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GIGEST

This thesis is divided into three sections: the introduction,
the main body, and the conclusion. The main body is further subdivided
into two sections,

The introduction deals with the methodology of the thesis.

This consists of my disposition in studying the book and the mode
of my study. I will attempt to understand the book within its
literary and cultural serting with an eye toward realizing what
makes Kohelet different., This work I will carry out both by in-
vestigating selected passages from Kohelet and by examining the
whole of his message.

The first section of the main body contains three investigations
into selected passages. The first chapter deals with 7:15-22. This is
a passage which contains a variety of familiar literary and thematic
elements. Kohelet uses these elements to highlight a new problem.

That is the righteous person who suffers because of his righteousness,
Kohelet has contrasted the righteous man against the wicked to indi-
cate the limits of righteousness. This investigation by Kohelet

helps the reader to understand the best way to lead the righteous life.

Kohelet's use of language .s traditional as is his basic
morality, yet the subject of this passage points to his uniqueness.

The next chapter deals with 6:1-6, Again in this passage
Kohelet makes use of traditional elemeats, within a formal structure.
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Here Kohelet's imagery when comparing the best and the worst of
possible human existences is particularly vivid. As in 7:15-22 the
comparison is employed in order to point to a weakness in the life-
style we might assume to be superior. Kohelet's sharply worded point
is that the "good" life without enjoyment is worse than the worst
possible existence.

Fohelet employed traditional elements to make a statement all
his own, In addition the suspenseful style, structure and vivid
imagery of this passage point to Kohelet's homiletical talents.

The third chapter is concerned with the proverbs found in
Kohelet. In the book proverbs are found in a wide variety of
situations, which indicate Kohelet's artistry. Of particular
interest are 9:13-10:1 wherein a series of proverbs concludes a
passage and 7:10 which is a passage centered around a series of
similarly constructed proverbs. This type of proverb is used by
Kohelet throughout the book in a creative manner.

Kohelet's wide and varied use of proverbs points to his
artistry in general and his homiletical talents in particular.

Part two of the main body consists of two chapters. The first
of these deals with understanding Kohelet's message. Initially
Kohelet's relation to other biblical wisdom writers is investigated.
As we move from this study we are -ble to understand Kohelet's
motivation for writing the book as well as the significance of his
message. This in turn yields insight to understand Kohelet, the

thinker.
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The fifth chapter deals with the book's relation to Ancient
Near Eastern wisdom literature. Kohelet shared much with Ancient
Near Eastern wisdom writers. His style, the forms in which he framed
his message and the type of intellectual activity in which he was
engaged, were similar to many of these writers. However Kohelet's
understanding of his world and his own purposes in writing his work
differed greatly from that of these other writers.

Therefore I conclude that although Kohelet shared much in
common with his world and spoke from within that context, his
artistry and thinking went beyond that which preceded him and indeed

he did stand alone,
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INTRODUCTION

The goal of this thesis is to determine on one hand the level
and nature of dependence of Kohelet upon other authors and traditions,
On the other hand I seek to determine the nature and extent of
Kohelet's independence from those sources, I have summed up this
quest in the title: '"Kohelet - Did He Stand Alone?"

In general 1 directed my studies along the following lines,

My approach to the book of Kohelet will take advantage of the one
point of agreement among those who have studied the book, that being
the book's complexity. Scholarship through the ages has sought to
explain this complexity. Several times multiple author (or contri-
butor) theories have been put forth. Various authors would have

a variety of experiences, otjectives and literary talents. Together
they have created the complexity of Kohelet, though perhaps con-
fusion would be the better objective here. Others have heard two
voices in the words of Kohelet engage in dialogue. More recently
great man theories have been put forth. It is thought that Kohelet

is essentially a book written by one man, though the Book is not
necessarily a unified essay. This single Kohelet embodies the qualities
attributed to multiple Koiielets, He must have been a worldly
individual acquainted with much of the thought of his day, skilled in
a variety of literary genres, and steeped in the traditions of Israel.
(Looking back we can speculate that the tradition claiming Solomonic

authorship for the book may be rooted in this kind of thinking.)

