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DIGEST 

In Eccl. 8 : 1-15, Qohelet chall en ges two fundamental 

doctrines adopted by Judaism: the eff ica cy of wi sdom and divine 
• 

~ 

justice. For a pious believer, Ecc l esiastes brings into focus 

the difficult questi ons lhat can t hreaten faith. •These 

questions have t o be pondered and answered in such a wa y as to 

strenghten that .faith . 

Later Judaism s were unable to dcce pt Qohe l et's u lt imat e 

conclusion that life had n o va lue or meaning. On the contrary. a 

fundamental goal of Judaism was to make life meaning ful . Ethica l , 
beha vi or and o bse rvance of the commandments made lite meaningful 

and made the world a be tter place. Right action led inevitabl y 

to reward, a nd d ivine providence was an indisputable !act. The 

absurdity of Qohelet's wo rld was radi c ally incompatible with 

, these other Jewis h conceptions. 

Traditiona l ly -mi nded readers of Qohe l et's teaching& were 

stirred by hi& w~itings; they were shocked at his advice, and 

felt motivated to comment . 
..­

Some comm·entators went far beyond '\ 

simple response to Qohe l et's conclusions and attempted to solve 

the d lemmas that he posed. / 

This thesis is a . study o f the solutions of leadtng~wi&h 

commentator& from various period& in history, particularly in 
.. 

re s ponse t o Eccl. 8:1-15, one of the most prob lema~ic passages i n 
,;.. 

the book". Each response is examined ~nd compared to \ he "plain 
I 

meaning" of the text, the "p l ain mean l ngft being understood to be 

the ori ginaJ intent~on of Qoh&le t as de t ermined by modern 

schol a r ship. The pu~pose of this work is <1> to give a precise 
# 
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p .. 

... 



.. 

/ 
explanation of Edel. B:l-15, C2> to compa re this precise 

exp..l-e.nation to trad it ional commentary, aQd <3> to examine the 

various ' definitions of absurdity. 

~~ 
Pious commentatorG have various concept i ons of "absurdity , " 

none of which seems to conform to Qohelet's plain sense. 

Talmudic sources have t he least developed definition of hebel: -

absurdity is anything that contradicts rabbinic law . This 

definition appJies not on ly to ideas but also to Reople. Thus, 

genti les ~ho fail to comprehend the superiority of Rabbinic 

Judaism are labelled absurd{ The definition of absurdity as a 

contradiction of traditiona l teaching applie~ghout th~ 

talmudic commentary on Eccles ias tes Chapter Eight but t here is no 

syste.matic theological argument of the point. 

Qohelet's proof f o r the rejection of di vi ne retribution is 

absurd, according to Saadia Gaon, because it is a simplistic 

generalization. A wise man knows that this matter is beyond 

human comptehension. Absurdity is manifest in simpltstic 

generalizations that lead one away from r eligious belief and 

practice. Sophistry is absurdity. 
I 

/ Rashi appropriates Qohelet's method of 'argumentation. 
,. I 

Qohelet's style of rhetoric is to take a pious wisdom saying 

turn it on its head. In Rashi's account, Qohelet comes to 

rej&ct the case of \he apparent lack of divine just-ice in the 

world . Qohelet proves that the .claim that div i ne rstribution 

.., does n.ot exist is an illusion. Absurdity , for Rashi then, !s any 

conclusion that people draw based on appearances. Empiri ca l 
I . 

obse~vation leads easily to false opinions; the world and God are 

~-=-------------~~· · ~ 

,. 



much too complicated for the faithless to comprehend ~ . One acts 

absurdly when denying the existence of divine retribution merely 

on appearances. 

According t .o · the Zahar, absurdity has b~l"l a negative and 

positive connotation. The everyday events that seem to disprove 

divine retribution are the absurdities because the truth is t~at 

divine retribution suffuses t~e world. '> 

For Qohelet, belief in the efficacy of wisdom or divine . . 

retribution is absurd; for pious commentators, the denial of 

either is absu r d. "The truth is not- ~ choice betw-een skepticism 
'\ --.. 

and belief but a confrontation between the two. Absurdity is 

relativ~ to the truth that one accepts. Since the definition of 

absurdity is dependent upon one ' s re l igious beliefs, each 

definition rejects every other dissonant system of religious 

,( .. .. 
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Absurdities of ab&urdities!-said Qohelet -
A b ~ u rd i t i e & ·of ab & u rd i ti e & ! Eve r y t h i n g i s ab & u rd ! 

The~ words are t he introduction to the book of Ecclesiastes 

----according to the definition of hebel proposed qy Michael Fox. 1 . 
Qohelet, the-Slge Caccord.ing to Eccl. 12:9 ) , is for the modern 

reader an :nti~e~is of . a wisdom teacher. He rejects and 

. ' ridicules wisdom; he - mocks "t"fiose with prous reverence for wisdom 

< Ecc l . 1 : 18 > • Uhat a pEl'rson acquires appears to be a matter of 

l uck rather than di vi ne providence. One can d o- no better than to 

eat, drink, and enjoy the portion that one receives, . says Qohelet 

CEcc l. 5:17, 8:15 ) . 
-u:. 

Traditionall y-minded readers of Qohelet's teachings were 

stirred by his wri tings. Some were shocked at his advice , and 

felt mo t ivated to comment. Fo r example: 

Rabbi Judah son of R. Samuel ben Shi lath said in Rab's 
name: The sages wishad to hide ~he Book of Ecclesias ­

~tes becaus~ its words are self-contradictory; why did 
they not hide it? Because , its beginning is words of 
Torah and its end is words of Torah. 2 

Some commentators WJ:Jtlt far beyond a simple response to Qohe l et'& , 

conclusions and attempted to solve the dilemmas that he posed. 

For a pious believer, Ecclesiastes brought into focus the 

difficult questions that could threaten faith. Those questions 

had to be ponde~ed and answered in such a way as to strenghten 

that faith. 

tH i chael V. Fox, "The Meaning of Hebel fg~ Qohelet," i ournal 
of Biblical Literature, 105 / 3 <1986), pp. 409-427~ 

2 Shabbat 30b; LR 26.1 also gives an example. 

3 • .. 
• .-
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This thesis is a study of the solutions of leading Jewish 

comrnentatbrs from various periods in history , particularl·y in 

response to Eccl. 8:1-15, one of the most problematic passages ir , 

the book. Ea~h response is examined and compared to the "plain 

meaning" of t he text, t he "plain meaning" being understood to be 

the origina l intention of Qohelet as determined by modern 

scholarship. The purpose of thi s wor k is Cl ) to give a precise 

explanation ot Eccl . 8:1-15, <2 > to compare this precise 

,/ 

explanation to traditional commentary, and <3> to examine th~ 

various definitions of absurdity. 

The traditional commentaries focus - upon tw't>~major th~ologi-

ca I d i ff i cu I ties i n Ecc I . 8: 1 - 15 : th~ efficacy of wisdom and 

divine retribution. The first chapter o f my thesis will seek to ,..... 
) 

establish Qohe l et's premises and describe his ~se to t~ese 

theological difficulties. The next fou r chapters wlll co~ P 
t "-..._fi 

centrate on the various Jewish responses to Qoh~s-garing and 

problematic discussion. In succession, the treat ra~binic 

interpretations <Chapter Two ) , Saadia Gaon; <Chapter Three>, 

Rashi <Chapter Four>, the Zohar <Chapter 5' h- The purpose of 

these chapters is ~o explain each response and define the 

relati-;lnship between the text of Ecclesiastes and the content of 

the commentary. In each case, .....f wi 11 focus ~n the comment.-;tor' s 
.~ 

attempts to so l ~ ~he theological difficulties posed b y Qohalet 

' .,.-
wi ~h\n their part icular hermeneutica~ framework. 

The conclusion focuse& _Qn the defin ition of the "absurdity" 

Ch•b•l > in Eccles iastes C~apter Eight i n light of traditional 

.. .. 

-.. 

... 



commentary - p~fticularly on the ~remarkable dissonance between 

that commentary and the apparent "~lain sense" of the text. The 

question of what is absurd must be reevaluated i n ~ he context of 

the two theological issues,\.ef the efficacy of lo{_isdom and the 

nature of divine retribution. Each commentator develops an 
. 

account of Qohelet's absurdi ty according to his particular , . . 
response to the text. Jn the end, one must decide _who speaks the 

truth about wisdom and divine justice : Qohelet or his commen-

ta tors. 

; 

·-
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Ecclesiastes 8:1-15 

'Who is like the wise man, and who understands the interpretation 
of t .he saying: ~ 

"A wise man's wisdom illuminates his face 
So that his ste rn visage is changed" 

z I do! Obey the king's orders and do not be has ty in uttering an 
oath ln the name of God. --~Leave his presence. Do not pers ist i n 
a dan~erous situation because he can do anything he pleases 
•inasmuch as a k~ng's comman9 is authoritative, and none can say 
to him, "What are you do i ng1~ •one who obeys commands wjll no t 
experience a dangerous situ.~tion. 

A wi se man knows intimately that there is a ~ime of doom. 
•That for all de~ire there is a time of doom because a man's 
calamity overwhelms h i m. 7 For he does not know what will be; 
even when it wi ll happen, who can tell him? •A man is powerless 
over the lifebreath , to hold in the lifebreath : there is no 
autho\.ity on the day ~f death. Tlle~ e ' i s no mustering out of this 
war and wea lt h is powerless to save~fts owner . 

•All of this l observed, and 1 considered •ll the deeds 
that are 60ne under the sun, when men have authority over men t o 
harm them unjustly. 10 Then l saw wicked men, approaching and 
entering the holy place, walk about and boast in the city that 
they have done right . This ;too is absurdi ty. · 11 Because the 
sentence for evil deeds is not executed swi ftly, therefore men 
are encouraged to do e v il. 12~ sinner may do evil a hundred 
t i mes and his Clif e l i s pro1onged. 

AltholJth I know that it shall be wa il fo r t hose who fear God 
because they revere Him , 13 and it will not be we l l for the wicked 
one and his days wil l not be p r olonged because h~ does not fear 
God , ••there is an absurdity that occurs in the world: there 
are righteous people who receive . recompense due the wicked and 
there are wicked people who receive recompense due the righteous. 
I say that this is also absurdity. 

••Therefor~ I praised en j o y ment • . For the onl y good a man 
can have under the sun is to eat and drink and en j oy himself. 
That much can accompany him with his toil through the day s of 
life t hat . God has granted him under ~-t-ne sun. · 

>. 
\ 
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The above translation of Ecclesiaste~ Chapter 6 is the 

subject of this discussi~n ., T-he goals of this analysis are 
. -simply to ask: who is Qohelet and what message& doe& he 

Particular at..tention is g.iven t 'o the .grammatical .,. 

difficulties of chapter eight . TJ:lis chapter is not unique 

book of . Ecclesiastes ; on the contrary, it exemplifies themes and 

arguments from earlier and later chapters. When appropriate, ~\) 

these broad themes wilL be mentioned and examined. 

Who L• like the wi•• •an, and who under•tand• the 
. U\terpretatlon o_t/(he •ayln11 . 

"Awl•• •an'• wl•do• lllu•inat•• hi• face 
So t~at hi• at~rn vi••I• i• changed" 

T.ba api logua in1 chapter 12 explains that ,Qohelet was a . sage 

who searched for · truth and wisdom for "The sayings of the wi•e 

are like goads • ..• " 1 Because of the adage Qohelet j ntroduces i~ 

var•• 1, the verse confirms .the ~ssertion of the. epilogue. 

However, ~he same epilogue states that Qohelet "tested the 

' soundness pf many m~~im5" and th, wisdo~~ ••ring of this var•• is 

no exception. Not only does Qohelet reject ~he adage in later 

var•••• he ridicule& those who wou~eve such piou• teach-

i rrt•.· 

Ver•e one i• divided in~ four parts: 1> Who i• like the 

• 
- wise ••ni 2> and who understands the interpretation of the 

••yin11; 3> "A· vi•• '--n' • · w~o• i l luminat•• ~i• facer and 4> - .o 

f . 

• Ecc 1 • 12: 11. 

8 
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I • 

that his stern visage is changed." The first two clauses are 

the introduction to the th f l'<i and fourth clauses. These l ast two 

c ya.uses comprise the anonymous proverb. I wi 11 discuss each 
\ 

~rase individuall y and conclude with a ~e~eral ~tatement. 
~ the first claus 8rl the word kehe~aka• has attracted much 

_, J 

commentary since the Amoraic period. n~·~ \·l:f'l.a&similated definite 

' article "h" in the prjl.&ence ~f the prefix "k" is common in t~~ 

later writings but it occurs in the text of Ecclesiastes only 

here. H. L. Ginsberg argues that the word is ArltJJHlic <indeed the 

• 
whole book is a Hebrew translation from Aramaic! ) and should .be 

read as ke~an he~akaa <Now who is. a wise man?>. 2 Rashi suggests 

rendering "k" as ka~n Chere, thus > which is an adverbial form. 

Gordis rejects the adverb.Lal reading as unnecessary, citing other 
.. ..:--:· 

I 
occurrences of the v ncontracted ar t icle.a . .. 

An µnavoidable consequence of accepting "k" as an ~bverb is 

the claim that 8:1 is the conclusion of the prev~~~ unit because 

, --
the adverb must modify what precedes it. Although Eaton and 

.J -€-. 
Loader hold this position, there is no causal connection between 

8:1 and 7:29. 4 Grammatical analys is must be suppl_ement~ by 

" e~amining the context, this argument will demonstrate that ~:l is 

the introduction to Eccl. 8:1-8. 

' 
2 Ginsberg, p. 104 • 

• a ~oQert Gordis, Koheleth: 
Schocken Books, 1968>, p : 266: 

the Man and His World <New York: 

•Michael A. Eaton.. .Ecclesiastes <Leicester: Inter-Varsity 
Press, 1963), p. 117 . 

J. A. Loader. Ecclesiastes ( Grand ~apids: Wm. B. Ee r dmans, 
1966~ . pp. 93-94. 

9 ' • 

. ., 



Only Gin~berg•s suggestion solves the problem of context. 

First, "Here/ now" <ka'n >, reTlects Qohelet's previousl y ex-

pressed opinion of wisdom in general as onl y relatively useful 

and overrated. 11 ' Second, subsequent verses demonstrate Qohelet's 
' 

mookery of adaga wh i ch comprises the second half of this verse. 

Finall y, ~ome ancient manuscripts, according t6 Ginsberg. do 

concur with the reading of ka>n he~aka•. 6 

Nineteenth-century scholars already considered the second 

half of verse 1 t 9"-~be a quotation of an anoTiymous wisdom saying . 

Since the firs t formulation of this idea, parallels have been 

established wi th Ben Sira and Proverb,_J'The parallels read: 

~~n's heart changes his countenance, 
e-~her for good or for evi 1 . • 
T~e mar k of a happy heart is a cheerful face, 
but t o dev i se prov~rbs requires painful thinking. 

Ben Sira 13:25-26 

A glad heart makes a cheerful counten~nce . 
7 ~ 

P·rov. 15:13 . . 
These parallels manifes~ clear similarities to the adage in 

• Ecc I. 8: 1. The heart in biblical lore is the · seat o ~ wisdom and 

~· 

knowled·ge. Bbth ·.faral leis make the connection between the 

~ ' 
co_Jrt.ent of the hea~t and the facial expressi~h ~ The importance 

of this parallel is t~e cause-and effect s$quence, namely, a glad 

heart leads to cheerful face. The first clause of Ben Sira 

13:25 is ambiguous: the same ambiguity is present in the verb of 

the second 11ne of th~ Ecclesiastes quote: v 
yesunne> < I it . i • 

'Eccl. 1:16, 2:16, 4:13. 

6 Ginsberg, p. 10s: 

10 '• 



changed>. Lifted out of the context of the chapter, the anony -

mous quote contain& ~ot o n ly the same cause and ef f ect sequence 

as Ben Sira but embodies the s~me pious flavor. 

Ginsberg and Gordis both pref igure Qohelet's cynical 

rendering of the quote from later verses in their W:an&lations of 

the fourth clause . Ginsberg use& "dissembled," concealing one ' s 

rea I thou~hts and mot ives behind a false appearance ~., The 

context is correct, but t hese transl a tors fai 1 to capture the 

cynicis~ of Qo~elet's discourse when they remove t he ambiguity. -
Cr~n&haw , w o is in agreement with Gi~&berg ~nd Gordis, arg ues _,, 

) 

that the say~nticipate& the discussion;:ff the court; when, 

fact, the saying precipitates t e homily o~ourt behavior. 0 

_... •! 

in 

The ambiguity of the adage must be pr~se~ved in order to 

demons~rate the irony of Qohelet's interpretation. Fr.D411 a tre.ns-

1a..t..lo;-tha t pr ese rves the a~uity, the reader is able to 
I 

deci pher Qohelet '& cynical atti tude towards wisdom . Qohelet 

deliberately twists the meaning . of the wisdom saying to elicit a 
~ 

jaded, a l beit practical , guide to cou rt conduct. He mock& t h is 

abs t ract P t aise of ~isdoift": 

The other phrase within t he proverb which / t s grammatically 

difficult is "11e',oz panaN ye~un~. The Masoretic Text read~ 

as a noun but maQY prefer to end the text with an adverb.• °""..:_/ 

1 NJPS p. 1450 • • 
•James L. Crenshaw , Eccle&i!;:§t#s ( Philad elphia : The 

Westminster· Pren , 1967>, p.- 150 . 

•eos. p . 739 . 
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Gordi& argue& for the Ma&oretic Text becau&e in Mishnaic Hebrew 

the phrase can signify the character of one ' s action or one's 

outer demeanor.• 0 In o ther wOTds, t he phrase readr 

simultaneously as a stern man and a man who acts in accordance 

wit h &trict discipline. Upon thi& man, wisdom shows its effects, 

"' .... 
either by his· e>tp{ession on his action. 

I do! Obey the kine'• o rders and do not be hasty in uttering an 
oath th the name o f;- God. 

The first word of verse 2 has a long history of emendation 

and interpretation. The first person pronoun >ani < I> appears 

by itself without & verb, hence without a context. Several 
• 

solutions have been advanceo but most are inadequate. The 

Septuagint ignores t he existenc' o~he pronoun. Others render 

~ > et, the untranslatable sig~~of a determined noun, although a 

determined noun does not appear in the text. 

