite asked further 1 do the dead resur:eect naked or clothed'?' 

Rabbi Meir answered 'clothed'. The Cuthi 1Le then asked 'how ban 

you prove that to me'? 9 .Rabbi Meir answered 'neither from Scripture 

nor from MishnE.1N. but .from life 1 ts elf (wi 11 I bring proof to you). 

'Did you ever plant beans'?, a.eked Rabbi Meir The Outhite answered 

'-'yes'. Rabbi Meir then a.eked' did they have shells'?'. The Cuthite 

answered 'no'. Then Rabbi Mei_r asked 'how do they appear after 

gorwn?' The Cuthite answered 'covered with a shell'. Rabbi Mair _____ ,. ... 
then said 'may your ears hear what your mouth has said. If beans 

which are sowed without shells appear with shells how much the 
. (1) 

more muat the dead who are buried cl~thed, resurrect clothed,'" 

The Midrash gives us a simllar,!incident which occur•ed with 

Rabbi Ibbo and a cuthita. "The Cuthite asked 1 if' the dead, once 

albre and clmthed are destined to come back, who gives them food 

(while they lie in the grave)?' Rabbi Ibbo answered ' they take 

their food with them- just as Solomon said above 'with increase 
(2) 

of goods comes an increase of desire (eaters)' ', '' 

"On another occalslon a Cuthlte asked 'if the dead, (once) 

alive, clothed and nourished are aest.lned to return aggin, why 

do y:>u cry for them'?' Rabbi Meir, with great impatience, answered 

'do not men;; when they have lost osamething precious, break out 

in tears? Only with this difference, that the man who came into 

(1) Midrash Rabba 5,10 

(2) Midrash Rabba 5,10 
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the world with a loud voice, departs from the world with a 

loud voice. 111 
( ].,) 

Commenting on the verse "Also he ls afraid of a height, and 

terror 1s on the road, and the almond-tree blooms, and the 

grasshopper ls burdensome, and the caperberry ls made ineffectual; 

for t.he man goes to hls eternal house, and the mourners go around 

the street, 11 the :r·abbis give us an incident similar to the above 

ones. "Hadrian asked Rabbi Joshua ben Chananya 'Fr•om where is 

Rabbi Chananya answwred 'From the man destined to sprout forth?' 
(2) 

bones of the spine. '11 And when Hadrian asked for the proof, 

· Chananya gave him the proof. 

There is a marked contrast between the views of Koheleth 

and that of the Rabbis. Where Koheleth sees that man's life ends 

with the grave, the rabbis see, what may be called, the beglnning 

of a new life; where Koheleth~s mind refused to reason beyond the 

seen realities of the universe, the rabbis projected another worN 

where the unfairness of this life le squared and the wronged are 

righted. This view of the rabble leads them, then, to a discussion 

of the r1€shteous and the wicked in thms world. and their fate in 

the world to come. 

----
(1) Mldrash Rabba 5,10 

(2) Midrash Rabba 12,5. 
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The Righ~eous aDg_!he Wickeq 

Koheleth 1 s View 

Koheleth also raises the eternal question of why the righteous 

and the wicked are not rewarded according to their merits (9:11). 

There are righteous men who dle because of their righteousness, and 

wicked men who prolong their life through their wickedness (7:15). 

Life is not according to Scripture which believes that the 
(1) 

righteous have a long life, while the wicked do not live out 
(2) 