ix
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The conclusions about the book of Kohelet which these approaches
reach stem from a relationship between the words of Kohelet and the
Kohelets who wrote them along with their worlds, My approach's
understanding will stem from a relationship between the elements found
in the book and their appearance in other literature. 1 will employ the
following model in my work. The book of Kohelet can be conceptualized
as a geometric plane upon which a number of solid objects intersect.
These solids represent the elements present in Kohelet. We find among
the elements poetry, discourse, aphoristic wisdom, homily and parable.
We also find pessimism, guidance, observations and rebukes. These
elements are observed as they pass through the plane of Kohelet. On
the plane God is seen taunting man with eternity and making available
that which is required for human happiness. The natural order remembers
man in life but forgets him in death.

When the various elements pass through the plane they leave
their impression., At the same time the plane, as the medium upon
which these impressions are made, is not a passive receptacle.

Rather the plane determines the form in which an impression will
appear. (This is comparable to a cloud chamber, in which sub-atomic
particles are observed. The particles themselves are not seen; only
the image they create when passing through the chamber is visible.)
Turning to the book for an examplc one could make this tentative
conclusion. The book of Kohelet is not a treatise of Greek Philosophy.
Yet reflections of Greek thought may make their appearance in Kohelet,

and the form they take will be determined by the plane. Returning
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to the geometric model, any passage from the book can be represented
by a line segment belonging to the plane. Through it pass planes of
the elemental solids.

The goal of this thesis is to discover something about the
book of Kohelet by reflecting the elements we observe in the book
(plane) against the background of two apparent sources of these
elements, the Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Traditions. This is
a two-part process. First, 1 will seek out other sources of the
elements found in Kobelet. This will help me postulate the ways in
which Kohelet is dependent upon these traditions. Second, I will
seek to understand the uniqueness in the way the elements appear
in Kohelet.

In particular my work divides itself into two parts. First,

I carried out these three investigations into the text. These studies
concern themselves with one area of Kolelet's work. The first two
deal only with single passages, while the third traces the use of
proverbs throughout the book, These chapters represent original work
by the author and embody his original translations as does the whole
of the thesis. Second, I wrote Lwo chapters which utilize the results
of the first part and other considerations to determine the nature

of Kohelet's message and artistry and its relation to other biblical
wisdom works and the wisdom writings of the Ancient Near East,

In this effort an assumption operates. I will assume that
the Book of Kohelet can be studied without the necessity of delefing

large portions of the book as later additions. Recent scholarship




has been moving in this direction and 1 will begin my work from

this point. One scholar, Michael Fox, whose work will be discussed
at length helow, has concluded that even those passages which point
directly to an editor (1:2, 7:27 and 12:8 ff.) do not point to an
editor, but point to a clever author. This author composed the book
as a frame-narrative, My assumption, which skirts the problem with
which Fox deals, allows me to carry out my research into the plane
of Kohelet in the most fruitful manner.

Similarly I have not attempted to make a definitive division
of the book into passages or to identify a formal structure in the
book. When I quote a passage 1 do so to understand how it operates
in consideration of my method. I believe that these passages can

be studied as discrete units yet they may belong to larger passages.
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CHAPTER 1

THE LIMITS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS

Let us hegin our discussion of Kohelet with a look at his
view of the common biblical theme of righteousness. 7:15-22
contain an examination of this subject.

This passage has two parts. Verses 15-18 deal with the
question of proper human behavior in the context of dangers inherent
in both good and evil. Then in verses 19-22 Kohelet illustrates
his point.

Examining the first four verses three things strike my eye:
the parallel structure contained in these verses, the mention of
the success which evil may bring and the balance between evil and

righteousness kept throughout the passage.

1
Verses 15b through 18b are composed of three parallel lines:

J/ 1pT¥1 TaN prIY v
1NYI2 17INR YR U

There is a righteous man lost in his righteousness//
and there is a wicked man increased through his evil.