Another suggestion is to add the word >aaarti <I state) but -· ,--
the lo~ of an ~nt1re word is rather farfetched; there are no 

similar wo ds r')earby in the text which could have caused a 
. _:/ __,/'-- . 

scrib to lose his place and thus the word. 11 Another emendation 

i son> i n place of >ani based on the use of the term 

in Proverbs 1 - 9. This emendation is rejected for t wo reasons: 

10 Gordi s, • p. 287 . 

11 Christian D. Gins burg, The Song of Songs and Coheleth <New 
York: Ktav, lne, 1970>, p. 392. This suggestion 1 s argued by · 
C.O. Ginsburg 'based on the German scholar Franz Dalitzs\h. 

12 



..... 

the term appears e I sewh~re in Ecc~~. c•n I y once in a suspect 

text 12:12, and th~ letters "'" and "b" are not easily confused. 

' Gordis argues, o*-the basis of one talmudic passage , that 

,r-- --.the text is correct as it st.ands. 1 2 However, his translation "I 

' declare" fail~ to acknowledge a contextual connection between 

6:1 and 6:2. 

Failure to establish a connection between the verses results 

in an argument that the placement of the subject of courtly 

behavior is arbitrary. As ~uggested above, the placement of the 

discourse o t after the adage is deliberate. Although 

court beha ior is the imm~diate subject, the two major themes of 

the passage are the efficacy of wisdom and death, both of which 

are major theme& from preceding chapters. This discourse is 

another argument by Qohelet that death renders human endeavors 

futile a~d that wisdom has only relative val ue <one does not 

attain happiness, but one avoid& some suffering>. Thus, the 

evidence supports the translation that Ginsberg proposes , "I do;" 

this interpretation unites the two vet&es. 1 ~ 

Another difficulty .with the verse is "an oath in the ·name 

of Godi" there is no verb present. Pious interpreters re,o lve 

the awkwardness of the text by defining "the king" as God . The 

orders are the commandment& at Sinai which the lsrael.ites swore 

to obey. This reading appends "the oath" t a" the first verb in 

the passage ,' "obey." For example, fRashi suggests rendering 1a1e 'a l -
1 2 Gord i & p. 268. 

'• NJPS p. 1450. 
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a& "because, " making the phrase a dependent clause. Gordis, who 

is not a pious interpreter, pursues the same solution . He 

attempts to translate the same term as "especially" equating 

the king's . orders with an oath in the name of God. 1 • All of the 

suggestion& fail to bring coherence t o the text because the 

phrase "an oath in the name of God" cannot complement by the 

v verb seaor <obey >; a se'eond verb is necessary. 

The best solution is to shift the end of the verse to 

include ~al tibbahel Cdo not be haoty > in verse 3. A similar 

sentiment is expressed. b y Qohelet in 5:3-5 where he expounds his 

pred isposition agaLnst vows. The intent of his message concern-

int vows is that fools make vows, but wise men keep silent. "Do 

no t be - hasty in uttering an oath in the name of God" off~r& 

&imi l ,ar advice. His counsel: do not make promises to the 
. 

monarch , par t icularl y grand o nes . Such oaths ~an bring ~~·t"ter i ng 
l 

to the oath - taker. 

(. 

Leave his presence. Do not per•ist in a dangerous situation 
because he can do anything he pleases ~.........--> 

~ . . 
Earlier translations read : 

,-
"Do not be hasty to leave hi& 

[the ki n g'&] presence " and the y e x plain it away by arguing that 

one should always be s~bmi&sive,"we are not .•• hastily to quit ~is 

'
4 Gordis, p. 162. 
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service and t~row off our allegianc~ to him." 15 This e>cplanation 

and similar on8S-°1f"t be read into the text; t h e assump ti ons are 

arbitrary and t he argument clumsy. ~ .. 
By shifting ~ al tibbahel to 8:2, 6:3 re~s "leave his pre -----·-sence " which requires no assum p tions - to expl-ain its relation to 

the rest of the verse. Qohelet advises one to stay away as much 

as possible from the king: when one is in court, one should not 

do anything to antagonize t h e king. 

.· ' Crenshaw translates dabar ra< as an "unpleasant si t uation" 1 6 

and Gordis translates the phrase as a "distast.eful ma t ter;" 17 

both translations are too weak. In a critical note, Nahum 

Waldman argues that t he phrase dabar ra < in Eccl. 8:3 can be 

defined as "do not join a rebellion" based on Akkadian paral-

le ls. •·· Waldman c oncludes that his definition is preferab le to 

the RSV translation, "do not delay when the matter is unplea-

sant . " Although the Akkadian parallels are suggest1ve, I do not 

believe Waldman has fully explored this complex biblical idiom. 

inte1"1d to argue that, for Qohelet, "bad things" are pains 

peop l e physicall y suffer. 

My· argument is ba•ed on four points. The first point is the 

versatility and ~~i pl icity of meanings of the word dabar in 

15 C:D .G i nsburg, p. 393. 

1 • Crens f1 aw, p. 148. 

17 Gordis, p . 182 . 

1 •Nahum H. Waldman , 
of Biiblic•l 4iterature. 

"The DABAR RA 
98 < 1979 > , p. 

....---........ 
~ ' 
l 
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Qohelet. The second is the contextual analysis of other texts 

which use the phrase dabar ra' . The third point is the inter-

pretation of the verb ~al ta'aaod i n the context of ~he verse. 

The final point is a question of which definitions fit the 

context and why Qohelet would dispense such advise ~ 

The versatility of dabar in Qohelet's grammar indicates a 

variety of meanings. The TDOT 1 • has identified three definitions 

of the substantive: "word," "thing," a nd "something." Qohelet 

contains numerous examples of the use of dabar meaning "wo~ 
in many contexts': The use of "word" by ~ohelet , characteristic 

of Wisdom Literature, often denotes t he words of t he wise man and 

the babb l ing& of the fool CEccl 9:16, 12:10f), These words do 

not necessarily mean "talk" but can refer to the more form~lized --
ideas o~ a speech <Eccl 10: 12-14) or thought~ <Eccl 5:1>. 

The use of dabar meanin.g "thing" or "matter" is also found 

" . in t he text of EcclesiastEts . A cle.ar ex_ample ·if peser da~ar 

<Eccl 8:1> w~ich translated literal I~ reads "the interpretation 

of the thing" or in a contextual sense reads "the interpreta!_.ion 

of the adage. "z 0 
. ~ 

Qohe I et use,s · peser dabar i n this verse to 

refer to a ' specific wisdom saying or pro~erb rather than a 

general category <Eccl 8:lb-c>. Instead of using a more specific 
_/ 

word, Qohelet uses the more general tefm dabar in a ~pacific 

manner. The generalized use meaning "matter" can be found in 

1 
• TOOT , I l I • 106. 

z 0 NJPS, p. 394. 
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Eccl 7:8 and also in the idiom 'al dibrat meaning " in the matter 

of" or "because" (Eccl 3:16, 7:14, 8:2) • 
........ 

The final definition of dabar i~ the bland designation of 

"something." The word functions as an indefinite pronoun which 

rarel y appears alone; it usuall y appears in a speci fic expres-

s i on. 21 There are two examples in the text of Qohelet : yes 

dabar (1. 10 ) and"-8a8ar ra < ; t he latter is the phrase in ques- ~ 

ti on. 

The foregoing discussion of the use of dabar in Qohelet. ' 
i' 

demonstrates the flexibility of the word in the text. The next 

poin t of this exegesis is the anal ys is of the phrase dabar ra'. 

The phrase appears a number of times in the Hebrew text in an 

array of contexts; howe ver, t he apparent Contextua l definitions 

are grouped in seven categories. Only t h e last of t hese seems 

di r ectl y relevant to the defin ition of the phrase in Eccl 8:3. 

The first contextual definition pertains to impurity. This 

impurity bars the object or the individual .fT om actiyi ti es or 

roles wi~hi n the society <Deut 17:1, 23:10>. The second defini-

tion comes from one of the Elisha stories, where dabar ra< 

refers to a poisonous gourd which causes death. 22 

onl y c ategories wi th physic ;;-connotations. 

These ai-e the 

The next definition appears · n God's rebµke of the lsrael-
J ;:,... 

1tes when God explains why He 0 will not accompany them in their 

• . -r-
z I TOOT. I I I • 106. 
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conquest~ ' In this case , the phrase dabar ~a' is used to 

define the content of God's admonitio~. Twice in Deuteronomy the 

phrase is used in reference to i dolatry ( Oeut 13:12, 17:5>. 

In Josh 23 :15, the phrase appears as the opposite of doing 

the good or correct thing. The good things are the laws that God 

has commanded through Moses to J os~ua. _ The dabar ra ' is whatever 

contradicts thelte 1~6 . 
· ) . . 

The use of the phrase in Ps 141:424 can 

be placed in this category or in the following category. The 

subject is the psalmi st cryi ng unto God l est he falt into t he 
I' 

way& of evildoer~. The sixth definition of the phrase is 

anything that subverts justice in the land such as false tes-

timony <Deut 19.20>. These definitions comp~ise an extens~e 

I ist of "bad things." 

As far as establishing a contextual definition for the 

phrase as it appears in ~eel 8:3, there are a number of choices. 

Just like the word dabar, dabar ra' has a variety o f meanings 
r ~ 

However, there are two clear exa~~~phrase that cor-

respond to the usage in QOhelet. 

The first example is fou n d in Jer 5:26. The oracle is that 

the deeds ot wicked men have diverted the rain& . Their deeds are 

the plotting.._against others (5:26> and the using of guile. These 

charges are the subject dabar ra '. The &ec?nd example is 

Ps 64:6, where the psalmi~t lists the evil deeds of unscrupulous 

21 ~hen the people heard thl• haddabar hara', they went into 
aourninc, an~ none put on hi• finery. Ex 33:4 

~ 

24 "Let my mind not ~urn to an evil thing, to practice deeds 
of wickedness with men who are evildoers • •• " · · , 
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men and end$ with a proc lamation of belief in God. One of the 

evil deeds is plotting against others; this interpretation is 

consistent with the verse: 

Who c an search out our crimes ? 
We have thought out a cunningly 

conce ived - plot.z• 

The e xample ci te s p lotti ng and scheming against others using 

the phrase, ' al ta'a•od. Eccl 8:3 i s Qo helet 's advice on how to 

behave when addressing the king. lrr-t..he presence of a king or in 

a king's court, plots of any sort are inadvisable. 

contextual definition ' lS possible in Eccl 8:3, but there is more 

evidence to be examined. An examination of the verb preceding 

I 

...the ph r ase is necessary to determine whether "plotting against 
I 

. / 
~he king" is the only definition. 

Two definitions of >al ta'a•od seem most prom isi ng. Gordis 

propose& that the verb should be rendered "do not persist" based 

on the use of the verbal phrase in Mishnaic sources.zb The 

second rendering is exemplified in .Ler. 23:15 which reads: "he 

who haa joined the council of the Lord ..•• " Using the latte~ 

definftion, the verse is rendered: "do not join i n a plot ." 

The evidence for the use of Waldman'& definition is first, 

demonstration of the flexibility and range of mean i ng of -the root 

dbNr in the book of Qohelet. Second, one Bi blical parallel 

' specifically suggests that hi~ contextual definition fits the 

29 RSV. 

1 • Gof'dis, pp. 182, 288. 
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context of Ecc l 8:3. Third, the verb ~ al ta'a•od can b~ter-
prated either as "do not per,sist" or "do not join,n and the~e are 

p recedents for either • 

. On the other han9. t h e He brew text demonstrates t ha t a 

' --variety of contextual definitions are pofosible . If this "ev il 

.,.+-I . • .J 
thing" is indeed a powerful i dioma:t.'c ph~ ~n rebelfl'i.on is a \ 

1 ~ - .... - ~ 
strong definition that fits well in this c e xt_y but only as 

, . 
the extreme example of a broad cate gory. Thu~ the _Hebre~' -_ _:*~ 

' • , ft 
text, the v~r se Eccl 8 : 3 is an acknowledgment of t he dominance ~f 

the king and a warn ing to avo i d any offense from the most trivial 

to the most extreme . The flexibility of the phrase . 
in the text argues persuasively ag.ainst limiting t he defi n iti on. 

· Turning to the end of the verse, the proposition ki i n 

thi s verse isr'a p ivota l point in the discourse ... Qohelet turn s 

from giving ad vice to expla ining the "w isdom" of h i • adv ice 

C8:3b-5> . Although his advice is good and his wi s dom seeming l y 

based on e x pe rience, the reader must be rem i nded that Qohe let is 

speaking "tongue in cheek . " The purpose is not to d ispense court 

../' 
etiquette but to denigrate the pious wisdom o f t he prove r b in 

verse ! ; ~ the r~le of the statements in verses 2 and 3 is mockery 

de livered in a velvet pouch of actual advice. The message of 

Qohelet is that t he "wise" c ou r tie r does not respect the king , he 

fears the king. 

ln•••uch •• a kine'• co••and i• authoritative, and none can ••Y 
to ht•, "What are you doinC?" 
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Verse 4 is a ~n\i nuat ion of verse 3; it presents f aw 

grammatical difficulities. The question itself is n~ t new and 

can be found in differen t forms in Job 9:12.J ~~. 45:9. and Dan. 

4:32. The thrust · of ihe r~etorical question is to state that no - --- _.,.,,-
one can tell the king what to do . 

--=-.> 
A few gl"Ommatical points need to be mentioned briefly. The 

first word ba>as.er is rightly rendered "because" tiy R~hi and 

most modeTn commentators in contrast to the Ta~~1~er--J. __ 

:~ . --
and lbn Ezra "in every place where". The phrase deba;f"~aelek (Ii-

terally word of the king) i s certainly · the kin~s ~ommands . 
v 

Finally. th~ word sil t on, although an abstract noun, has a 
, 

con crete mean i ng f uni ike thal. of its English equivalent 

"aut~ority." One acts with authority and one has the authority 

to act. 

One who o~•Y• comaand• will not experience a dangerous situation. 
A wise aan knows intimately that there is a ti•e of dooa. 

The · verb yeda ' <to knowl is difficuit to translate into 
·) 

p~qper ¥nglish. Tt\e object dabar ra' requires the same de~ni-

tion as in verse three: something that causes the king's wrath. 

The whole phrase is a conditional statement (if . • . then) and a 

warning. lf one does bad ~ one will be punished. Thus,. contex-

tually Gi nsb~rg is consistent in translating yeda' as "suffer". 

but he violates t he neutral quality of the verb Ci.a. what you 
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know is good or bad but knowing itse l f is not good or bad).z 7 

Crenshaw and Gordis both translate yeda' as "the experience;" 

the suffering /punishment aspect is apparen t from the context.2• 
' 1.-

Thu s, "to experience" gives a concise contextual 1'ender_i ... ng . 

v 
The phrase ~e'et uaispa~ is an hendiadys in the Hebrew text. 

' 
the Septuagint which - - I I apparent y n&e-Q.s a construct, render s "a 

time of judgement." 
6/ 

Gordis o~@rs "a proper ti~e and proce-

· du.re . "n The difficulty of both of th~~~~that 
Qohelet argues consistently that justice is~~Bit~~.t there , ~~ 

~ f, . 
be no such thing as -a~pria_J.e time or procedure. Ginsb.,.~g 

. --argues that this hendiadys is a euphemism for "a time of death'(!. 

o r "doom" and "calamity."~ 0 Ginsberg's suggestion reads wel I, 
.\ 

portraying Qohelet•s ultimate proof of fut) lity - death. The 
-

1 wis'e man takes comfort in the kno~ledge that this despot wi ll 

I' 
die~v·en tual ly. The wise man patiently awaits t he king's death. 

The reference to the wise man as Jeb hakaa <the heart ot the . 
wise man) is not unusual . Several occurrences <IK 3:12, Prov 

16:23, Ex 3 1 : 6> demonst lat~~hat the 

knowledge. A wise man kno~6 "ip his 
--:i 

Hebrew phrase is a priori knowle~e 

"intimately" in my translation . 

2 1 NJPS, p. 1450. 
-f 

heart is the seat of 

heart;" the thrust of the 

is reflected b y the word 

2 •Crenshaw, p. 148; Gordis, p. 182: 
~ 

~ ~j 
2 'Gordi&, p. 182. 

\ 
30 Ginsb~rg, p.106. 
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r' Verse five i & actually two &e'~ara.te thoughts. The first 

alt ot the verse, which states that one who obeys command& wil l 

not experience a dangerous situation, belongs contextually witn 

8:2-4. The second half , which states_.that a wise m~n knows 

intimatel y that there is a time of doom, is the topic sentence of 
(..~ 

the next thematic unit , 8:5b - 8. The second thematic unit con-

tinues t he discuss i on on wisdom. In other words, 8:5 is a wet 1-- ..... 

~raught transition from one topic to ----
.Jb-

That for all d••ire there is a tiae of doom be<*U&e a a an's 
cala•ity overwh•l•• him. 

........ 
,. 

/-. 
/ 

ln order to underst,~d this 

statement of absu;d~j . 
.? 

it is ~ 

verse, one ~ r ecognize that 

Despite a I l'\ the desires on1:1 

expre&~es, death is the only reflity upon which one can depend. 

Even a king cannot escape death . 

One can argue that <et \s a dittotraphy because the phrase 

Ne'et uai lpa~ i s located in the prev ious verser a scribe saw the 

word Ne'et and dropped down t he term to match~ Without 'et the 

v ---- \ phrase lekol-hepes ye~ aispa~ is a para ll e l to Eccl. 3:1.~ 1 
, ~ . . 

Certai~ l y ~ith the w~rd ' et removed, t he verse reads more 
""-' 

cleaFJ:¥ in .the general context (death or doom> of the thematic 

un it. 

, / Another di fficulty with this verse is t he phrase ra'at 

' 
ha'ad•• Cth~anityl; the phra&e i & full _ o~ theological 

. .,,,.-, 
~'The c I on chapter 3 is the ~pe moment of time that 

a person can depend upon is th• time of death. 
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implic~tions for Christian and Jewish commentators. Many use the 

phras~ ~s a homiletical device: God condemns those who do evil. 

However, the subsequent verses of this chapter refute this 

interpretation; Qohelet's God seems to act in an arbitrary 

manner. 
\ . . 