halt' their days • Hence it is foolish for man to be over-righteous 

(7:16); rather let him be simple to a moderate degree (7:17). Eor 

ln reality, there is not a man in all the world, righteous though 

' he be,that does not aln (7:20-22) In his arraignment of Life, 

Koheleth cries out against the honor done to the wicked, who, having 

spent their days in the Temple, where thet» feet should never have 

been allowed to step, are burled with honor and their praises 

sung in the streets (8:10). Yes,the vanity of Life ls· that the 

rl.ghteous au rfer in place of the wicked and the wicked prosper 

in place of the righteous (8:14). Yet the end ofbota the righteous 

and the wicked ls the grave, Both will suffer the same fate 

ultimately (9:2). Since this life we must not d&spa.tr (8: 15) . .All 

seems to be die.~ olnted; the rewards o:f' the wicked and the 

righteous are reversed. rrhe future ls dark and no ray of 

light and no hope rests on the days yet to be. Hence, if man is 

( 1) Ex. 20: 12 i Deut. 4: J.W; Ji.?e&.c1;ms91: 16; Prov. 3: 2, 16; l~: lQ. 

(2) Ps.37:10; 55:23; 58:3-9; 73:18; 
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. 
wise he will make the best of youth, eating and drinking while 

he can; for th~ pleasure which h~ gets no one can rob him of. 
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Rabbinic Vie~ 

The rabbis attacked this negative attitude of Koheleth toward 

righteous living by positing another world. 1rhe rabbis saw that 

life was just as Koheleth pictured it to be. They could not deny 

that the righteous suff er and tho wicked prosper. They themwelves 

were, no doubt, often victims of the same unjust state of affairs. 

However, they did not a.<•cept the cDnclusions and advice of Kohel'bth. 

Rather did ~hey seek to satisfy the hunger !6or the .1ust compen

sation of the righteous llfe by posting this other world. In.the 

l:tfe beyond this, the disharmonies of th4ls world are absent. Justice 

and righteousness form the pinnacles of heaven. Men must not 

judge life on the basis of this world alone, for this world is 

merely one act in the d.rama of life. rn· the world tto come there 

is no suffering of the righteous; all who were just, t:ru:e. noble 

and faithful receive the .1ust award from the very hand of' God 

Himself. 'Ibis world is merely the test of the ma.n. In the next 

world, those tha.t passed the test will enjoy the happiness and 

bliess for whlrh they yearned and labored here on the earth. In 

trying to a.newer the question of why the wicked prosper the rabblis 

made the follwing comments. Explaining the verse "and I said in 

my heart the righteous and the wicked God wi.11 judge, for a tlme 
( 1) 

for every matter and for every work has He appointed", the rabbis 
(2) 

sa.y 11 God judges both the wicked and the rlghteous alike". Again 

they say "every desire has lts tini.e and every time has its desire. 

In this world, man ca.n do as he wishes, but in the next world 
(3) 

justice and righteoue·nes rules. 11 In commenting on the verse 

·~~~~~--~~-~·-··---·,---···~~~-

(l) Koheleth 3:17 

(2) Midrash Rabba 3,17 

(3) II II 3,17 

-------------·~~--~~~~-
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tt ~ for every matter has a time and judgment. "'or the m1.sery of man 
( 1) 

is ~reat upon him", the Midl'.'ash says "what man wishes to do ln this 

world he may do, but in the world to come there is justice and 
(2) 

reckoning.'' 'rhus man has the choice of acting according to his 

heart's desire. He may fulfill his every whim here on earth; the 

wicked may prosper, but they will pay the penalty in God's realm 

above. '.rhe rabbis say in commenting on the verse '.'and I said in 

my heart ( 1 t is) em ace ount of the sons of men, for God to prove 
(3) 

them and show that they are beasts 11 
'' That God lets the wicked 

have peace in this world in spite of their vileness and reproach, 

in order that He might test them and select the judsment (din} 

for them and to show that they are beasts ail. a.11 times. Just as 

death befalls the beast and has no llfe in the world to come, 

so the wicked die and have no life in the world to come. For the 

acts which the righteous perform through afflection, fasting and 

s~ffering, I m neidered (why all this suffering?}, In order that 

God might give practical proof of their piety, and to show to 

the nations their attachment to God. Concerning this, man may 

accept the following axiom 'he who comes to d.eath through ex

eeuting a good deed ls not lacking in piety; he who comes to death 

through sin is not lacking in wickedness. Both leave the world 
( 4) 

perfect; one in his wickedness, the other in his righteousness. 1
• 

10 

Thus the suffering of the righteous is but a a.emonstra t ion of 

their loyalty to God and an example to the Gentiles of the right 

li~e. 