Verse 6 is a ~~~nt of evi 1 to Qohelet; evi I is not sin 
~~ 

...... -
or blasphemy in thjs context, evil is what inevitably befalls a 

pe~son. Man's ev i I is his 
. :::Jl '- ~ ' 

calamity; the phrase is a 

inherent~ea · - • 1h.ich brings hiin' to 

euphemism o · h . . _The sa.md th~·t 
J . ·~~~-

is expressed in Eccl. 9:12: " .... as fish are emeshed in---a fata~ 
/ 

net and as birds are trapped in a l!,t'lar9'~ so mJJn are caught "at the 

time eJ calamity, when..:..J..t_ comes u·pon them without warning." 
~ '-... ~ 

Death is evil, yet everyone dies. 

.. --
For he does not know what will be ; even when it will happen, who 
can tell hi•? 

Verse seven continues the thought of the previous verse and 

introduces the next ver se. The su~ject i& still death. G. A. 

Barton reads t he ver s e as ref,rring &pe7itically to the king ~ut 
..-' ,, 

the cohtext 1& certainly genera1.iz The rhetor~cal question "who 

can tell him?" is the · same device used in verse four: no one can 

tel 1 him. 

The theme of this verse i& that one cannot know ~he future. . -
One cannot know when death will arrive. Qohelet comments earlier 

\ 

- - J 
uGeorge Aaron Bart6~, Ecclesia1tes, International 

Critical Commentary CNew ~ork: Pharl e& Scribner ' & Sons, 1906> . .. 
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that humanity kn ows there is a future but can not know the ; 

contents of the future. 3 ~ He u n d erstands this contradiction as 

divine torture. Qohe I et speaks 
1

here with the same irony as in 

verse 6. 

A •an is powerles• · over the lifebr~~.J. to hol~ in the life­
breath : there i& no a\rt.hority on th• a ~ /'de~th . There i s no 
•ui'tering out of thi& war and weal th r ,les

1
s to ~ 

owner. ,........- . 

The term ruah in Qohelet usual I t o w i pd; " • i n 

juxtaposition with the "day of death , " however, 
/ 

the· term denotes 

lifebreath. The phrase lik l o> >et-harua~ llterally means to 

i'6prison <from the root kl"» or to hold the lifebreath. ' This , ,/J 

-"\ 
definition of the verb -~& also determined by compari s on to 

he returns to 

.· 

.. 

'· 

te~e> ru~o , i n Ps . 146:4: His breath departs; 

dust ; on that day W> • plans come to iiot.~i nc . 
In fact , Ps. 146:3-4 echoe-s t he express~~n-.-Ecc l~ , 

8:8. Just as t he great ones of Ps. 146 :4 d e and \' - ~-~tans ' 

with them, so, too, does everyoe die. The term ~i l~o 

" bac k t o t he authority of the ki ng <silton > in 8:4 ~ No matter how , 

much p o wer a mortal has <even a king>, he wil I die. ,.,.,.-
( 

The next statement "there is no mustering out thi s war," of-

fers several intriguing possibilities. The t erm • i~la~at appears 

_, 

"" Ecc J 3: 15 

"
4 •' The pursu ~~ of wi n d ." For example& &ee Ecc l 1:14, 17; 

2: 17 . 26. 

-. 
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again only twice: Ps. 78:4ss• and Numbers Rabba.~ • Commentators 
v• 

argue whether the term means a "battle" or "war." The finality 

of death signals the and of the war, the last battla is fi n i shed . 

·Thus riwar" presents a stronger image. ~ 

Not only does the human always lose this war against death, 
t ~ 

.__.. -· 

. -,..... 

the human cannot opt out of the ;ar. Unli~e wars between humans 

wher~ one can either find loophole9 to avoid the draft or desert, 
~,/ . . - ~~ . . 

·tnere is no way to tr11~'1:~·~ · . ·T.he abs~~~:~~ . is tha: ~very 

human is forced to w. W~e or sh.e !._s doo~. 
A&--<the preceding erse i~:~. e: eryone dies. _ ~ 

In Eccl. ·a:~~ Ma~:etic text reads ) evil is powe.rle'ss to 

' save its pwner." Nowhere in the text does Qohelet qualify evil 

as stro-.?ger than good; the dichotomy between good and evil does 

not exist. Rather reJa< is a metathesis of 'oler, "wealth" a 

theme that is present thoughout the book. , Qohelet argues in 

Chapter 2 that wealth alone does not lead to happiness; here, 

weal~h fails to purchase ~eferment from death • The argument 

from Chapter 2 is echoed here: 

~ful . 

wealth is only relatively 

The same sentiment is expressed in Ben Sira 14:3-19, the 

subject of the poem is ·the uses o;,.wealth. One verse in par-

' ticular (14:12> r~fl ects Eccl . 6:~ most succinctly: R••••b•r 

" se "He inflicted His burning anger updn them, 
wra~h, indignation, trouble, 
a band of deadly messengers." --

s•NR, chapter 14 : 
out hi• •i••ion." 

"and he <Naftali> wa• zealou• in carryina 

....... • 
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that death does not tarry nor ave y ou been told the crave'• 

' appointed tiae. 3 7 This Ben Sira verse contains the same two 

messages as in Ecclesiastes: neither authori ty nor wealth staves 

off the moment of death and altho~gh death is i nevitable, no one 

can know the precise time. 

--A 11 
done 
th•• 

1 -. "\ 

of this I observed, and I considered all the · deeds that are 
under the sun, when ••n~ have authority over ••n to harm 
unju•tly. 

./ 

Scholars continue to debate whether ver se 9 concludes the 
l 

passage o f Ecc~. 8:1-8 or introduces the next section, 8:10-15. 
' _._) 
Michael Ea ton argues that t h is verse acts as a bridge be t wee n the 

two sections. 3 • In order t o ma intain this a rgu ment, one must 

presuppose that, by and large, the text was carefully arratiged 

JJt 
by Qohelet himself or by subsequent redactors. 

One might a~gue tha t the verse belongs to the preceding 

passage because of the repetition of the te rm ~alat <authority>. . . 
. -By t he same argument ver se 9 may have been placed here from 

.... 
another~ text because the preceding passage and verse 9 have 

\ 

' re I a t ed rdJMl.._s. The most convincing a~gument is that the subject 

of the verse 9 is a generalizat ion of t he specific case i n verse 

10: thus, verse 9 belongs with t he succeeding unit. 

•
7 Patrick W. Skehan ~nd Ale xander A. DiLell f', Th! Anchor ~ 

Biblec The Wi1dom Of Ben Sira. ~Yo~k, Doubleday, 1967, p . 
257. 

~ •Eaton, p . 120-121 . 
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The verb phrali-8 ' ra~iti Nenaton is a hendiadys; the construe-

tion of a perfect tense with an infinitive is not unparallelled~ 

<~en. 41 :43 , Ex. 32:29, Est. 6:12>. The contextual definition of 

the verb phrasa is a n observation of a daily occurrence which 1s 

common that many are oblivious to it. 

Then I saw wicked ••n, approaching and . -ntering· the l\oly plac 
walk .about and boast in the city that' they have done right. Th s 
too is absurdity. 

The present verse 10 in the Masoretic ·Text is utterly 
" 

incoherent. In orde r to make sense of the verse, there must be 

emendations; the goal is a coherent text with the fewest number 

of changes . The present translation, firs~ proposed by G.R. 

Driver, 3 • has only three emendations. Even with few corrections, 

the understandi ng of the verse is tentative because of the 

nature of suggested reading of the text. • 0 

The first emendation is to read qerebi• <approach ing> for 

the text•& qeb~ria <buried >. The word as it &ta~tenable. 
y 

Burial is ritually unclean and the •eqoa qados <the Holy Place> 

i s the source of cultic purity; the two terms, under the 
--...... 

influence of ~he same subj~ct <the w~;; ;enJ , are contradictory 

in the construction of this verse. 

3 •"Problems and Solutions" Vetus Testame ntum 4 <1954), p.230. 

• 0 see Crenshaw on 6:10 for a full explanation of "tentative­
npss." p. 154. 
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Thi& c~ntradiction has led some to a&sume~ two subjects for 

the verse, the wicked and the righteous, which is an indefensible 

complication. Thus, emend qeburi• to qerebi• with the nuance 
,,: 

of drawing n~ to worship. 
'1" 

Such ~metathesis i& possible in the 

ancient Hebrew script because the "r" and the "b" are similar in 

appear~nce . -
JThe next difficulty is the grammat i cal incon&i&tancy of 

Naba>u Cano they came, Qa l 3 mp> which is an abbreviated form and 

in context make& little sense. Emend the text <S~moving the 
__, . 

rirst from the teTm following Naba>u-l'aCK to the end of "a": 

""' u•i.,,oa - > Naba>u = uba>ia Cpt:rti iple, "coming" >. The two 

verbs, <f"ibi• uba>ia now constitu a hendiadys. The mistake is 

simple to make when there i & I i tie or n~ace between the 

words , a common practice in a nc i ent manuscrip t & Ln order to fit 

more material on a ~archment. The int•r c hange of "y" and "N" 

is also well attested. 

The final emendation, which was suggested as a reading as 

early as the Talmud, 41 ' is Heyi;tab~u (boast> in p l ace· of 

f. 
tttyiltak~~u <forgotten>. In the square script the "b" and the 

"k" are easily confuse~ by a le&& than exact copyist. The form 

Nyilt~ow prese~t is an unknown tclt~ which appears again only 

once in the Targum Ca dependent &ourc~) whereas Neyi;tabt:hu is 

found twic.e in the Hagiographa <Ps. 106:47, IChron. 16:35) . 
• 

The final ambiguity of the verse is the last statement; what 

is absurd? Ginsberg argues that the absurdity refers to the 

41 Gittin 56b. 
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. 
observation given in verse 11 that men do evil wittiout fear of 

punishment.•2 If verse 11 is the general - statement exp l aining 

the specific case given ' in verse 10, there is no jifficulty 

because the absurdit y applies to the sentiment expressed by the 

verses ft11d not the verses themselves. The phrase is a rheto~ cal 
,,.,.-

device Qohelet so often uses for emphasis. 

Because th~ sentence for evil deedtris not executed swiftly, /' 
therefore men are encouragrd to do evil. 

Not only do wicked people ~ out o f t heir own volition, -
they are encoura~ed b y the lack of P.Unishment that befalls them. 

Verse 12a makes it clear that the one who has failed to punish 

swiftl y is Goc:t. Qohelet denies that retributive justice exists . 

One would expect to see a parallel between aa-a:eh hara'ah 
, 

<evil deeds> in verse 11 and 'oseh ra' ( evildoer ) in verse 12 

because the terms are very close. Also la'alot ra' Cto do evil ) 

appears at the end of ver6e 11. Ginsberg argue& that the terms 

should be the same and the confusion is caused by t he underlying 

Aramaic pil which means ra ' . 
~ ' 

,..-/ 
The simila~ity in the- term& demon-

I ~ 
&trates the connection of idea& between the two erses: the 

/ 
rejection of retributive justice. 

In the Hebrew the parallelism is not present , but the 

• 2 Ginsberg, p. 109. 

so 
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relationship between verses 11 and 12a i s contextually apparent. 
l. . 

De&pite evil acts, no punishment befall& the evildoer . 

There is an oblique reference to the earlier dabar ra< which 

demonstrates an irony. An evildoer ~ommit& crimes against the 

divine authority wit h impunity but ~upulously avoids the wrath 

of the earthly authority. The human should fear the authority of 

a mortal king because i~ is visible but cannot rely on God's 

justice because it is not visible. Do reward and puni~o~ly 

belong to the earthly r~alm? 

8:12a 

The fact that a sinner may do evil a hundred ti••& and hi& Clifel 
is prolonged. 

Verse 12 al&o presents a problem o f coherence but unlike 

verse 10, the coherence cannot be supplied b y emendation. The 

first half of the ver&e is another ob&ervation by Qohelet that 

lhare is a definitive lack of retributive justice. There are two 

ellipses: •e'at and u•a'arik Io. The term ae>at might refer to 

day& CRashi> or times Clbn Ezra>. Go~dis argues 100 evil& but 

this reading is impossible for it atomizes the phrase 'o~eh ra ' 

t see the comment in verse 11>. The Vulgate, Symmachus, Gordis, 

_ and others supply >ap as the missing word after uaa>arik, "God's 

' --
anger delays it& punishment." 

8:12b - 14 

Althouch 1 knov that lt shall be vell for tho•• vho fear God 
becau•• they revere Hla, ••and it viii not be well for the wicked 
one and hl• day• viii not be prolont•d becau•e h• do•• not fear 
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God, t•there is an absurdity that occurs in the vorlda there 
~ are richteou& people who receive recoapense due the wicked and 

ttiere are wicked people who receive recoapense due the richteoua. 
I say that this i& al&o absurdity. 

The content of Eccl . 12b-13 at first seems diamet~i call ly 

opposed to Qohelet's position. There are two possible explana-

tions: either the statement was inserted by a pious redactor or 

Qohelet is using the statement as a foil for his own view, ~hich 

v 
is expressed in verse 14. The latter view seems by fa~ 

stronger of t he two. First, in 8:1 Qohelet has already used th~ 

rhetorical devise of citing a pious adage in order to r efute i,.t-. 
/ '-.. 

Here, Qohelet produces a traditional die um whic h he rejects in 

\ 
ver~e 14. In both cases he presents the " \raditional" view and 

" ...._ 
then rejects it by demonstrating his own position. In this case 

he proves his position empirically. 

Second, the statement is introduced by t he claus e ki 9a• 

yodea<: ki 9a• <although> introduces a subordinate clause and 

yodea' <know ) i n this instance introduces a conventional 

teaching (cf. Eccl. 2:13-15> . Thus ve rse 12b is another 

anonymous saying of conventional wisdom. Verse 13 continues and 

completes t he traditional dictum. 

One term stands out as incomprehensible in verse 13, kassel .. 
<like a shadow> which also appears i n Eccl. 6:12. There is no 

image in the verse that has the metaphorical qualities of a 

• f 
Ginsberg suggests that the ethnah•~ be moved from k•t~I 

( 
shadow. 

to the preceding word, so that kaf~el belongs to the following 

•~A Hebrew technical term meaning "half-stop." 
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Conclusion 

Qohe let is a shrewd man who has a pragmatic ~iew of the 

world. ~e does not accept anything as true unless it can be 

proven. When he denounces wisdom in Chapter 2, o ne assumes he 

means all wis dom. Chapter 8 is a qualification of thi't first 

rejection. He rejects conventional wisdom i n favor of knowledge 

gained by practical experience, such as in the court o~~ng. 

With such wisdom one avoids some suffering. 
r 

There is no doubt that Qohelet believes in God, but he dc(es ~ 

not accept God as omnibenevolent. God is also not the source of 

meaningfu l ex i stence; the o nl y good is the enjoymen t a person 

creates for h imself. The concept of retri bu tive justice cannot 

be applied to God because this aspect of God's activit y is not 

apparent in t he world. None t heless, one shoul d fear God and not 

tempt God's wrath. 

Whether a man accrues reward or punis hment appears arbi-

trary to Qohelet. This is the great absurdity; a man futilely 

tries to serve good and collect reward and there is no guarantee 

of ultimate benefi t. Qohelet's~eat advice is an admission of 

human powerlessness under the sun. Enjoy what you have and make 

the mos t of it; there is nothing else . 
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Rabbinic Judaism faces a quandary: The book of Eccl esi­

astes, in particular Chapter Eight, acknowledges the apparent 

lack of Justice and Providence in the world. Rabbinic scholar-

ship uses Scripture to validate and emp~a~ize the pious ~octri nes 

and teachings reflected in the Talmudim and t he Midrash i m. Thus 

Qohelet's views a re potentiall y heretica l and threatening· to 

rabbinic doctrine. In the face of this methodologic~ulty 

the goals of this chap t er are: <l > to e xamine how the rabbin~c 

sou rces address the difficulties inherent to Eccles iastes am:< <2> 

to relate the rabbinic interpretation of t his text as ra~ic 

t e achings in general. 

There a re twenty-nine citations o f Eccles iastes Chapt e r 6 in 

the rabbinic literature outs i de Qohelet Rabba . 1 Qohelet Rabba 

is the largest collection of rabb inic i nterpreta tions of Ee-

clesiastes . It is a work dating to the sixth century, probab ly 

slightly preceded b y Song of Songs Rabba . Not all o f the 

material i n Qohelet Rabba is original to tha t text. Paral lei 

texts demonst rate t ha t the redactors b or rowed from many earlie r 

sourcos, includ i ng Genesis Rabba and Numbers Rabba. The proem 

formula is found t hroughout Qohelet Rabba is deri v ed fr om earlier 

midrashic l iter~Many para llel s to Qohelet Rabba , some 

ea~ lier and some later, will be discussed below . Although there 

are a number of exegetical midrashim pertai ning to these verses , 

most o f the mater i a l is homiletical. 

'For a c omp lete li s t , see Appendix l. 
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Verse 1 

Who is like the wise aan and who knows the interpretation of a 
thing; a man'& wi&dom light& up his face and the boldness of his 
face is changed. 

The rabbis read this verse as four separate but related 

units: 
~ . 

interpretation of~thing, C3) A aan's wisdoa lights ~ace, 

<4> and the boldness of hi& face i& changed. Every passage of'· 

midrash which addresses this ~erse comments on each of the fo-tlr 

units. 

The first unit Who is like the wise aan is no t treated as a 

rhetorical question. Because of the comparative nk," t he first 

letter in the word kehe~akaa <the wise man >, the phrase is taken 

to be an actual question which demands- an a nswer of comparison: 

is like the wise man. Affa11t., Israel, the talaid Qakaa 

<the scholar of rabbinic texts>, and Moses are given as pos -

sibil ities . Each possibility is proven by a gezerah 1aNah using 

the word ~aka• (wise >.z Thus, the referent of t he verse is 

always given in the first 1 unit, and then a complex e x plication 

follows using the remaining clauses. This formula of ascribing 

2 Gezerah JaNah: When the verse in question does not have a 
specific referent and there is another verse which ~se& the same 
word and has a stated referent, the stated referent of the &econd 
verse is applied to the ver&e in question. 
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different personalities as the referent of the verse is commgn 

and is found in earlier chapter s of Qohelet Rabba.~ 

ln contrast to the possib~e mortal candidat9s, the most 

common referent of Eccl. 8:1 is God.• In translation Eccl. 8:la 

reads: 

"Who i• like the ~i••• namely God. 

This alludes to the Holy One Blessed Be He. as it is written 

concerning Him He is wise in heart, and •ighty in st~~Job 

9: 4) ... "That is, 1 ike the Holy One Blessed ~e He~erning" 

whom it is said The Lord by wtsdo• founded the earth ./"' 

<Prov. 3: 19 ). "• 

Various prooftexts are cited to identify God with wisdom 

personified ; all the prooftext& use the same heurmenutic rule. 7 

A primary goal in Qohelet Rabba is not the identification of God 

in the verses but the manife&tatio~ of God's attribute& apd 

~tions . 

The question of "interpretation" a& posed by Eccl. 6:1b, i& 

addressed succinctl y in Qohelet Rabba 8.1: "CGodl who expounded 
& 

the Torah to Moses." "Interpretation" is understood a& explain -

ing and teaching the Torah. In this case Torah is indicated by 

~QR 2.15.1-5; 4 . 8 . 1 . 

•PRK 4.4, PR 14.10, Qoh Rabba 6.1. Berachot 10b cites 8:1a­
b and identifies t he subject as the Holy One, blessed be He . 

II QR 8 . 1, NR 19. 4 

•PR 14.10, PRK 4.4 

See footnote 12. 
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· the word dabar. The theme of the Oral Law is again introduced: 

a; He delivered to him the Written 
lo> 

Law . --
In contrast , B~rachot 10b explains that Eccl. 8:1b refers to 

God's role in the relationship be-lween Isaiah and Hezekiah. Both 

-are considered righteous ind~viduals who came to loggerheads.• 

The rabbi& want to read the word peJer < interpretatio~> ·as 

pisrah <reconciliation>. Thus Eccl. 8:1a-b reads: 'Who 1 

the Holy One Blessed Be He who knows how to 

iation between two righteous men.' 

The difficulty of reading God's presence into 8:1 is the 

presence of the word 'adaa <man> which can presumably only be r ............... 
understood a& a f1esh-and-blood man. }~e solution tp this 

difficulty is to read "man" as,i4ln anthr pomorphism. The p~ophets 

are accustomed to referring to God in such a manner. The 

c 1 earest text, quoted in th-% name o_f R. Judan, i & Ezekie 1 • & 

vision of God: • • • upon this •••blanc• of a thi!Dne. there vas 

the •••blanc• of a Man <Ezek. 1:26>.• 

~n important methodoloeical task i& to assign attribute& to 

the different names of God. Qoh.elet use& 'elohi• exclusively 

throughout the book of Ecclesiastes. 10 The name '•lohi• 

connote& the Attribute of Justice; thus Divine Justice does 

•I I Kine• 20r 1. 

•QR 8.1 . PRK 4.4 and PR 14.10 quote I heard the voice of a 
Man between th• bank• of the Ulai <Dan. 8:16> as the prooftext. 

' 
10 Al•o h•'•lohi•, Eccl. 2i24, 261 3zi1, etc . 
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appear in . the text ~f Ecclesiastes according to rabbinic under -

standing . 1·n the rab,inic theology of Divine Justice in the 

world, God has two attributes: J us tice and Mercy. If God ruled 
. 

the 1'orld by strict justice alone the ~orld could not endure; 
.~ . ·~ 

(her~f~e he Attribute of Mercy allows a person to repent 

before · sentence of punishment. God's Attribute of Mercy is 
--~ 

usually infwrred by the tetragrammaton which is not pres 'ri-t---r-n - . 
-/ ~ 

Ecclesiastes. Even though the tetragammaton -i.s not present, the 

rabbis still manage to d'iscern the Attribute of Mere~ 

clesiastes. 

" Who is like the wise •an, this alluoes to Adam of whom.A t 
, 

is written, You were the ••al of perfection, Full of wi•dom and 

flawl••• in beauty. <Ezek. 28:12>"11 The author according to 
I 

- this interp1•etation means 'Who is like Adanf'in wisdom.' T!"li s 

interpretation of Adam relies on an earlier midrash which is also 

" a gezerah saNah. The prooftext is derived from an oracle 

directed at the king of Tyre. The midrash in Qohelet Rabba is 

more than just the identification of Adam but the identification 

of the story of Adam in the garden of Eden. 

The display of Adam's wisdom is found in the second phrase 

~ 
and whD knows the interpretation of • thine. Adam's wisdom ii; 

hi s ability to give nam~s to all of 

<Ge n . 2:20> which is assuredly only 

of God. 

1•QR 8.1.2, PR 14.10 , PRK 4.4 . 

11 
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S.imi larly, the next phrase <Eccl. 8:.lb ) gives another 

descrip tion of ' Adam in the garden. Adam's face was alight with 

t he wisdom that God had endowed him . Even the balL of Adam's 

heel shone more brightl y than the sun . 12 This midrash not only 

extols the virtue of wisdom, but also emphasizes its divine 

origin. 

The exegesis of Eccl. 8:lc takes the reader abruptly from 

the Creation to the downfal~f Adam. The midrash reads a 

negative connotation of Eccl. B:ld as God strips away~ 

bri lli ance and banishes him .•i Another midrash relates that Go_,d 

changed the boldness of Adam's face out of ~nge~.·· The conc)U>t 

of Adam's reduction from his former se lf is a co~~eme found 

already in Genesi s Rabba which relates that Adam was reduced t~ a 

height of 100 cubits when God lea rned of his sin . 1 8 

The midrpshim which identify the talaid haka• ( the Torah • 
scholar > as the subject of Eccl. 8:1 follow the same method -

ology. Obviously the rabbis have a strong desire to elevate 

their scholarly approach to Judaism: the text of Qohelet Rabba 

has several statements about rabbinic relationships and et i-

quette. Th i s verse elicits several midrashic statements which 

I 2 Q.R 8. 2 

'~PRK 4.4, PR 23.6. 
~ . 

14 PRK- ft.4 and PR 14 . 10: "For after Adam had sinned and 
sa i d, <Gen 3;12>,' the Holy One , blessed be He , indeed changed his 
face and ba'nis~ him." 

111 GR 12.s, ).s. 7. 
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allows the modern reader to examine the character these scholars 

idealized. 

\ . 
' _, 

The first comment occurs three times in the literature: 

Who i& a& the wi&e man? He who is a dis~ple of wise 
men. Who know& t he interpretation of a ffii-~ that is . 
he knows how to explain what he has learned . A man'& 
wi~do• light& y.p- ~i& face when he is asked a question 
and is abl y t:O answet. ' And the boldness of his face is 
change~en he is asked a question and is unable t o 
ans~ it . • 0 

~ thrust of the passage is t he adulation of the schol -

ar /teacher. The teachef" has two roles: to teach what . he ha.s..._______ 

learned and to answer questions. Th e author of this mi drash 

knows t wo types of questions, those he can answer and those he 

cannot. 

As a further comment on this midrash, three short stories 

are presented wh i ch exemplify the religious exultation of this 

interpretation. R. Hiyyah is teaching his students a law which 

is derived by a clever e xegetical rendering of a parti ~u l ar 

verse. The face of one student, Bar Pedaiah, b~ightens with the 

light of comprehens i on--.~ . Hiyyah, upon seeing this reaction of 

his student exclaims: A aan•s wisdom lights up his face! 

This passa ge is a smal l example of the statements and 

stories which tell about the sages and their students. There are 

remarks concern i ng the proper respect of a student for his 

teacher and res..rect between sages. 17 This statement· fits within 

_a context of many statements of rabbinic collegial conduct. 

1 •PRK 4.4, PR 14.10, QR 6 . 1 .4. 

,,For examples, see Qoh Rabba 1.3.1, 1.4. 1 
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The next tale is the reply of R. 

,,,.--1} 
/ 

Judah to the accusation 
- -:. 

that his face glows . "One thing is true oi that man: either he 

lends money upon interest, or~he raises pigs, or he is drunk 
~ 

with wine. 11 1 • Atl three de invidious accusations to a pious 

Jew~ The source of his luminous face ~an only be his instruction 

in Torah. An early strain in the Midrashic tradition is the 

designation of the wov~ "wisdom" in the biblical text as a 

synonym for "Torah." Thus A aan's wisdom lights u p his face 
> 

<Eccl. 8:1c > should be read ty3re as 'R. Judah's instruction in 

Torah lights up his face." 1 • 

The third story teaches the same general rendering of 

Eccl. 8 . lc derived by R. Judah. R. Abbahu returns from a trip / 

with a shining ( face. His students assume that he found some 
'-....,_ 

treasure but are i"h error . The source of his glowing face -rs a11 

a ncient tosefta> which he had never heard before. He has gained 

more knowl edge of Torah. 

The interpretation of Eccl. 8:1 as referring to the tal•id 

aakaa emphasizes a positive connotation of Eccl. 8:1c-d. Of 

course Torah study brightens the face; however, the opposite of 

study, the failure to cdmprehend, is also acknowledged. Whereas 

Qohelet understands the light and dark side of a man's character, 

the rabbis choose the positi v e side with pious fervor and 

11 PRK 4.4, PR 14.10, QR 8.1.4. 

''Cf . Neda.rim 49b, where a fragment of this midrash ap­
pear~ Also no~e that R. - Judah's face glows when he eats beets, 
esp~ially salt~d ones. 
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acknowledge quietly the pain and failure that can Qe identified 

in Ecc I . 8: l d. 

The third candidate for the hakaa of Eccl. 8:1 is Israel , 
• • 

for Surely thi& great nation i& a wiae and understanding people 

. <De u t . 4 : 6 > • 2 0 The interpretation, suggested ·by Eccl. 6:1b, ,. 
refers to Israel's ability to determine ritual cleanliness and 

uncleanliness. The rabbis thus introduce their concern for the 

The midrash tells the legend that the 1;;!' laws of purity. 2 1 

raelites in the wilderness were so pious that they knew forty-

nine modes for determining the purity of an object. 

------ \ 

Rabba 19.2 states that sin l ess children in ~he time of King Davi'a. 

were also able to interpret Torah in fortynine ways. 

Eccl. 8:1c-d are also read as a brief synopsis of the events 

at Sinai. Eccl. 8:1c demonstrates that Israel shone with t he 

splendor that God bestowedc,,upon it at Mt. Sinai. The negative 

reading of Eccl. 6:1d is the result of Israel's building of the 

Golden Calf.22 Thus Israe l , previously destined to live forever 

according to Psalm 82:6-7, is reduced to d yi ng like mortals . 

Moses can also be taken as the referent of Eccl . 8:1. "The 

wi se Moses of whom it is said A wi•• •an prevailed over the city 

20 PR 14.10. PRK 4.4, QR 8 . 1 .3. All t hree ver sions are 
identical concerni~g Eccl. 8:1a-b. For Eccl. 8:1c-d, QR is 
lacking both the rabbinic sages and the prooftexts. The other 
two sources ar~ complete and identical. 

2 1 Cf . QR 6 • 2 . 

l 2 Taanith 7b ~s a par~ll~l text . Howe ve r, this passage 
propose& one r.ead the word yesunne~ <change > as yeJunne~ (haters 
or hated). 
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of t he mighty and brought down its mighty stronghold 

<Prov. 21.22> . :n This is Moses who brought do~n the Torah from 

t he heavens despite the objections of the angels. 2 ' lnterpreta-

tion <Ecc l . 8 :1 b> is read a s "Oral Law," the commentary ~eeded to 

a ppl y the Written Law. Acccrding t o rabbinic tra~ition , Moses is 

the source of the Or al Law. 28 

Qohelet Rabba 8.1.5 discusses Moses and the Oral Law as the 

subject of Eccl. 8 :1 c-d. As Moses asked questions concerning 

the Law, his face would shine <Eccl. 8:1c>. While reading 

Lev.-2..1 he asked God how a defiled priest purifies hims~~en 

he did not recei ve an immediate rep ly , he was crestfallen 

<Eccl. 8.ld>. Later he received the laws concerning the red 

heifer in Num . 19. Eccl. 8:1a - b establish the general reference 

to Mo ses and the Oral Law while t he last two phrases describe a 

specific inst~nce. This is a well balanced homil y . 

The midrashim are not merely an exercise in reading rabbinic 

doctri nes and ideals into the book of Ecclesias tes . The mid-

rashim do perform this funct!._g.n, but there is a s econd more 

fundamenta l function operating in the collection of Qohelet 

Rabba. The lack of apparent Divine Justice and Providence in the 

2 ~PRK 4.4, PR 14 .10, QR 8.1.5. Sotah 13b . quotes 8:1a-b in 
reference to Deut. 54:5: So Mo~es died there etc. 

2 'PR 20.4 . 

28 QR 1 . 1.5 adds: " He said to the Master of the World, 'Is 
this purification?' The Holy One , blessed be He said t o Moses , 
' it i s a law and a decree which 1 have dec reed and no human can 
fathom my dec~ee, ' as it is written, Thi• l• the •tatute o f the 
law < Num. 19: 1 ) • " 
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world i s a formi dable challenge of this chapter of Ecc l esiastes 
• 

for Rabbinic Juda ism . By i ntr oducing the Attributes of Just ice 

and Mercy in verse 1, the tool s are already present to address 

the issue directly in ve rses 11-14. Even if the individual 

mi d rashim come from different sou rces, the redact~r appears to 

have an agenda. The repetition of the theme of d vine re tr ibution 

in a lmos t every verse demonstrates this agenda. 

Verse 2 ---( Ceounsel youl: keep the king '1 ut terance , and that i n regar~ to 
the oath of God. ~ 

The major prob lem in verse 2 is the identi ficat ion of the_./ 

king. "R. Levi said: This means , will keep the commandment of 

the Supreme King of Ki ngs. "•• The c ommandment R. Levi refers to 

is t he first commandment of t he Decalogue I am the Lord y our God 

<Ex . 20:2>. 

Although the five versions of this midrash vary , all agree 

that this verse refers to c ommandme nts l isted in the Decalogue. 

The Deca lo g u e references do cor respond . The utterance refers to 

You shall have no other god& before Me <Ex . 20:3). 27 The " oath" 

is the next comma ndment You shall not take in vain the na•• of 

the Lo.rd y our God <Ex. 20 . 7>' . 

Numbers Rabba 15.14 presents a un i que app lication of 

Ecc l . 8 : 2. The theme is still t he Decalogue , but the context i s 

2 ' QR 8.2, PR 22.1, SongRabba 2.14.1. 

17 QR 6 . 2, PR 22 . 1, Jerushalmi Sanhedrin, chapter 3, NR 
15.14, SongR 2.14.1 . 
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the Book of Daniel, chapter 3. The replies of Shadrach, Meshach 

and Abed-nego in Dan. 3:16 are subt ly examined. In response .to 

Nebuchadnezzar'& demand to worship his idol, the herpes respond 

that they will not: "0 Nebuchadnezzar ••. " <Dan. 3: 16 >. The fact 

they did not address him with his title sugges ts to the rabbis 

"Yo u are our king as regards taxation, and l evies on crops, but 

as regards the worsh ip of idols , 0 Nebuchadnezzar, you and a dog 

are the same to us." 28 In civil law, the mortal king rules , but 

in the realm of worship, t he King of kings rules as it is 

explained in Eecl. 8:2 . ---

The division o f power between the mortal king and the divi e 

King is quoted as halacha of precedence in an argument in 

Talmud Jerushalmi Sanhedrin. The question is who is el i gib le to 

give testimony in a Jewish court of law. If a man fails to 

observe the sabbatical year because of decrees from Rome, i :; he 

considered ineligible to testify? The midrash about Nebuchadnez-

zar is produced to argue that such a person may serve as a 

witness. The inab ility is observe the sabbatical year cannot be 

construed as worshipping false gods. Although observance of the 

sabbatical year is law, fai l ure t o observe it does not constitute 

i dolatry. 

· only Numbers Rabba 14.6 takes the king of Eccl. 6:2 to be an 

earthly king . Just as Joseph obeyed Pharaoh , a man must obey his 

king in all matters that do no t contradict his oath to God . In 

2 1 NR 1~.14. A parallel~tory ~s found in SongR 2.14.1 but 
thi s version is more of a foll<t";pt-e...lwith stylized additions: "0 
Nebuchadnezzar, bark like a doc!" 
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the same manner as in the midrash of Nebuchadnezzar, God reigns 

supreme. 

Verse 3 

Be not hasty to go out of his presence; stand not in an evil 
. thine; for he does whatever pleases him. 

The lesson of this verse i s neither to pause nor mumble when 

reading a string of curses f rom the Torah in the synagogue. For 

R. Huna says: "Raise your voice; they are not curses but 

reproofs."z• 
...._ 
Rabba 14.6 elicits an entirely different connota -

ti on: t I king rages against you in order to force you to 

h law Can evi I thing>, do not obey him. An av i l 

thing may also be understood as the threat by the king of 

torture and death to force you to submit. 

Verse 4 

For a kine's word has power and none can say him, "What are you 
doing?!' 

Numbers Rabba 14.6 continues i ts theme of the orders of a 

mortal king versus the decrees of the King of King s . This verse 

teaches that if one is righteous, God wil l use Hi& power to 

reject the decrees of - mortals ~ ~~d will even punish measure for 
;--.__ ~ 

measure30 for such decrees. --f._ ' 
. _ _/ 

2 •QR 8. 3. ·-· 
30 "Measare for measure" . in this collection of midrashim 

means that God will punish according to fhe crime committed. The 
term connotes divine retribution. The term is also a legal 
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Three other sources quote Eccl. 8:4: Shabbat 63b, Qohe!et _ __, 

Rabba 8.4, and Genesis Rabba 55.3. Genel>i's Rabba is an earlier, 

more comp 1 e~ version of the Qohe I et Rabba passage. 

In Genesis Rabba, the identity of the king - is God. The 

verse is grought forth as part of an early apologetic concerning 

the Akedah. The specific difficulty is an apparent contradiction 

between a command not to try God and an apparent breach of the 

law by God when He tested Abraham. 5 1 If humans should not try 

God, why does God try humans? Two lessons are der ived: ( 1 > to 

try God is lack of fai t h, but God tries Abraham to stre~ 
\ 

faith; C2> nonetheless one should not question God; this is the 

explicit meaning of Eccl. 8:2. 

Shabbat 63a mentions in one sentence the v~rse and an 

explanation. If God makes a decree, He can annul it. 

The sentence can be read two ways. The first is that o nly God 

who issued the decree may annul it. 3 z The second is that the one 

who observes the precept can annul it, even if the law is 

promulgated b y God. The latter interpretation is a very daring 

thought but evidence does validate this possible rendering.aa 

principle meaning let the punishment fit the crime. 