The ra.bbis also explain that there ls a· difference between 

(l)Midrash Rabba 8,6~ 

(2) Midrash Rabba 8,6 

(3}Koheleth 3;18 

(4}Midraah Rabba 3,18 

-· --·-,----------~------------------ ---·---
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the souls of the righteous and those of the wicked. In commenting 

on the verse ~who knows the spirit of the sons of men, whether it 

ascends upward, and the spirit of beasts, whether lt descends 
( 1) 

downward to the earth"~ the rabbis say "a.re the souls of the 

righteous and the wicked the same? Both go on high. But the souls 

of the righteous ave placed in a treasure-house, whereas the 

souls of the wicked are cast about on earth. As Abigail said to 

David through the Holy Spirit 'and the soul of my lLord is bound 

up in the bundle of life'. Is it possible that the so 1J.ls of' the 

-wicked are too'? JG"No, for) there is a teaching to tell us ' and 

the souls of thine enemies, them shall he sling out, as from 
. . (2) 

the hollow of a sling (I Samuel :25~29)' ." Again ~n comment.lng 

on this verse, the Midrash relates the follow1fus,~. iv.A woman 

asked Rabbi Jose bar ~alafta a questlon •..................... 

'What is the Din of the verse 'who knoweth that the spirit of 

the beast goeth downward to the earth'f 1 He (JJalafta) said to 

her 'these are the souls of the wicked for they ~o down to 
(3) 

Gehinnom--downward'. 11 The rabbis say "if the .. · righteous would 

not stand and heap up Mt tzlloth and gooa. deeds, would it not 
(4) 

have been valn for Hlm to have created the worl~? 11 

The M1drash in commenting on the verse "if thou s<,est 

opprei;rnion of a poor man and the wresting ~f justice and right 

in a provlnce, do not look 1n astonishment nt the matter, for one 

high officer ws watching above another, and there are htgher ones 
(5) 

above them, 11 , warns man not to eTJ!vy the prosperity of the wicked. 

, ____ ... ...__..._. ____ , ____ _ 
(1) Kohaleth 3:21 

(2) Mldrash Rabba 3,21 

(3) Midraeh Rabba 3,21 

(4) Midrash Rabba 4,8 

(5) Kohelath 5:7 
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For II i ·f h h i th th J.. k j you see one w o as power oppress ng e poor, e wlJ:la .]; 

and the righteous, the l!.verllvlng One ls lc:>tting h:l.m experience 

abundance and peace, see in it the .1udgment of Gehinnorn. For 

above these (wicked) are the (watching) angels and above the 
,, ( 1) 

angels is God. God also judges Israel as a group, His methocl 

of judging all Israel ls described to us in this beautLful 

Midrash, commenting on the verse "sweet is the sleep of the 

laborer, whether he eat little or much, but the satiety of the 
(2) 

rich does not permit him to sleep." ttA king had a fruit 

sarden which he gave over to his son. As long as the son fulfilled 

the will of the father, the father would look about for a 

beautiful plabt and when ha found it, he would place it in the 

garden of his son. If the son, however, did not act properly, he 

would take the most beant.lful plant of the garden which he sowed 

in his son's garden and tear .lt out. The king is God; the garden 

the world. And others say (the garden is) Israel, As long as 

Israel performs the will of God, God looks about :for the most 

righteous men among the heathen, takes them and joins them to 

Israel -- for example, people like Jethro, Rechab, Ruth and 

Antoninus. But if Israel does not peform Ctod' s vrill, Ha separates 
(3) 

a righteous man from Israel when such ls to be found.'' 