:s 1 You •hall not try the Lord your God <Deut·. 6:16> and Go~ 
teated Abrahaa <Gen. 22:1>. 

aict. Baba Metzia 85a. 

. i 

•• Hoed Katan 16b. 
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Verse 5 

One who keeps the coamandment will not suffer for the evil thing; 
and a wise aan•s heart discerns time and j udgment. 

There are four unrelated interpretations of this verse 

although all produce simi la r pious connotati ons. 

tive midrash is Qohelet Rabba~her keeps 

to remove leaven which is wh~ she has to be told 

~ most distinc-

the commandment 

of the decree by 

Mordecai: she is so busy observing the law. The wise man is 

Mottlecai because he is wise enough to devise a plan to defeat 

Haman. 

In Numbers Rabba 14 .6, the wise man is one who compares ga i'; 

in thia world b y tran&gre&sion with gai n in the world to come .efy 

observing the law. He kno ws that God's Attribute of Justice is 

measure for measure and that all transgressions are punished. 

Wisdom is the knowledge that divine retribution does operate in 

this world. 

Although Shabbat 63a and Exodus Rabba 30.20 are distinct 

from one another, a similar theme of obeying the commandment s 
,...........--. 

unifies them. Shabbat 63a r eads : "Whoever fulfills a precept as 

it is commanded, no evil tidings are told to him." If one does 

as God commands, one will not receive bad news; therefore, do as 

God commands. 

Exodus Rabba 30.20 expounds upon earashat Mishpatim, the 

Torah portion which includes the covenant code. If a person 
' 

observe~ every commandmen t written in this p o rtion, evil will . 
never come upon that person . The Hebrew word to observe (a 

v Y ~v commandment> is seaor as in the verse seaor ~et-yo• hassabbat 
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" 5:12>; se•or is read a& an imperative: 
/ 

<De.ut. "Observe the 

sabbath day." The same word is used· in Eccl. 8:5a and is read as 

an imperative. A~a i n, the lesson is to observe God'& laws. , 

Verse 6 

-For to every aatter there i• a ti•• and jud1aent1 for the evil of 
••n 1• areat upon hia. 

The ·rabbi& use this verse to expound on their doctrine of 

th is world and the World To Come. The comment is short: 

man wishes, so can he act in this world, but there Cin the Worl 

To Come] will be judgment and reckoning."~ 4 This little comment 

also presents an answer· to the theological quandary of free will 

ve~su& determinism . Humankind needs free will to choose between 

good and evi l in order to merit the World To Come . If God is 

omnipotent and omnipresent~ then all actions a~e predetermined. 

The rabbinic reply is that in this world humankind does have free 

w·11 and in the World To Come, God exercises His direct power . 
---=::-:-_--

~ b,Jt~ & Rabba 14.6 r9inforces this doctrinal lesson by 

expanding the comment orr Eccl. 8 :5. 
J 

The midrash read& the 

rabbinic view of divine justice into the two.words ti•• and 

jud1••nt. Ti•• is the Attribute of Mercy and jud1aent is the 

Attribute of Justice. The Attribute of Justice signifies that 

all transgressions are punished but the Attr i bute of Mercy 
. 

, indicates that God allots a period of grace before jud1ment so 
' 

that the guilty one can repent. 

HQ.Jl 8.6 • . 
' 

) 
.. 
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Ver&e 7 

For he do•• not know what shall be;~ for even when it does happen, 
who can tell him? 

Only Numbers Rabba 14.6 addresses this vars&; even Qoh'elet 

Rabba is silent. The verse refers to those who tail to heed the 

lesson~ Numbers Rabba lA.6 brought to bear in its commentary on 

the two previous verses; namely, that all transgressions are 

punished · unless one repents. One who repeatedly commits trans-

gressions wi ll not benefit from God's Attribute of Mercy; him 

there will be no grace period. 

Verse 8 

There is no man that ha& power over the wind to retain the wind; 
neither has power over the day of death; and there i• no dis­
charc• in war; neither shall wickedness deliver hi• that i~ given 
to it. 

Verse 8 has drawn much commentary over the peculiar list of 

item& that humanity has no po~r to control and is powerless to 

avoid. Modern commentator& ~ffer emendations to rectify the 

peculiarities although they are merely continuing the work begun 

by the ea;J-v. rabbis. These early rabbis sensed this imbalance of 

ideas despite the coherence of the overall message. Both 

Qohelet Rabba 8.11 and Deuteronomy Rabba 9.3 offer an extensive 

array of exegetical attempts to explain this passage . 

Neither the ancients nor the moderns accept ru~~ in Ee-

cl. 6:6a as referring to "vind;" rather ruah refers to life-
• 

breath. "No man ha& power over the Angel of Death to keep t~e; 
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Angel from himself."~ 0 One cannot stave of~ the moment of 

death; ruah refer& to the Angel of Death yet the theme i & t he .. 
inab i lity of a man to control his lifebreat~ A man cannot know 

when he wi 11 I ive and when he wi 11 die. 

A more subtle interpretation of ruah is that which is . 
internal to a person and causes that person to live. R. Eliezer 

ben Jacob explains: 

No man has the power over his soul to destroy it . •.. 
Had God concentrated it into one limb then if a ma;---­
found himself in trouble he would cut off that limb and 
die. Therefore it is spread throughout the whole body, 
that he should not be able to destroy it . ~• 

Without his ruah a man cannot exist . . This exegesis explains 

the lac~ of authority a man has over his soul; h e cannot rid 

himself of it even if he wants. 

One lesson derived from Eccl. 8:8b is that all people are 

equal at the time of death. The two examples which are paral-

leled in several places are David and Moses. At the time of his 

death, David was not addressed as king ( lKings 11:1 )~ 7 and at 

the time of Moses's death, his silver trumpets were not blown to 

assemble the people. Neither title& nor divinely given gifts 

availed ihem at the time of death. 

Fu rthermore, no person has the abil ity to postpone the day 
~ 

i 0 QR 8;8, DR 9.3. 

• 7 QR 8.11, DR 9.3, and GR 96.3. 
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or- death. There is no barga ining. There is no extra time given 

to settle one's accounts or set one's house in order.>• 

The mos t forcelul explanation which clarifies tne relation-

ship of Eccl. 6 : 6c <There is no discharge i n war > to the rest of 

the verse is i n Deuteronomy Rabba 9.3: "No man when about to die 

can say, 'I will send my slave in my stead.'" Just as a man 

cannot avoid war, so, too, a man cannot avoid death. R. Shimon 

ben Halafta gives a similar lesson by using the motif of the -­Angel of De•th: "No man can make weapons whic~ wil 1 save him 

from the Angel of Death . " 3 ' One cannot fight o~ thereby ,,,, 
avoid death. 

A midrash in the name of R. Eliezer ben Jacob asserts a 

relationship between Eccl. 8:6c and 6:8d. His exegesis 

should be understood in the context of Ps. 76 : 49 •i~lahat • 

•al'akey ra'i•, a sending of evil messengers. If one does ev i l, 

then accord ing to the verse, one will receive evil, just as Egypt 

received the ten plagues. The positive lesson of Eccl. 8:8d is: 

if one abandona evil and repents, one will be delivered from 

evi 1. The theme i s the efficacy of repentance. 

Another midra&h in Deuteronomy Rabba 9.3 suggests that "no 

one can lodge a protest against the Angel of Death." ~hen the 

midrash states that to resist the Angel of Death is futile, the 

>•DR 9.3, QR 6.8. 

>•DR 9. 3. 
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message is that one should not resist death or its inevitab i l-

i ty •• 0 

Two interpretations s~and apart from the statements on 

death; they i nstead relate the verse to prophecy. R. Nehemiah 

explains Eccl. 8:8 as relating t o the prophecy of Jeremiah. The 

word rua~ <Eccl. 8:8a > is the Spirit of God which the prophet 

cannot keep within but must declare as an oracle . In a related 

lesson R. Haggai teaches that evil <Eccl. 8:8d> is scoffing at 

prophetic oracles; because the people of Israel scof~ 

Jeremiah's orac l es, the First Temple was destroyed.• 1 

Numbers Rabba 14 . 6 is concerned with retribution. In or'i e f, 

the four clauses correspond to the four methods of exii'bution 

commanded by God. Wind c~ua~) indicates strangulation, the --...... 

second clause refers to stoning, war refers to death by th~ 

sword, and tho last phr~se refers to burning. Thus, one learns 

that no one can escape the judgment of God. 

Verse 9 

All th••• thin1a I obaervedJ I noted all that went on under the 
aun while one man still had power over another to do evil. 

The first comment of this verse refers to the word 'et: 

"There is a time which is bad for him who exercises the power, 

and there is a time which is bad for him upon whom it is 

• 0 QR 8.8 gives a similar reading: "Nobody can question His 
decision , nor can a person say, 'I appeal against His verdict.'" 

4 I QR 8. 6. 
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exercised." 42 A homil y follows which stat es that no person can 

incur gui l t t hrough another unless t hat person is l ikewise 

guilty. A pure, i nnocent person can never incur gu ilt. 

Nonetheless, the power a person holds over another can also be 

powe r to cause another to sin . 

Verse 10 

And so saw the wicked buried and they came Centered into their 
rest>; but they that had done right went away from the holy 
place, and were forgotten in the city ; this al&o i& vanity . ---"'\. 

A& I have explained in chapter 1. Eccl . 8:10 l acks coher- ) 

ence.•~ The rabbis no ted this difficulty and two approa ches 

arose: interpretation or suggested alternat i ve reading. Two 

readings are suggested in Gittin 56b . The first suggestion is-u:r--

read qeburia <bu r ied> as qebu~i• <collected> although there is an 

opinion t hat it is not necessary. The second c hange is readi ng 

t y f. 
Neyi!tak~~u (and were forgotten > as we yistabbf.u Cand tr iumphed >. 

The ver se now reads: 

And then I saw the wic ked c omi ng and gathering, and 
they left the Holy Place and triumphed aga i nst t he 
city. This too is - vani ty. 

This suggested reading refers to Titus, the wicked one, who came 

and gathered all the treasures in the Temple for h i mself and 

vanquished the city . Titus is even more wicked for he took a 

whore into the Hol y of Holies and fornicat ed u t;91'i'""o.n opened Torah 

-scro 1 I • 

• 2 QR 6. 9 . 

• ~ P• 26. 
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The text o f Qohe l et Rabba seeks to reinterpret the verse 

rather than suggest alternati v e readings. The subjec t is either 

the wicked or proselyt es. If the subject i s the wi cked, by 

interpretation, either the death of the wicked atones for . their 

sins when they are qeburi• <buried >, or the wi cked who are alive 

are considered as dead; there is no hope f o r the wicked . 

The verse may also refer to proselytes who by the act of 

convers i on repent their f ormer l ives. They go into a hol y place 

<synagogue >, --­t heir evil deeds <ido l atry > are forgotte n, and ~e i r 

" good deeds are d i scovered.•• The vanity is prosel y tes who are 
/ 

brought into the fo l d ( i.e. Boaz and Ruth > rather than entering 

by their own acc ord. Another explanation of vanity is all the --people who do not c onvert. • D 

In Pesikta Rabbati, Eccl. 8:10 is used t o address the 

~extual difficulty of Gen . 12 :5 and all the persons that they 

aade in Haran. The most common exegesis on Gen. 12:5 is that 

Abram and Sarai converted the slaves they acquired in Haran. The 

subject is prosel y tes. In light of Gen. 12: 5, Eccl. 8:10 should 

read: "And so I saw the wicked who deserved to be buried, but 
. 

then they came linto the congregation of Adonail." This i nter-

pretation is homiletical, but it complements the midrash of Abram 

and Sarai who . "made" souls by convertin"'g them. 

44 In Hebrew Neyi;takk}!u can also mean 'discovered . ' See 
Jastrow p . 1572. 

411 QR 8. 10. 
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Ver se 1 1 
~ 

Because sentence acainst an evil work i& not executed speedily ~ 
therefore the heart of men are &et to do evil. 

Surpr isi ngly , the rabbis agree wit~ this verse wh ich 

-decries that Divine J ustice is not apparent in t h is world. The 

text quo t es a common folk saying with t h e same message: "Just a& 

the haughty come, so, too , the haughty exit without stumbling." 4 0 

They also a ssert that thi's situation <the lack of punishment> 

exist& because of the lack of swift justice. 

con c l ude that desp ite appearances, Di vi ne Justice does exis t. "-t s 

proof they quote Ecc l. 8:13. But it will not be well with the,........ 

wioked •• • • • 1 The midra&h &ugge&t& t hat one read t he two verse& 

t~gether without 8:12 interceding between them . ...---

Verse 12 

There is no response to the charge that a sinner may do ev il 

a hundred times and still his life is prolonced . 

Verse 13 

But i t shall not be veil with the wicked , neither shall he 
prolonc hi• day•. vhloh are a• a •hadow. because he does not fear 
God . 

l n Kiddushin 33b, t he rabbis use this verse t o def ine what 

type of w ~ckedness will be punished: a student who does no t 

• •QR 6.11. 

58 



respect his teacher, a )su r e r , or a person who u ses false 

wei ghts. Fo r t he othe r re f e rence to Eccl. 8 : 13 , see the comm e n t 

•• \..l,f'lder Ve r s e 11. 

Ve rse 1 4 

There i• a vanity that takes place on the earth; there are right ­
eous aen who recei v e rec ompense due t o t he wi c k ed and wi c ked aen 
who receive th• recompence due to the righteous; I s a y t h i s too 
i • vanity. 

The theological difficulty of the apparent lack ~-

dance in the world is removed by the insertion of words and 

phrase1i. The entire meaning is alte r ed. 
/ 

Although this text is 

f ound in Qohe let Rabba 6.14 , a mo r e compl e te ve r sion appear s in 

Horayo t lO b : .,,--

Ha p p y are the r i gh t eous •en who r eceive i n this world 
the recoapense due to the wicked in the world to come 1 

Woe to t~e wicked men who receive in this world the 
recoapens• due to the righteous in the world to come . • 9 

This text attempts to reinsert Providence into the verse by 

alte rnating betwe en this world a nd the world to come. With this 

construc t i on the world has or der again. 

There is a terri b l~ incons ist e ncy wi t h t h is inte rpreta tion. 

"Raba s a id : 'Wo u ld t he righte o u s , t h en, if t h ey enjoye d both 

world s fi n d it so distasteful? ' " • • In other words . why do the 

righte ous not have the best of both worlds? Raba's statement 

leads back to the same poi n t Qohe let makes. 

••Also found i n Yerushalm i Ho r ayot 3 . 2 .12. 

••Horayot lOb. This s t a t ement follo ws i mme d iate ly afte r the 
p r e c eding quote in t he Talmud passage . 
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Numbers Rabba 20.12 atlempts to clarify the verse in pious 

terms without inserting words. Moses and Aaron are punished for 

their actions at Meribah. This midrash ex plains Aaron's puni~h -

men t using Eccl. 8:14 with the assumption that Aar~n did not 

break a law . Just as the wicked serpent in the Garden1 of Eden 

was punished and not allowed to plead, so the righteous Aaron, 

is punished without an opportunity to plea. The righteous man 

suffered according to the recompense due the wicked. 

Verse 15 

/ 
Therefor& prai&e joy, for there is no other good for man under 
th• sun but to eat, drink, and be joyful and have this accompany 
hi• in hi• toil, during ~ day& of hi& life, which God ha& given 
hi• beneath the sun. 

,,.. -
"All the eating and drtnking mentioned in this b ook signify 

Torah and good deeds . " 00 The ultimate worth of worldly axis-

tence is shifted from simple joys of physical sustenance to _,.. 

rabbinic virtues . The primary tasks of humanity are Torah and 

good deeds. 

In Shabbat 30b the rabbis note an apparent contradiction 

between Ecc l. 2:2b and of joy, "What good is it" and Eccl. 8 :15 

1 praise joy. The rabbis assign the following definitions: the 

latter refers to following celebratory precepts such as marriage 

and the former r efers to celebrations which are not commanded by 

law. Social gatherings not prescribed b y law which invo lv e much 

merry-making are frowned upon as 'vanity.' 

90 QR 6.15, 2.24. 
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Conclu&ion 

In general. Chapter 6 is interpreted to demonstrate God's 

power in the world. The doctrine of the World to Come is 

carefully inserted t o deflect the charges of Qohelet that t he re 

' is an apparent lack of Justice and Providence in the world. 

Humanity should no longer eat. drink, and make merry but i nstead 

follo w the Decalogue, observe Torah law, and do good deeds. 

Ecclesiastes is an exercise in explaining theod1cy. 

In terms of piety and doc~rine, the source material demon-

stratas t he success of the interpreters. A teKt which may bo rder 

on her9sy is used to teach lessons of religious piety. Almost 

every verse <Eccl . 6:12 excluded> has at least one les son 

pertaining to rabbinic d·octrine. ----
A prominent method of interpreting Ecclesiastes , 

particularl y in Qohelet Rabba, is the atomization of the text. 

Words and phrases are lifted from the t ext and interpreted to 

promote significant doctrines of Rabbinic Judaism. The subjects 

are now God and h umanity. 

To the rabbinic mind , the focal point of Creation is 

humanity . Qohelet has a world view quite the opposite: Genera-

tions coaa and ganerati'Ol\•- co but the earth abid•• <Ecc l. 1:4>. 

The world conti nues to carry on at its own pace and humanity is 

inconsequent ial. The idea that a man's t hou ghts and actions are 

inconsequential to the world rrom a moral point of view is 
' 

intolerable to the Rabbinic Jew. Throughout the comments, the 

significance of humanity is reiterated. 
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The same is true of wisdom. Qohelet considers wisdom to be 

only relatively useful; this produce& a reaction among the 

m~drashic sources, which positively extol wisdom. This may 

explain the desire of many to expound at length on Eccl. 8:1a, 

Who is like the wise aan? Once the text offers an ambiguous 
--.... 

referent, ~he possibi-f"ities expand exponentially. 

Another aspect of the rabbinic comments on this chapter is 

the paucity of commentary on some verses. Verses 12 

challenge the existence of divine justice in the world; yet, 

comments are made. The dichotomy is clear: reading new 

meanings in the text is an exciting and productive arena for 

rabbinic homiletics ; however , the met~logy is l~mi~ed when 

confronted with direct ~riptural challenges to rabbinic doc­

trine. 

To the rabbinic sages the world has meaning. God is 

present and operates in the world . There is justice for human-

ity, if not now then in the World to Come. Only wisdom and good 

deeds are worthwhile: through them one secures justice. 
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Chapter 3 

Rashi's Interpretation of Ecclesiastes 
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Rash1 was an eleventh century French exegete whose commen-

tary is considered the standard work in both Bible and Talmud. 

His writings are the standard because of Rashi's encyclopedic 

knowledge of rabbinic sources and his own pious insight into the 

=aterial. Rashi's interpretation of Ecclesiastes demonstrates 

his exegetical prowess . Rash 1 not only draws from Talmudic 

sources but also utilizes the rules of grammar to interpret the 

text. In this chapter I present a ~ranslation and ana:TYst-s- of 

Rashi's commentary on Ecclesiastes 8:1- 15. 

Eccl 8 : 1 

Rashi: •i ke~ahaka• who in the world is as important as the wise 

man7 
~ 
Pese ~ dabar is an interpretation of a matter. As wu find 

in Daniel, wh o was wise in his fear of hea ven; secrets of inter-

pretation were rev ealed to him. Who is like Moses who made a 

reconciliation between Israel and their Father Who is in the Hea-

vans? Ne'oz pana(y)N y'funne~ his countenance became so different 

from that of other creatures t ha t they shrank fro• coaln1 n••~ 

hi• for the skin of Moses'& face vaa radiant <Ex. 34.30>. 

Rashi deviates from earlier traditions which give a specific 

answer to the question "who is like the wise man7 " Previous 

homiletical commentary suggests that ~~k•• is a symbol for God, 

Moses, Israel, Adam, or the talmudic sage. Not only does Rashi 

read the wia• aan as a mortal instead of a euphemism for God, he 
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also restates t he phrase as a r he torical questi on . 1 By choosing 

this rhetorical rendering , Rashi anticipates the modern reading 

of the text . L,c~. Rashi's assertion of the question is deri ved 

from the surpris i ng appearance of the definite article "h" whicn 

which should have assimi l ated i n t h e presen ce of the " k" of com-

parison. He reads the definite article " h" as emphasi s of the 

i mportance of the wise man. ' The wi5e man, who else tlrCr19--

important as he is ?' \ 
Tbe commen t on 8:lb begins with a straightforward def ini-"tion 

" of peser, "interpretation" or "solution." Rashi uses Bib tical 

verses from the book of Daniel as grammat i cal referents for the 

def1nition ~ interpret ." v Alt hou gh the phrase peser dabar never 

appear s i n Daniel, 
., 

the verb psnr (the Aramaic equivalent> appears 

o n ly in the book of Danie~ <particularly i n Daniel Chapter 2 

where many o f Daniel's predictions fr om dream interpretations are 

recor ded>. 

The interpretation of peJer as "reconciliation" is taken 

from a talmudic source. 2 Ra~h i is referring to the incident of 

the Go lden Calf and Moses's intervent ion wi th God on Israel's 

be ha 1 f. In Rashi's l ast comment o n the verse , he compares 

'change registering on the face' C8:1d ) to the verse in Ex. 34 : 30 

which descri bes the change in Moses's countenance after his 
~ 

•ct . QR a.1.1-s. PRK 4.4 , and PR 23.6. 

2 Berachot lOa . " Who i s like the Hol y One Blessed Be He, 
who knew how to effect a reconciliation between two righ teous 
men , Hezekiah and Isaiah?" 
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encounter wi th the Lord. Th i s prooftext adds weigbt to the idea 

t hat 8 :1 actually refers to a wise man such as Moses. 

Eccl 8:2 

Ra•hi: >ani pi-•elek Theref ore I am ob liged to keep the utter-

ances of the King of the World because that is the b e s t thing of 

al l • we ' al dibrat rebu'at >elohia that we swore to him at Horeb 

to kee p His commandments. Another interpretation: I am oblig't!"Ct----__ 

to keep t he words of the ki"ngs of nations who rule t heir subjects 

with various types of ta~es. we 'al dibrat lebu'at >e J o h i • onl y 

i nsofa r as they do not cause us to transgress the oath that we 

swore to God . we'al dibrat Alongside the oaths sworn to God I 

will keep 'tile words of . the ki ngs. Thu we find in the case of 

Hananiah, 

"0 king, 

matter." 

Mi shael, and Aza riah that t h ey sa i d to~ebuchadnezzar, 

0 Nebuchadnezzar , we have no .need to answer you int~ 
<Dan. 3:16) If "king" then why "Nebuchadnezzar," and if 

" Nebuchadnezzar" wh y "king ? " The a nswe r is this: the y sa id to 

him "You a re o ur king when it comes to service a nd paying t a xes 

but when it comes to wo rsh ipping stars and planets 0 Nebuchad-

nezzar , you are not ki ng. " <"And y ou and a dog are alike" >~ 

Eccl. 8:2 is a diff icu lt verse to interpret because there is 

no ~ogical connect ion between the f irst word (> an i> and the rest 

of the verse. Rashi attempts to rectify the d ifficulty by 

filling in t he words that are missing after the first word and 

1 In some ed itions from NR 15 .1 . 
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~ 
reading s eaor as an imperative rather t han an infinitive. Thus 

he reads the verse: "Therefore l a m ob li gated to k eep the 

u t te r ance& o f the <K>i ng of the world." 

The last three words of the verse are also difficult. The 

solution Rashi offers is from earlier traditions. To the 

rabbinic mind the word dibra t in the conteKt of "the oath to God" 

must re f er to the 'aferet haddi b r ot, the Ten Commandments.• 

Therefor e the oath is the one that bi nds the Jewish people to the 

---------Sinai convdnant. 

Rashi ' s lengthy comment at the end of this verse is a 

midrash about Nebuchadnezzar. 
../ 

The lesson here is that morta l 

kings have dominion in the economic and business spheres. but in 

the s p he re of r eligion, the King of Kings reigns supreme . Ras hi 

inserts in his retelling of this midrash a s pecific reading of 

the word 'al which should be understood as meaning "alongside." 

Thus, he creates the image of a Jew who can simultaneously obey 

the laws of the land a n d Divine law. 

Ecc l 8:3 

Ra• hi: ~al tibb a h e l > • ip pan aN te lek Do not be hasty, that is, 

to flee from His presen ce to a place where He does not rule, for 

He rules everywhe re. >a l ta ' a•od bedabar r a < Do not involve 

you r s elf in wicked deeds . ki koJ-> aier y ahpos to pun is h you; He 
• • 

' ha& t he autho r ity and t he abil ity to it . 
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In 8:3, ~ashi makes several grammatical observations. He 

reads >al tibbahel> as >al tehi nibhal "Do not be hasty" and he 

adds "se" <"that" ) as a prefix on the word telek. Rashi is 

struggling to give a nearly incomprehensible verse clarity and 

direction by glossing the entire ve rse. He further explains the 

>al ta 'aao d by the causat i ve >al ta'aaid. This reading specifies 

the intent of Qohelet's advice as "do not involve yourself ." 

Rashi also "unpacks" the double meaning of the last word ya­
---_ 

'aseh: the king has the authority and he has the ability to 

exercise that authority. 
/ 

Rash i understands verse 3 as an admonition of God ' s retribu-

-tive justice. The dabar ra ' is a sin a person has perpetrated 

against God. He reads the verse as a warning: Do not be so 

ha&ty t ha t you flee from His pre&ence (because God rules every-

where >; do not involve yourself in sins a gainst God beoau•• alt 

of t he sins that He desire& tp punish you for, He will do •o 

because He has the authority and t he ability to judge. God, the 

Judge , is not arbitrary concerning whom He punishes; there is 

retributive justice. 

Eccl 8:4 

Ra1hl: ba>aier dabar aelek ~ilton because the word of the Holy 

One Blessed Be He governs and who will say to him: "What are you 

doing ?" i't you keep the commandment&, you &ha l I no1t know an ev i 1 

thing nor will it come upon you. 
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Searching for grammatical clarity, Rashi renders ba> a~er as 

bi~bil >a~er CbS't::a use, since, inasmuch as). In contrast, lbn 

Ezra and Rashbam insert a clause i n the middle <be>oto •aqo• 

II' 
se~-' l bn Ezra). Rashi ' s elegant solution demonstrates t he 

depe ndence of this verse upon the context of the pre vious verse. 

Rash i's interpre tation is still accepted b y many sch olar s toda y . 

• 
The rest of his comment con tinues to expound the theme o f 

retributive j us tice . If a commandment is broken, t he sinne.I:.-W..i...L!__ 

be pun ished by God; for every acti o n there is a n apppropriate 

divine response . In hi s comment o n 8:3 , Ras~i begins to build an _,..,,.~ 

argume nt that demonstrates Qohelet's belief in div ine justice. 

Here he continues that demons tration. 

A critica l reader may argue that Rashi is imposing h is own 

belief on t h e text. He is, I think, aware of the difficulty of 

this chapter , the assertion of no divine justice or providence in 

the world . Rashi reformulates t he diffi culty as the ttapparent" 

lac k of div ine retribution in the wor ld . Hi s reformulation 

asserts tha t Provi dence does exist and the problem is how to 

d emonstrate its power in this wo r ld . In these earl y verses Rashi 

is laying the groundwork for his i nterpre tat ion o f la te r, more 

contro ver s i al verses. 

sccl 8:5 

Ra•h1 : " ••'et u•ispa~ yeda' leb ~aka• The wise man knows that 

there is a f ixed time to pun i sh the wicked and there is justice 
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before the Holy One Blessed Be He that in the end He will bring 

punishment upon them. 
y 

•ispa! means "just ice " <O ld French>. 

Rashi's ~tatement refers to a midrashic source: "He whose 

heart is wise knows that if he transgresses the commandments a 

time will come when the Holy One, blessed be He, wi ll execute 

judgment upon him; and so he keeps away from transgression."G 

Rashi shows by this interpretation t hat he believes ~n if 

the punishment is not immediate, there is a point in time when 

God executes his justiee upon the evildoer. 

Eccl 8:6 

ki lekol-hepes that the man does what he desi r es and • • 

transgresses the law; there is a time of punishment and retribu-

tion , and divine pu nishment is ready for him. 

rabbah 'ala<yJ~ when the evil of a man is great and oversteps 

the bounds, then his punishment comes. The word "k" is used in 

the sense "when" (ka~aler > as in the verse when they have a case 

they co•e to me <Ex . 18:16>. 

Rashi quotes again from Numbers Rabba 14 . 6 which reads that 

every transgression that is not repented is punished. r The 

difficulty for a pious commentator i& not knowing the time when 
• 

God chooses to punish evildoers . The midrash responds with a 

metaphor: "When doe& He inflict punishment upon him? When the 

•NR 14 . 6 . 
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hin• is full ... " Rashi accepts the metaphor: when a person has 

committed a certain number of transgressions, then punishment 

comes. 

Eccl 8:7 

~•hi : ki->enenu yodea' •ah-leyyihyeh When the wicked sins, he 

does not consider that God will bring him to judgment, and woe to 

him because of it, for when the retribution comes "who-w4-Ll__tell 

him," that i s, counsel him or give him a dvice or strength, for 'H e 

brings it upon him all of a sudden. 

Rashi concludes that this verse expresses the fate of the 

s i nner <ref e r red to in the verse as "the man" > i n 8:6: even when 

a person's e vil is great, who knows when re t ribution will come? 

The second half of t he verse is an emphatic denial: no one can 

tel l the sinner about retribution because he does not believe in 

it. 

Rashi returns to Numbers Rabba 14.6 to explain the mechanics 

of divine justice. This verse teaches that if a person does not 

repent any transgression he may have committed because he is not 

afraid of a Day of Judgment, he will receive no favor when the 

Day does a r rive. God will listen to pleas before the sentence is 

passed but not after punishment is decreed. 
' 

Unless the evildoer 

realizes for himself that he has sinned, he is doomed~ At &ome 

•A measure of volume. 
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point in t ime which no mortal knows , God will exact puni shment 

a nd at that moment there wi ll be no recourse to repentance. 

Eccl 8:8 

Ra•hi : >en >ada• lali~ barua~ o ver the spirit or the will of 

the messenger of God ; to withhold his lifebreath from him so that 

t he Angel of Death might not take it. >en ~ilton that is, no ---king's autho rity is recognized on the day of his death. 1 n e\le\ y 

"When place you find "King David~ bu t on the day of his death 
. / 

David's life was drawing to a close" ClKings 2:1) and there is no 

mention in this verse of "kingship." Ne>en • i~lahat ha••i l haaah 
• 

- t hat is , one migh t say "I shall send my son or my s ervant in my 

place." 

Rashi's explanations are derived directly from the mid rashim 

on this verse. 7 Death . comes upon all indiv idua l s regardless of 

their place in life . God has sup r eme authority a nd at the ti me 

of death, human beings ha ve no authority. Both the midrashic 

sources and Rashi are close to t he modern reading of this ver se . 

Rashi's comment on the third phrase, "there is no mustering 

out of war" is quoted fr om Deuteronomy Rabba 9. 3 . Death is one 

war a person must fight alone. 

7 QR 8. 8, DR 9. 3. 
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Eccl 8:9 

Ra•hl: 'et-kol-zeh ra'iti the foregoing. Nenaton ' et-libbi 

lekol aa<aseh and also al I of the deeds of humanity I 

contemplated a nd I r ealized there is a time that a man has 

dominion over his companion and overpowers him , bu t in the end 

his evildoing turns upon him. Amalek prevailed over Israel but 

in the end but hi& fate is to perish forever <Num . 24:20 >. 

Similarly Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar, and Sennacherib. ~ 

,./ 

In Rashi's point of view, this verse is amino~ eonelusion 

to the ideas presented in verses 6 - 8; the word zeh <this ) 

refers to the three preceding verses. 

The rest o f the verse depicts ~he tyranny that people 

afflict over o ne another . Such inhumanity, according to Rashi, 
,./' 

wil l be punished in the end b y retributive justice. The specific 

examples he uses are Amalek, Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar, and 

Sennacherib who were all punished in the end for their persecu-

tion of Israel. 

Eccl 8:10 

Ra•h l : ubeken and then. ra'iti re~a 'i• qeburi• In this 

prophecy I saw the wicked buried; that is, those who deserved to 

be hidden ~n the ground because they were the most despised of 

said of them: t h i• p•o ple do•• 

n o t d•••rve to be a <ls. 23:13> And yet they ruled in 

the house of the Lord, ~ hloh is a holy place. Whan they went 
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from it into their own country they were praised in their city, 

bec ause they have done this or that in the house of the Lord. Do 
.,, .. t 

not read •eyistakkf!u Cthey were forgotten] but rather Neyiltabb/}u 

Cthey were praised] a& the sages interpreted it. According to 

the reading for1etting, it rs rendered thus in the Aggadah: yet 

their end is that their name and memory i& blotted out from the 

very town wherein they acted so as it is said: And 

all nations into the valley of Jehoshaphat. <Joel 4:2 > 

&hall be punished in that very place whet~ they despised 

Similarly the text reads: 0 Lord on awakening (read: in the 

city] you •hall de•pi•• their iaa1•· <Ps. 73:30> ga• zeh One of 

ttte vanities that exists which fatigues people is that God does ---
not hasten to punish those who do evil and therefore people thin~ 

there is no justice and no judge. 

The first comment asserts that the relationship between 8 : 9 

and 8:10 is temporal rather than causal. For contrasting 

opinions, see lbn Ezra and the Septuagint.• 

According to Rashi, 8:10 should be translated "And then I 

foresaw the wicked, deserving to be buried, rule in the Temple 

and when they went away from it they were P,raised in their city 

because they had done so." 

forcotten> ' as lffyi1t•b1iu <and were praised) in acreeaent with 

the co•aent& in G~ttin 56b. However, Rashi also reports reading 

•Both ar1ue: because of the •ituation described at the end 
of ver•• 9 is one man rulina over another, and thu• ub•k•n the 
•ituatlon in ver•• 10 occurs. 
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v t. 
of Neyistak~~u in Gittin 56b as forgotten, which Rashi reports 

and translates: " but they were forgotten in the c i t y where they 

had acted so." 

The word ba'ir also holds particular significance. The 
. 

f irs t prooftext is from Joel 4:2, I will 1ather all th• nations 

and bring the• down to th• valley of Jehoshaphat . There I will 

contend with the• over My very own people, Israel ••• • -TCn;::;-~-

very place where the nations scattered Israel, God will 

them there . God punishes e v ildoers in the place where they d 

their e vil ac t s . In the second prooftext Rashi compares the t erm 

ba'ir with ba'ir <when arou sed ) in Psalm 73:20. He p r esents a 

play on the w~rds of Psalm 73:20: ' 0 Lord, in the city you Fhall 

despi s e t heir image; the very city in which t hey did their evil 

deeds .' Rashbam concurs with this reading.• 

The "absu r dity" mentioned at the end of the verse, according 

to Ra&hi, i& t he assumption that there i& no divine justice in 

the world because there is a lack of immediate retribution. Th i & 

i& a mi sperception; God doe& not hasten to punish despite the 
\,. 

morta l desire for instantaneous retribution. Divine Justice tree& 

exist, Rashi contends, but God chooses when he will punish th• 

evildoer . 

0 have seen wicked men in the world, who deserved to be 
buried, co•inl and l4inl from the pl•ce of the Holy One, and 
coaa1itin1 therein destruction and 1reat evi lh...and,,-tlheir end was 
that their naae and aeaory were blotted out in bb.t( very town 
where they had acted so.~ 
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Eccl 6: 11 

Ra•hi: 
~ , 

~aser 'en-na'asah pitgaa aa<aseh hara'ah aeherah For God 

does not speedily punish the 'deeds of the evi 1 doers. Therefore 

people think there is no justice and they presumptuously do evil. 

Rashi anticipates this verse in his comment on the previous 

verse. God punishes evil~oers when He chooses to punish them, 

not when mortals would like them to be punished. The misguid 

people described in 8:11 understand the delay of retribution a 

sign of divine inaction; therefore , they think that they can do 

evil with impunity. The same interpretation is given in Qoh 

Rabba 8. 14 . 