The rabbis warn Israel against the choosing of the easier 

path of wickedness and its apparent earthly advantages. In 
(4) 

explaining ''better is the end of a thing than its beginning", 

they say tt (this is so) because it say 'lifa and death have I 

(l)Midrash Rabba 5,7 

(2) Koheleth 5;11 

--·---

(3) Midrash Rabba 5,11 

(4) Koheleth 7:8a 
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placed before thee (Deuteronomy 30:19) 1
• Perhaps Israel will say 

'since God placed before us two paths, we can go on which ever one 

we choose' . But there is a teaching the.t tells us 'and thou 

shalt choose life (Deuteronomy 30: 19)'. It is comparable to one 

who sits at a crossroad and there are before him two paths. The 

beginning of one being level and. its end thorny; the other, its 

beginning thorny and its end level. And be (who sits at the 

croasroads) says to the travellors: 'you see that the beginning err 
th.is road is thorny two or three strides and its end is level. 

And you see that the beginning of this other road is lev~l for 

a few paces and its end ts thorny.' Thus did Moses say to Israel 

'you see that the wicked do prosper two or three days ln this 

world and their end. will be to be punished afterwards.' But ye 
( 1) 

shall not seek after evil'." Thus far, we have seen a eort of 

vengeance in the words of the rabbis. But there is a s plri t far 

more sublime and tender which emanate from thelr words. 'rhus in 

commenting on the versy 11 1.n the day of prosperity be joyful, and 

in the day of adversity cons id er; even this God haa made to 

correspond to that :tn order that man shou·ld not find anything 
(2) 

(that ls to be) after him" , the rabbis say 11 God created both 

the righteous and the wicked that they might atone, one ~r the 

other. God created both the poor and the rich so that one would 

care for the other. God crea tea. the Garden of Eden and ®ehinnom 
(3) 

so that they should deliver one from the other. 11 In commenting 

on the verse 11 dead flies corrupt the perfumer's ointment; more 
(4) 

valued ls a little wisdom than the great glory of folly'', the 

11 y-l'Jlid);aafi Ya i3\it. 1:s-----T4f1fo11e 10t.-1110 :r--· 
(2) Koheleth 7:14 

(3) Midrash Yal~ut 7,14 
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Midrash gives us this interesting comment. "Since Isaiah, chapter 

~1ve, verse fourteen, has not the plural ----1l!-.e~:...;Ru..-_ but the 

singular ·--""'Q.:... .. n__, Akiba concludes that it means that he who 

has not done one good deed more (than one evil deed), which 

' l 1 might balance the scale ln his favor, is carried to Gehinnom. 
( 1) 

The Dorshe Reshumoth say that man is dtudged according to the 

majority (of his good or evil deeds). Ever should man consider 

himself as having as many merits as faults, or as many good 

actions as bad ones to his credit. If he has a majority of one 

5ood deed, ta ppy is he, for he has balanced the scale :1.n his 
(2) 

favor. But if he has a majority of one evil deed, woe unto him." 

The rabbis in commenting on "all his striving is ln order to be 
(3) 

called a person of property", recognize the hardness of this life. 

The Midrash quotes "Jacob ben Kurschal (who) said: 9better is a 

handful of soul-rest in the world to come than hands full of 
(I+) 

'· soul .... trouble and evil in this world•." It was the firm bel:tef 

, 1 of the rabbais aha t goodness is destined to gain its just reward • 
. · '· 

' . 
'' 

They said. 11 1t is revealed and known before Him who said 'and 

the world shall be', that the ri5hteous are destined to come 
(5) 

into the hands of good deeds." Fln~lly, their whole attitude 

may be summed up in the saying ''happy are the righteous men to 

whom it happens according to the worksso~ the wicked in this 

world; and woe to the wicked to whom it happens according to 
( 6) 

the righteous (in this world)." 

-----·--------------·----........ -----------·----..--
·(1) They were ancient Jewish allegorists. See article by J.Z. 