Ecol 8: 12 

Ra•hl : 'a;er hot•' because they see that the wicked do evil, a . ' 
hundred, a thousand , or myriad times and God delays and doe& not 

punish him. me•at The text here is elliptical; it means 100 

days, 100 years , 100,000. So too in the case of You are drunk 

(fs.51 : 21>, the text is e lliptical: "You are drunk with anger" 

and it i& not with wine like the other time& you are drunk . ki 

gaa yod•a' 'ani that even for every time that He doe• not 

hasten to punish the wicked, to make a distinction between the 

righteous and the wicked, I know that in the end, everyone 

receives hi• co•p•nsation and for those who fear Him it shall be 

we 11. 
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Rashi reaffirms the point that he made in his comment s in 

8:10 and 8:11. The evildoer does not believe in retribution and 

can demonstrate by everyday experience that he is right. Ras hi 

does not explain wh y an evildoer can sin so often without being 

punished. Instead he states the dictum that God punishes the 

evildoer at some point. Instead of addressing the difficulty, he 

merely repeats himself: those who fear God s hal I receive---._ 

reward. 

The second comme nt on 8:12 is similar to the comment made b_y 

Saadia Gaon in his commentary.• 0 The wicked are not pun ished so 

that they will be utterly condemned and the righteous are 

punished in ordqr to purge them of their sins. 

Rashi remarks t hat a e"'at is el I iptical because it is in the 

construct state without a fol lowing genitive. he brings a 

parallel case ( Is. 51:21> to demonstrate his point. Rashi,fol-

l o wing the Targum, argues that the missing genitive ls "years" 

<ae"' ah lanin~- Targum>. I n contrast , some commentators read "one 

hundred 'times'". 1 • In any c ase, the point is that God will 

ultimately exercise retributive justice. 

Eccl 6:13 

Ra•hi : weto b lo "' yih yeh Laraia' refers to o n e who does not • 
f ear God. 

1 °Chapter 4, p. 90. 

11 lbn Ezra: a e"at pe'a•i• . 
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The evildoer is one who sins against God. In other words, 

the o ne who does not fear God is the one who is going to do 

evil. 

Eccl 8: 14 

Rashi : 
., 

yes hebel A thing that leads people astray. 
.., v 

~es~ 

~addiqi• Evil such as wicked deeds befall them; and tmere ars~ 

wicked upon whom goodness like righteous deeds come. 

is also one of the misleading aspects of the world. 

I say thj's 
./ 

Our Rabbis 

explained this in one way CHorayot lObJ; it does not solve the 

problem for me, because of the way the sage concludes by saying 

thi& i & also vanity. 

Rashi derives the word hebel fr om haeahabil <to lead astray; 

cf. Jer 23:16> in order to emphasize that t h e injustice that 

seems evident in the world might easily mislead people to false 

opinions of divine justice. In a world where divine jus tice 

operates, the fact that evil doers f l ourish and t he righteous 

suffer s e ems perverse . Rashi seems to r e ject the rabbinic 

explanation of this apparent perversity and offers no alternative 

of his own here. The rabb i n ic comment in Horayo t 10 b reads: 

R. Na hman ben ~isda: • Happy are the riChteou• ••n 
unto whoa it happen• in this world accordinC to th• 
work of the ~icked in t he world to come; woe unto th• 
wicked ••n to who• i t happens in this world accordin 1 
to t h• work of th• richteous in the world to come. 
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Ras h i rejects the solutiQn that al l inj us tice in this world 

is compensated in the world to come. He omits a similar solution 

in 8:12 wh ich is found in the Targum. 1 z In the same Horayot 

passage the Baby l onian Amora, Raba. also r ejects this solution : 

"Would the righteous then if they enjoyed bot h worlds find it so 

distastefu l ?" In other words , why can ' t the righteous man merit 

reward in both worlds? Rashi accepts ,Raba's position . 

Rashi's explanation for the apparent prosperity o f t he --­wicked and the suffering of the righteous is his assertion that 

retributive justice always comes eventually in this world. The 
/ 

momentary success of t he wicked must therefore be a n illusion. 

Evildoers are p unished; to assume the contrary is " to be l ed 

a stray" like t he people described in 8:1 1. " To be led astray" is 

Rashi'& definition of the ter m hebel <absurdity ) . 
~ 

Any of>-Url on 

t hat leads one away from the Torah is hebel . 

Eccl 8: 15 

"'" ~et-hass iaha~ that one be content with one 's l ot and • 
strive to do upright de ds that gladden t he heart, and n ot lus t 

after i n cr e asing wea lt h by usury and robbery. Anyon e who is no t 

content wi t h his lo t and greedily seeks possessions ends up 

1 2 " • and I &aw by the Ho ly Spirit tha~ the evil which 
happen& to , the righteous i n thi& world is not for their guil t , 
bu t to fre e them from a &lig ht tran&gr e&&ion, t hat their reward -------­
may be perfect in the world to come; and the good that comes to / 
sinners in thi& worl d is not for their merit&, but to render t hem 
a reward for t he ir &mall mer it they have acquir ed , so that t hey 
may eat their r eward in thi& world, and to destroy the i r port ion _.,.. .,......--...,. 
in the world t o come .~ 
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committing transgressions: robbery , deceit, and usury. And one 

who is not content with his marriage is at t racted to other women, 

including married women. le ~ekol weli~tot with w~at God has 

graciously prov i ded him for his contentment. In the midrash it 

states that every instance of eating and drinking in Ecclesiastes 

actually refers to tal•ud torah as is the case in the verse, Ho , 

all who are thirsty, come for water, even if you have no aoneys 

come buy food and eat: buy food without money, wine ancr-.n-tic---

without oo•t <Is. 55:1>. wehu~ yilwennu He shall be joined wit 

you as in the similar case , And your Vindicator shall earch ./" 

before y ou ( ls. 58:8 ) . v yeae y ~ayya<y>w ~aser-natan-lo ha~elohi• 

He should do thus . The end of the text refers back to the 

beginning Cot the verse]. The transposed text reads: 'there 1.s 

no good for a man during the days of his life that God g~ves him 

unless he is eating, drinking, rejoicing; then He will accompany 

him in his to i I . ' 

Rashi understands 8:15 as a statement of rabbinic ethics. 

True joy in life is the victory of contentment over greed and 

love over lust. To eat and to drink is a reminder of a gracious 

God who provides sustenance. Sustenance is not foodstuffs but 

talaud torah. 1 ~ As ls. 51:1 states, everyone can atta i n 

contentment ~hrough study and good deeds. 

• • QR 8.15.2, 2.24.1. In 2.24.1 , one word refers to "talaud 
tor•h" and the other word refers to "good deeds." Ho~ever, 

there is no contradiction here. 
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It will accompany him i s understood to mean that as God will 

accompany him. 

The transpos ition suggested in t he last comment is Ras h i ' s 

formulation of the ethical teaching of verse 15. The only way a 

man may p rofit during his life is if God accompanies him , and 

God accompanies the man who "eats ~nd drinks," that is, the man 

who occupies himself in the stud y of Torah a n d the performance of 

good deeds. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of Rashi's commentary on Eccl 8:1-15 is to 

e~plain "the lack of divine justice in the world" as an illusion 

fostered by disbelief. He argues that the absurdity in the wo rld 

consists of the conclusions people draw based on appearances. 

Daily life may appear to reinforce the idea that there is no 

justice, but God is prese n t and punishes evildoers at some point. 

In his comment on 8:14, Rashi defines hebel as " something 

that leads people astray." In his comment on Eccl 1:2 where t he 

te rm hebel first appearF, Rashi does no t define it, r eferring 

instead to a midras hi c tradition. 1 • From his commentary on 

Chapter 8, it is evi d e nt that hebel denotes false opi n ions, 

spec ifically those opi ni o n s that contradic t rabbinic teachi ngs 

about divine~st.J_ce . 

14 The seven mentions of hebel in the verse refers to the 
sev en days of Creat ion. 
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Rashi draws freely from the midrashic material to support 

his thesis, and follo ws the essential rabbinic line of interp-

retation. Divine justice must exist, and the text needs to be 

interpreted in that l ight. God punishes the wicked, as reliable 

tradition states, but only at the time God chooses. Ras hi 

deviates from earlier views when he rejects the world to come as 

a solution to the problems of suffering and apparent injustice in 

this world. 

Rashi attempts to give a smooth, grammatically correct 

• 
reading of the text. His rabbinic sources , in contrast, tend to 

a t omize the text, tearing words or phrases from their contexts 

for homiletical purposes. Some of Rashi's interpretation may 

seem farfetched, but he never compromises the integrity of the 

verse . 
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Chapter 4 

The Commentary of Sa~Gaon 

---
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Saadia Cben Joseph> Gaon was the leading Jewish intekfectual 

figu r e of the tenth century. He was born in Egypt and eventually 

became head of the Academy at Sura in Babylonia. He wrote 

philosophical treatises, grammatical works , a translation of the 

Bible into Arabic and a commentary on the Bib l e i n Arabic . The 

discussion in this chapter is based on a modern Hebrew transla-

tion of Saadia's commentary on Ecc l esiastes.• 

tary Saadia divides the text under di~sion 
7 : 29 - 8 : 1 , 8 : 2 -8 , 8 : 9 - 13, and 8 : 14-16. 

7 : 29-8:1 

In this commen-

into four units: ---
The content of 7 : 29 is the principle by which a person 

attains wisdom. The f i rst component of this principle is praise: 

o n e should praise God because through God's g lory humankind has 

become awa r e of the natural sciences a nd divine wisdom . Each 

human being must st.rive to attain religious and secu lar ·know-

ledge. The second component is self -denigration: in d e ference 

to God's l aws, one s hould avoid areas of i nqui ry " tha t are none 

o f one 's business among divi ne mat ter." Th ese are the two com-

ponents of the gene ra l principle for attaini ng wi sdom. 

The first verse of Chap ter 8 is woven into Saad i a's descrip-

tion of t he pr ipciple. Praise: Who i& like the wi&e aan, and 

who know1 the interpretation of a th i nl C8: 1a-b> is the utt e rance 

of a man a~ the height o f his inte ll e ctual powers. Denigration: 

illuaine& his face <8 :1c > signifies t hat t he wise man dispels 

~ 
1 Yosef Qafi~. H•••s Heqillo~ . 
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., 
the wor r ir!: of those who seek out di vine matters that are beyond 

humankind. 

Saadia a ddresses t he g rammati c al problem of the phrase <oz 

pana <y> • in 8 :ld and presents not onl y his own exegesis bu t the 

s olutions of other sources as well . Saadia's analysis con cludes 

. ' t hat 'oz is parallel to •[o z aelek <Ps. 79:4> and • i9dal <oz 

<P rov. 18:10 > which refer respective? "the strong" and "the 

di ff icult . " Combining t he t wo prooftexts into one de~on, 

"' the phrase 'oz pana<y J• means "impudenc e" which , a c cording t o~ 

Saadia , will disappear wi th the accumula t ion of wisdom. 

interpre ta ti on from Midrash is that one' s face is illuminated b y 

wisdom; 'oz pan'i,a <yJ• however, whi c h is "anger ," causes the face 

to c hange: wisdom disappears in the presence of anger. 

8:2-8 

In 8 : 2 t he first wo rd 'ani (I) has no apparen t relationship 

with the rest of t he verse . Saadia produc es two prooftexts in an 

attempt to solve the d il emma . 2 Kings 9:25 reads ki zekor 'ani 

•a' attah <remember how yo u and I> and Eccl. 4:2 reads labbeah • 
'ani < I prai s ed } : in both cases, the syntax doe s not follow the 

standard rule. Thus, 'ani is modified by a verb found further 

along in the verse . Nonetheless, Saadia a gain rel ies on Midrash 
• 
for his commentar y. The meaning of 8: 2 a is a warning to obey t he 

\ 

commands of the k i ng when they are tn ag r eement with Torah. 

Another interpretation understands the verse as a warning against 

promises made with a sworn oath in the name of God to the king, 
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such as the vassal oath of Zedekiah to King Nebuchadnezzar 

C2Chron. 36: 13). 

The first clause of 8:3 >aJ tibbahel aippana(y)w telek is 

also a warning to keep God ' s oath; in your coming and your going, 

do not rush through the performance of the oath. Saadia combines 

the end of 8:2 with 8:3 to form a single thought which does not 

pause at the end of the verse. The thrust of the verse is what 

God does not desire <dabar rar >, do ~o because God's wil f is -----._ 
manifest in everything. There is no place to hide one's actions 

from God. 

He will do. 

God's will is the topic of 8:3c: all that He des ire§ 
/ 

Other interpretations take the first clause to mean 

that despite what the king says one should not be confused and do 

something that is outside the boundaries of Torah. . " " In 8:4 Saadia renders ba>aser as beaaqo• sesa• ( in a p lace 

where> . The term ~ilton signifies sovereignty and power. • Saadia 

presents several ways to read the verse: Wherever God has 

authority, in ~hat place his commands are fulfilled without 

opposition. A second i n terpretation reads: a king is wherever 

his name is present. Saadia reasons that if this is true of a 

mortal king, how much more so is it of the King of Ki ngs . 

Saadia's comment on 8:5 is difficult because the Arabic text 

is unclear to the trans lator . 2 The meaning of 6:5a is that o ne 

who observes the commandments will not experience evil. However, 

there are two types of people: those who learn the commandments 

from others, and those who learn the commandments from study. 

2 p.253, note 27. 
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The subject of 8:5b i s the legitimate student ; he <the wise man > 

knows t he co rrec t t ime for the commandments and the fixed customs 

. v 
( N'et u•1 spa~ > and the reasons behind them. The one who relies 

on others does not do anything but wha t he is told; thus, he wi ll 

do the commandments at the wrong time out of ignorance. For a 11 

that He desire& ( 8:6a >, namely the commandments "there is a 

correct time and fixed custom" <8:6a >. 

The second half of 8 :6 Because ~vil of humanity is great ----is connected to 8:7; 8:6b refers to people wh o pursue a cti ons , 

whose consequences are unknown to them <8 :7a>. This failure to 
./ 

acquire inte llect is the cause of e v il. ~he end result is that 

they have neither the ability to postpone nor the strength to 

deflect the ev il they have wrought by their actions <6:7b) . 

In earlier and later commentaries, ruah in 8:8 is rendered 

"1 i febreatn." Saadia refers to his philosophical treatise 

v 
<Emunot v'Deot > which identifies ruah as hannepes ha~iyyunit <the 

vital sou l> . The "vital soul" is the fundamental part of the 

soul which humankind shares with animals; it defines the essence 

of life. A man has no ability to hold back <Iik l o~ ) the"~ 

soul;" when his time of death arrives, he has no authority ove r 

hls "vital soul." 

One term in 8:8c which is difficult is •i~la~at, austering 

out ; Saadia translates the term as ''weapons." Hi s trans lat ion 

also solves • another problem of the relationship between 6:8b 

there is no authority on the day of death and 8:8c there 1• no 

muster i ng out of war. "There are no weapc ns of war that can 
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" save a person on the day of death." By reading • isla~at as "wea -

pons , " Saadia has combined two disparate phrases . 

The last phrase 8:8d states that no matter how great and 

strong, evil wi ll no t save the wi c ked from death. Others 

translate th i s c lause as e v il and wi ckedness wil I no t save them . 

The difference between the two renderings is subtle. 

8:9 - 13 --- \ 
Saadi..1 has the same difficu lt y with 8:9 as do moder n com'\en -

ta t ers: does 8 : 9 c onctude the preceding block of mater i al o r does 
./ 

it introduce the s u bsequent bl o ck o f material ? He presents 

detailed argument s for both soluti o n s . 

If 8 : 9 belongs with 8 : 8 Saadia sees the absurdity of one 

person's dominion over another. He reads the verses in a 

specific order 8:9a -> 8:9c - > 8 : 8 : " Al l o f th i s 1 observed, 

when men have d o minion over men to harm them unjustl y, no man has 

authority o ver the vital soul to imprison it" ln other words , 

one can shackle a man, but not his spirit. 

On the other hand, if 8:9 belongs with 8:10, then 8:10 

refers to the reign of the wicked as described in the preceding 

verse. However, the thought which begins in 8:9 actually ends in 

6: 13. These people did e vil yet they died a good death. This 

observation is the subject of the remainder of the chapter u nde r 

discussion: In a grammatica l note, Saadia remarks t hat just a s 

8:9 is in the perfect tense , 6:10 is also in the perfect tens e . 
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Saadia attempts to present a coherent rendering of 8:10, 

which is almost incomprehensible as it stands. First, he gives 

contextual definitions for five terms: <1) ubeken and then Cthe 

"b" is extra ) , <2> qeburi•r they were buried with honor, <3> 

fllaba"u , t he y came in honor to their burial place, ( 4) •i••eqo• 

qadol, an important and respected place~, and <5> weyi~takkftu and 

their terrible deeds were forgotten.~ verse reads: 'And then 

I saw the wicked ones who had dominion over others bu~h 

dignity and brought to their burial site with honor from an 

important and respected place, and these wicked people were /' 

forgotten and t heir evil deeds were forgotten by the inhabitants 

of the city . ' 

Acc~rdi~g to Saadia, Qohelet explains in 8:11 tha t. people 

were led astray to do evil because these wicked people in 8:10 

died well and were buried with honor . When people saw that the 

wicked were not destroyed, they thought there was no divine 

punishment. The word pitqa• suggests that there has been no 

decree of punishment; "nothing" was done to the evildoers . 

The second half of 8:11 begins with the phrase 'al-ken which 

is usually translated as "therefore." Saadia, however, trans-

lates it as " because. " The verse is then inverted to read: 

'Because men are encouraged to do evil <8: 11b >, the sentence for 

evil deeds is not executed swiftly' <C8:11a). God is merciful to 

~Earlier and later traditional commentators r ender the term 
The Teap .le . 
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those who act out of ignorance or misunderstanding and assume 

there is no punishment. 

The curious phrase leb haka• <heart of the ~ise man> refers 

to the heart as the seat of the intellect. The heart of the 

evildoer is filled with the presumption that there is no punish-

ment. • A wise man knows in his heart that there is divine 

retribution . 

Eccl. 8:12a continues the idea of 8:11. Saadia~s 

that the life of the evildoer is extended even though he con- \ 

tinues to do evil. This is true because 8:12b-13 te&tifies ~at 

there is a world of reward and punishment. Saadia's " world of 

existence" is bound up with his conception of the soul after 

death . Jn Emunot v'Deot, he argues that the soul is reason in 

its essence. When the soul is brilliantly illuminated by God, it 

is endowed with intellect.• Therefore, the wicked are pun ished 

with total darkness; they lack the illumination of reason. The 

soul of t he wicked ceases to exist . The lack of illumination is 

alluded to in the text by welo ya~arik yaaia, hi& day& [read 

inte llec~J will not be prolonc•d: he shall be without the light 

of day. 