Lauterbach "'rhe Ancient Jewish Allegorists in 'ralmud and 

M1drash 11
• J.Q.R. N.S. Vol,l Number 3 (1911). 

Miarash Rabba 10, l (6) Midrash Rabba. :8,,14 
Koheleth 1~:6 
Midrash Rabba 4,6 
Midrash Rabbri 7,15 

..----· ------··----------------- ·-------~-·--···----------···----------·----~-- .. ----- ·----·--------
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Re12entauce 

Although the rabbis believed that God condemned the wicked, 

they also belit'3ved that God would gi.ve them the.opportunity to 

return to the right pa 1ih of life. By repenting and co ming\back 

to the righteous life, the wicked could gain the grace of the 

Divine. While Koheleth sees no necessity for the wiGJked to repent. 

because of their apparent good fortune and the doubtful existence 

of another world, the rabbis warn the wicked to give up their 

evil ways in order th.,.t they might be saved from the wrath of God 

'in t.he life after death~ 

Commenting on the verse ttthe crooked cannot be straightened, 
( 1) 

and the wanting cannot be numbered", the rabblA say 11 in this world 

whoever is perverted in his ways can correct them; and whoever 

is wanting in hie ways ) can change them. But in the world to 

come whoever is perverted in his ''mys will not be able to correct 

them and whoever is want.tng in his ways cannot change (them). 

There are many of the wicked who were compan1.ons in this world. 

One of them hastened and repented during his life, before his death; 

and one did not repent before hie death. The one who repented in 

his life merited to stand on the side of the group of the rlghte~ 

ous; and the other stood on the side of the group of the wicked; 

and he saw his companion and sald 'perhpas there is favori.tism 

ln this world (future world), 1 woe to that man (who makes this 

statement). ' He and I were (companions) in the world together. 

For we were as one and we stold as one, piliundered as one; and 

together we did all the wicked deeds which are in the world. Why 

( l)Koheleth 1: 15 
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la this one on the side of the group of the righteous and the 

other on the side of the group of the wicked!' He says to him 

'fool (of the world), you were disgraced after your death three 

days and they did not place you in a coffin, but with ropes did 

they drag you to the f'ravfJ. 'The maggot is spread under thee, and 

the worms cover thee (Isaiah 11~: 11) I' and thy companion saw thy 

disgrace and swore to turn from hls evil path and he repented as 

a righteous man . .And his repentance enables him to bake here 

life, honor, and. a share with the righteous. Why all this? You 

had the power in your hand (t.o pepent) and if you had repented 

it would have been we 11 with three. 1 And he (who failed to repent) 

says to them 1 permit me and I will go and repent.' Then they 

(that repented) say to him 'O fool (of the world) do you knot 

know that this world is like the Sabbath and the0world from 

which y·Ju come is like the eve of Sabbath~ If man does not 

prepare on the eve of Sabbath, what will he eat on the Sabbath'? 

And do you mot know that the world tram which you come is like 

dry lF.md and that th is world (future world) is like a sea'? And 

if one does not prepare (for) hlmsel:f on dry land what will he 

eat on the sea? And do you mot know that this world iA like a 

·wilderness and that the world from which you come is like 

(settled) inhabited land and if one does not prepare himself 

in the inhabited land what will he eat.in the wilderness?' 

At onre he (who failed to repent) says 'permit me to see the 

hon1D:v( glory ) of my companion.' And they (who repented) say to 

him ' fool (of the world) we are commanded (from the mouth of 

God) by the Mighty One that the righteous shall not stand in the 
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mldst of the wicked and the wicked. shall not stand :tn the midst 

of the righteous; nor the pure by the s:tde of the impure, and 

the impure on the side of the pure; and regarding that whlch 

we were commanded concerning this gate, as it 1.s said 9 thls is 

the gate" of the Lord; the righteous shall enter into it (Psalm 

112:10)'. At once he (who failed to repent) rent hls garments 

and plucked his hair; as it is sald ''the wicked shall see and 

be vexea; He shall gnash with his teeth, and melt away; the desire 
( 1) 

of the wicked shall perish.'." 