Within his explanation of reward and punishmen t, Saadia does 

mention two grammatical difficulties: the ellipsis ee~at one 

hundred (~:1 2) and kaf~el like a •hadow <8:13). He c oncludes 

• Est. 7:5 On• vho dare• to do thi•. 

8 Alexander Altman , trans "Saadya Gaon: 
and Beliefs," in Three Jewish Phi l osophers, 
neum , 1985 ). 
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that the ellipsis is a necessary construction connected to the 

phrase which comes after it. Most commentators connect the term 

to the preceding phrase: do evil one hundred tia•• but Saadia 

reads: his days will not be p~nged by even 100 days . 

The term k assel like a shadow can be interpreted in two 
• • 

ways. According to Saadia, like a shadow refers to people who do 

not fear God. They are like a shadj)~cause their soul is not 

illuminated; the fear of God demands intellect. Thu~a 
'· 

moves kasse l from 8:12b to the ne><t clause 8:12c. He also cite,s •• 
a no ther way of interpreting that keeps kassel at the end of ./' 

• • 
8:12b; that interpretation, he believes , leaves the clause incom-

prehensible. 

At the conclusion of this block of material (8:9-13), Saadia 

acknowledges t hat he is aware of three other interpretations of 

these verses. One interpretation of 8:10 is that "I saw e v il 

people buried and I saw the evil peop l e pass from the holy places 

and were lost. Despite this, others replaced them and acted 

evil also." Another interpretation Saadia rejects is the reading 
.._ f. 

of Neyistak~~u were forgotten as "were discovered."• Finall y he 

mentions the possible insertion of a second subject, the righ-

teous, in the midst of 8:10: 'the righteous were forgotten in 

their hometown.' 

., 
•QR 8.10 <based on the Aramaic usage of skn~ > . 
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8:14-16 

The term hebel ( absurdit y> signifies gene rali za tions that 

are based on ignorance or s i mplicity; 8:14, which concludes with 

I ••Y this i• a lso abs~~· is an example of simplistic 
./ 

reasoning. Tha t the wicked receive reward and the righteous 

receive punishment is only a matter o f appearances. There is a 

hidden process which only t he wise ~see 7 : 29 -8:1 > percei ves. 

Unless one is a wise man, cautions Saadia, this is a d~' 

matter to be avoided. 

/ Saadia understands the text t o say that God acce lerates 

r etr ibut i on . If the wicked are condemned, they are utterly 

condemned bef o re death. It t he righteou s are rewarded after 

death , they are punished in this world in order to cleanse tnem 

thoroughly. One shou ld not be bothered b y what indi vi duals 

"reap" in this life because 8:12b-13 demonstra t es that t he 

righteous are rewarded and the wicked are punished. This is the 

hidden process operating i n the wo rld. 

When Qohelet says I prai••d enjoyaent <8:15), he means, 

according to Saadia, that the only people who enjoy life are 

those who do not l i v e by simplistic generalizations <hebel >. 

However, 8:15 must be read in the context of 8:16. Qohelet 

attempted, as he states in 8:16, to live according to these 

s impl i stic &eneralizations . When he attempted to do so, he dis-

covered that such a mindset gave no comfort. He could not enjoy 

sleep during the day or the night C8 : 16c> and h is thoughts led 
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nowhere. Therefore, the per~on who eats, drinks, and enjoys 

himself is one whose actions are based on wisdom and not hebel. 

Saadia's last comments on this b't°ock of material are 

concerned with the te r m yilNennu will accompany him. The in -

ference is that God accompanies the one who ties and attaches 

himself to God like the quorum of mourners who accompany a 

funeral procession. Tne two are bound up together.~ 

~ 
Leah attempted t o endear herself to Jacob by 

Just as 

ren, 1 so people attempt to endear themselves 

Conclusion 

Saadia's commentar y is concerned with the unifying ideas 

within a block of material. Each of the divisions Cwhich are 

also discerned by several modern commentators> demonstrates a 

particular theme. The first block C7:29-8:1> is the general 

principle of wisdom. The second block C8:2-8> is concerned with 

keeping the commandments. The next division (8:9-13> discusses 

retribution and how it is manifest in th~ world <contrary to 

Qohelet's assertion>. The final division <8:14-16> is an 

extended definition of the term hebel. 

Saadia uses all four blocks of material to solve the 

problem of no apparent retribution. Retribution does exist in 

the world~but it i& a hidden process. Only the wise man knows 

' . 
the hidden process. The truth of retributive justice is that 

75ota 46b. 

•Gen. 29:34. 
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those who observe the commandments properly will be rewarded with 

intel l ect and those who do evil wil I be punished with utter 

darkness . One who lives by the simplistic generalization that 

there is no retributive justice may have material goods and may 

die well, but he is not comfortable with himself. By his 

internal discomfort, the wicked one knows he is doing evil. --..... 

• 9 4 
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Chapter 5 

The Zohar and the Exegesis of Ecclesiastes-------~ 

') 
/ 
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The Zahar presents its mystical teachings in the traditional 

format of an exegetical commentary on the Torah. Within this 

commentary, there are four passages which utilize verses from 

Ecclesiastes Chapter 8. One passage <2 . 225> is a direct quota-

tion from midrash and is therefore excluded from analysis here. 

The other three present fresh approaches as the commentators 

attempt to explain the most difficult verses --­i n the chapter. 
'\ 

In Zahar 1 . 56b . Gen. 5:24 <Enoch walked with God; then he ) 

' - / wa• no aore, for God took hi• > and Eccl. 8:14 are interpreted in 

light of each other . When Qohelet says that the righteous suffer 

according to the work of the wick ed, he means that good people 

die prematurel y . Enoch, a r i ghteous man, died prematurely 

because God desired to take him. "He takes him from the world, 

prematurely cul 1 ing, as it were, the o dor while it is sti 11 

sweet." God removes a righteous person from the world before he 

sins lest the sweetness of his good deeds sour. 1 

,,. 
The rest of the Qohelet verse, that the wicked live acco ~ d-

ing to the work of t he right eous, is an example of God's gra-

ciousness. God allows the wicked to live in order that they may 

repent. This interpretation also goes back to midrashic tradi-

tion. 2 

' QR 7 . 15. 

2 QR 7.15: "Perhaps they will repent, perhaps the y will 
perform soma precept& for which the Holy One, blessed be He, can 
reward them in this world, and perhaps righteous c hildren will 
come fro• th••·" . .--
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A second passage from the Zahar also expounds on Eccl. 8:14. 

Part of the comment in Zahar 2 .lOb follows from t ne passage give~ 

above. God removes the righteous from the wo rld prematurely if 

He is aware that they wil I commit a sin or if the sins of the 

generation are so great that the righteous would be penalized. 

The interpretation of hebel (absurdity > in this passage is 

particularly interesting. The seven mentions of hebe~l . 

1:2 correspond to the seven firmaments. These seven mentions a e 

./' 
mystical objects which are supernatural and depend on the souls 

of the righteous who ha ve been removed for the world while they 

are still pure. In other words , hebel actually has a positive 

connotation of righteousness embodied in it . When one sees onl ~ 

a negative co n notation to the word, one fails to grasp its hidden 

meaning. 

The passage also repeats the response t o the case of the 

wicked given in 1.56b. However, there are also two additional 

interpretations given. Not on l y is it a matter of impending 

repentance, but if God foresees virtuous offspring such as 

Abraham son of Terah, the wicked live. The other explanation is 

that not all wicked people are thoroughly wicked. There is the 

case of the highway robber who would warn his fellow Jews of 

danger. When the wicked do a good deed , God is glorified. 

In 2.255, a passage comments on both Eccl 8:10 and 8:15. 

The passage reads 8:10 as if it had two sµbjects: the u t terly 

wicked and the wicked who have some redeeming quali t ies . The 

wicked who can be cleansed must die and be buried. They will 
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cleansed by rebirth , like metal is refined by r emelting. The 

Holy Place is heaven, only the dead are there . 

The same passage also comments on 8:15 , interpreti n g 

yi lNen n u it accoapani•• him as if it were derived from lN uh "to 

loan." The righteous man, as it were, makes a l oan to God by 

e a ting, drinking , and rejoicin g on the sabbath and festivals , and 

by taki n g pity on the p oor. By making this "loan" to ~he 

form of good works, a person can expect to be repaid many ti mes 

over by his divine "debtor;" by the se acts a person earns 

gratitude from God. 

.. 
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Conclus i on 

-

, 
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Human beings are powerl e ss; God is omnipotent. This is the 

summation , of the w~rld under the sun according to Qohelet. The 

value of everything that a person has is arbitrary ; such acquisi­

ti on may, at best, • bring tempo rary solace or avoid.;;;-ce of pain. 

"'" Even wisd om is also only relatively useful. In the end a person 

has only himself, a remote and incomp rehensi bl e God, and the . ' . 
i nevi t ability of death that reduces all world~y · gain to noth ing . 

As Svend Holm-Nielsen writes, "~hat the Heb rew author meant 

when describi ng man's search for the meaning of life was that it 

was in vain, it wa.s futile. There was nothin g negative about it. 

only it did not lead him anywhere."' The absurdity of life, 

then, is that life has no meaning. Therefore, al l pursuits 

( wisdom, wealth, piety ) are also in vain . 

Later J udaisms were unabl e to accept Qohelet's ulti mate 

conc l usi on that life ha d no value or meaning. On the cont r ary, a 

fundamental goa l of Judaism was to make life meaningfu l . Ethical 

behav io r and observance of the commandments made life meaningful 

and made the wor l d a be tter p lace. Ri ght action led inevitabl y 

to reward, and divine p rovi denc e was an indisputable fact. The 

absurdity of Qohelet's world was r adi cally incompatible with 

these other Jewish conceptions. 

Pipus commentator& have va r ious conceptions of "absurdity , " 

none of whi ch seems to conform to Qohelet's plain sense . Each 

'Svend Holm-Nielsen, "Th• Book of Ecclesiastes and the 
Interpretat ion of it i n Jewish and Christian Theo l ogy, " Annual of 
the Swedlsh Thtolocical ln1titute <Leiden, E. J. Brill, 1976), 
vol 10, p . 47. 
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commentator starts with the premises that li fe has meaning and 

that the source of meani ng in this world is God. Qohelet cou l d 

find no empirical proof and thus rejected them; the late r commen -

tators take these premises to be ~elf-evident - elements of faith 

based on tra dition. 

Nevertheless, t he com me ntators have to face the fact t hat 

there is n o proof of divine retri b ution f rom e ve ryda~nce 
' 

<Eccl. 8: 10-14 ) . Each e xegete solves that dil emma by dafinin~ 
/ 

absu r d ity in terms of his own theology . 

The Talmudic sources have the least de v eloped def ini~ion of 

hebel : absurdity is anything that contradi ct s ra bb i n ic law. 

This def inition applies not o nl y to i d eas b ut also ~o people. 

' Thus, gentiles who fai 1 to c omprehend the superio t;j W o f Rabbini c 

Judaism are labelled absurd. 

When a person a rgues that divine retr ibuti o n does not exist, 

the response of the Rabbini c Jew i s the outright rejection of the 

assertion. The heterodo x position is categorically ab~urd, and 

the rabbis go to e x t r eme lengths to read Eccl esias t es Chapter 

E i ght as an affirmation of divine re t ribution. The def i nition of 

absurdity as a contradiction of traditional teaching applies 

throughout t he talmudic commentary o n Ecc les iaste s Chapter Eight 

but there • i s no s y stematic theological argument of the point. 

Saadia Gaon agrees with Qohelet about the relativity of 

wisdom, although wi thin a much more restricted context. He 

states clearly that divine matters a te beyond a per son's wisdoms 

the wise man learns which div i ne matters are left unquestioned. 
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One can know the human realm of the world <contrary to Qohelet> 

but not the divine world. Thus. Saadia agrees t hat wisdom does 

have limits. 

Qohe let ' s proof fo r the rejection of divine retribution is 

absurd, according to Saadia, because it is a simplistic generali-

zation. A wise man knows that t his matter is beyond human 

comprehension. Absurdity is manifest in simplistic g~­
~ 

tions that lead one away from religious belief and pract i ce. 

Sophistry is absurdity. 

Rashi appropriates Qohelet's method of argumentation. 

Qohelet's sty l e of rhetori c is to take a pious wisdom saying 

turn it on its head. For example, Eccl. 8:1 , removed from its 

' 

present contex t , praises wisdom, but in the cont~lf't- ..0 f Eccl. 8:2-

8, this wisdom saying suggests the futi l ity of wi&dom. Ras hi 

turns Qohelet on his head b y constru ing his argument as ironic. 

In Rash i's account, Qohelet comes to reject the case of the 

apparent lack of divine justice in the world. Qohele t proves 

that the claim that divine ret ribution does not exist is an 

ii lusion. Whereas one might think that Qohe le t rejects the 

existence of divine retribution, that is actually the opposite of 

Qohelet's view, according to Rashi. Rashi has Qohelet proving 

that it is • impossibJe to prove the lack of divine retribution on 

the basis of observation: therefore, retribution must exist. 

Absurdity, for Rashi then, is any conclusion that people 

draw based on appearances. Empirical observation leads easily to 

false opinions: the world and God are much too comp l icated for 
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the faithless to comprehend. One acts absurdly when denying the 

existence of divine retribution merely on appearances. 

According to the Zohar, absurdity has both a negative and 

positive connotation . Although a righteous person may die 

prematurely , the purity of his soul enric hes the world. The 

completely wicked remain until they are utterly condemned. The 

everyda y events that seem to disprove divine retribu~~the 

absurdities because the truth is that divine retribution suff~es 
the world. 

./" 
Just like Saadia's wise man, only the myst i c can 

understand the relationship between good and evil , and reward and 

punishment. 

Each definition of absurdity not only h~s unique premises. 

but leads to a distinctive conclusion: a if01llan being has some 

of c ontrol over his fate; a human being can- understand the world 

to some extent, and a human being can have a meaningful relation-

ship with God . On all lhree points, traditional exegetes seem to 

contradict the plain sense of Qohelet's teachings. 

According to Qohelet , God is arbitrary, and man is totally 

powerless. At the opposite extreme Saadia argues that a human 

can attain knowledge of God's ways, and, thus, power over his own 

destiny. The Talmudic sources grant human beings the power to 

attain a 'hare in the world to come (destiny ) by a combination of 

right action and divine favor. Rashi advocates a traditional 

view of divine retribution coupled with an element of uncertain-

t y : th~ time of reward or punishment cannot be determined. God 

punishes when God choqses, but no one can know the time. God's 
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treatment of humanity thus appears to be arbitrary , a l though in 

reality it is not. Rashi has replaced Qohelet•s arbitrary God 

with a God who only seems to be acting in an arbitrar y manner. 

By recognizing the arbitrary element in God's dealings with 

humanity, Rashi approaches Qohelet's view of an uncanny world. 

In contrast, the Zahar argues for the incomprehensibility of God, 

yet its account of divine retribution is essentiall y~. 

The question remains as to what is the truth concerning~ 
efficacy of wisdom and the existence of divine retribution. For 

Qohelet, belief in either is absurd; for pious commentators , the 

denial of either is absurd. The truth is not a choice between 

skepticism and belief but a confrontation b~tween the two. 

Albert Camus o bserves: 

am thus justified in saying thot the feeling of 
absurdity does not spring from the mere scrutiny of a 
fact or an impression, but that it bursts from the 
comparison between a bare fact and a certain reality, 
between an action and the world that transcends it. 2 

Absurdity is relative to the truth that one accepts. Since 

the definition of absurdity is dependent upon one's religious 

beliefs, each definition rejects every other dissonant system of 

religious belief. Thus, Qohelet and the traditiona l commentators 

appear contradictory for each views the other's position as 

absurd. I~ either case, absurdity strengthens the faith that 

each system of belief is true. 

'Albert Camus, The Mxth of Sisyphus, trans. Justin O'Brian ~ 
<New Yorks' Random House, 1955), p. 22. J 
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APPENDIX 

.Rabbinic Sources Bx Verse 

8: 1 
Berachot 10a 
Taanit 7b 
Sota 13b 
Nedarim 49b 
Numbers Rabba 19.4 
Pes i kta d'Rab Kahana , P i ska 4 . 4 
Pesikta Rabbati 14.10 
Pes i kta Rabbati 23.6 
Qohelet Rabba 8. 1.1 - 5 

8:2 
Numbers Rabba 14.6 
Numbers Rabba 15.14 
Song of Songs Rabba 2.14 
Jerushalm i Sanhedrin 4. 3. 5 
Pesikta Rabbati 22.1 
Qohelet Rahba 8.2 

8:3 
Numbers Rabb a 14 . 6 
Qohelet Rabba 8. 3 

8 : 4 
Shabbat 63a 
Genesis Rabb a 55.3 
Number& Rabba 14 . 6 
Qohelet Rabb a 8.3 

8:5 
Shabbat 63a 
Exodus Rabba 30.20 
Numbers Rabb a 14.6 
Qohelet Rabba 8.5 

6:6 
Numbers Rabba 14.6 
Qohelat Rabb a 6.6 

• 
§J.1. 
Nuabers Rabb a 14.6 

~ 
G•ne•i• Rabba 98.3 . ' 
Nu•b•r• Rabba 14.6 
Nuabers Rabba 15.15 
Deuteronoay Rabba 9.3 . 

• 

-
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Pesikta d'Rab Ka hana, Supplement 1. 20' 
Qohelet Rabba 8.8 

8:9 
Qohe let Rabba 8.9 

8: 10 
Gittin 56b 
Pesikta Rabbati 43.6 
Qohelet Rabba 8.10 

8:11 
Qohelet Rabba 8.11 

8: 12 
Qohelet Rabba 8.12 

8: 13 
Kiddushin 33b 
Esther Rabba 3 .11 
Qohele t Rabba 8.12-13 

8: 14 
Horayot !Ob 
Yerushalmi Horayot 3 . 2.12 
Numbers Rabba 19.11 
Qohelet Rabba 8.14 

Shabbat 30b 
Qohelet Rabba 8.15 

'William G. Braude and Israel Kapstein, Pesikta d'Rab Kahana 
<P hiladelphia: Jewish Publication Soc iety , 1975> . The supple­
ment contains passages that are present only in the Buber ed ition. 
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