The·rabbis believed that 11 all the while a.man lives, God 

keeps open for him Repentance-- that is, God hopes that man will 
' (2) 

repent.'' On the other hand "lf the wicked has died. (wl thout 

repenting), then his hope is according to the verse in Proverbs 
(3) 

11!7, 'when a wicked man di eth, his ex pee ta ti on sha 11 perish 1 • 
11 

The rabbis give a parable to illustrate this. There were three 

men who were imprisoned. A brGach was made 1n the wa 11 of the 

prison, through which two of the prisoners escaped. The third 

prisoner refused to escape and was punished by the guard. 

Similarly repentance is the breach in the wall 66f sin), through 
(4) 

which the wicked man may e:sca.pe :from destruction. The Midrash 

says "God has· patience with the wicked in tibhls world for three 

rea.sona. Perhaps they will repent; perhaps they will perform 

mitzvoth; for whi~h God will pay them in this world; perhaps 

good children may spring forth from them as hnppened with .Ahaz 

, who had a good son in Hezekiah; and Ammon who aad a good son in 

(l)Midrash Rabba 1,15 

( 2) Midrash Rabba 7,15 

(3) Mid rash Rabba 7' 15 

(!+) ti ti 7,15 
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( 1) 

Josiah; and Shimei who hnd a good son in Mordecai." 

In commenting on the verse "at all times let thy garment 
. (2) 

be white, and let not oll be lacking fvr thy heaatt, the rabbis 

say '1 it ls taught, 're :)ent one day before your death'. 'rhere

upon the students asked Rabbi Eliezer 'does man know then when 

he w111 die, that man might repent?' ~No! all the more,' 

answered Rab ti Eliezer, 'should. man· work for his betterment 

every day; for perhaps, the following day he might die; and all 

hie days should lfllnd him in rEnentance; therefore it says 1 at 
(3) 

all times let try garments be white'.'' The Midrash a.lso quotes 

this beautiful statement of the rabbis, Commenting on the verse 

''better ls a palm of' the hand fq 11 of rest and the hollow of 
( 4) 

two hands full of toil and the desire of wind", ~.t .ls told that 
11 God sa,~d 'better :ts repentance and good deeds in thia world than 

all life in the world to come; for the future wo11ld can only come 
(5) 

through the strength of this world.' 11 In explaining the verse 

'
1 for whoever is joined to all the li vi.ng, there is hope tflor him), 

(6) 
for verity a living dog is better tho n a dead lion11 , ·the rabbis 

say ''for as long as man lives there ls in him hope and trust to 
(7) 

repent; but when he ls dead, his hope is a.estD!Dyed." The rabbis 

·---------------·---~-- ---
(1) Mldrash Rabba 7,15 

(2) k:o.b:.:e:l:eth Q.:.8:. 

( 3) Mldr.S:sh l~Ra'.aJl5a. 9, 8 

(!+ ) Ko.h:.e;.1 e. th '·~,:: 6~ 

(5) Midrash !abba 4,6 

(6) Koheleth 9:4 

(7) Midrash Yaliut 9,4 
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also believed that man d.eludes himself as to the nearness of 

repentance and death as well as their distance. In commenting on 

the verse "when I gave my heart to know wisdom and to see the td>il 

that ls done upon the earth-for both day and night he sees no 
( 1) 

sleep with his eyes", they say "two things whlch are good for 

man are near to him and far from him; far from him and near to 

hlm, Repentanr e ls near. to man and he holds it far; and lt is 

far (from him) and he holds lt nea~. Death is near to him and 
(2) 

he holds it far, and it is far from him and he holds it near." 

... ._ .. _ .. ___ . ____ _ -----------------
Koheleth 8: 16 

Midrash Rabba 8,16 
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