// omign an% w17 0anan-9YN1 Da%a 727Y n-YN
Iy K71 mann anY% Yap o ran-YNY naaa yen-Se

Don't be too much the righteous one, or act overly wise.
Why destroy yourself?//

Be neither overly wicked nor be a fool. Why die before
your time?
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// 11 TONR N 210
7T-Ar NIn-YN ATR-GAN

1t is good that you take hold of this one//
but also from that one don't remove your hand.

The elegant stvle of these couplets is obvious. The repe-

" tition of Y? in verse 15, which is cast in an exacting rhythmical

' parallel style, introduces the two subjects of the passage, Verses
L 16 and 17 are parallel.l In addition l6a is parallel to 1léb as

17a is parallel to 17b, Kohelet's style is further enhanced by

the reversal of the verbal forms in the a and b parts of these

-

verses. Then in both verses a dark admonition is introduced with anYy
The use of AT twice in verse 18 with two different antecedents,

almost conflating the two, brings resolution.

r 11
In verse 15¢ a great theological problem of biblical Judaism
| is presented.

1NYI2 IR ypI UM
There are evil people who become wealthy and powerful through their
evil, That this was a problem for Kohelet is evidenced in 8:10.

13907 ¥ITP 0IPANY IN2Y 07137 BIYEY RINY 12
727 AT-CA YPY-13 N Y2 INI6U

And also I saw evil people buried and gone.
Then from the holy place others walk and praise
(them) in the city where they did (evil). This
too is hevel.

Again in verse 14 Kohelet outlines the problem

IR YINA-T7Y Y1 ER 7an-p?

02ypIn APYRD OAYN ¥?AD WK DAY B2
O TYA ARYRd DaYw yr7any prypn ¢
7an AT-0AP TNINN
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There is a hevel which is done on the earth

that there are righteous people who are fated

according to the way of the wicked and there

are wicked people who are fated according to

the way of the righteous. I think this also

is hevel.
Job too laments the good fortunes of the wicked in his speech in
chapter 21 of his book. Job says in verses 7 and 8,

270 172A-0A 1Ay 1707 Doyed VAR
on?32yY% DAPNYNYY DRy BA?38Y 1123 DYt

Why do the wicked live, reach old age, and grow

mighty in power? Their children are established

in their presence and their offspring before

their eyes.
Babylonian wisdom writers were also in touch with this problem.
In the Babylonian Theodicy, a dialogue between a sufferer and a
consoling friend reminiscent of Job, the sufferer laments the success
of evil as against the troubles of the honest man.

People extol the word of @ strong man who is

trained in murder, but bring down the power-

less who bas done no wrong. They confirm the

wicked whose crime is [. . .,] yet suppress

the honest man who heeds the will of his god.
Not surprisingly the friend is unable to refute this. Anger over
the good fortune of the wicked predates in the biblical tradition
wisdom inquiry into it. The prophet Micah, who prophesied during
the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah in Jerusalem during the second
half of the eighth century and the beginning of the seventh, pro-
phesied in Judea against the wickeu who are powerful and use their
power to enrich themselves,

on2eR=7y ¥1 ?5y81 1IN-73en 20
pT? SN%-p? 2 mpy T a2 M

INPIY D7RAY 1%TAY maTe vTem
1YY EIRY IN73Y 13aA e

|



Woe to those who devise wickedness and work
evil upon their beds! When the morning dawns,
they perform it, because it is in the power
of their hand, They covet fields and seize
them; and houses, and take them away; they
oppress a man and his house, a man and his
inheritance. (2:1-2)

A few years earlier the prophet Amos prophesied in the Northern
Kingdoms in a similar vein.
1InR  wnpn Ma-aNeny 71-%y odoeia vy 13%
C1 12PR-N71 DN212 N2TA R
D1?7-5ik PRI K71 DIYVY TAN-7R7)
O27ANDN D7RYYY CI?yES ©?17 MYT? N
10N YPA 02317328 18D NpY pry Py
Therefore because you trample upon tne poor
and take from him exaciions of wheat you have
built houses of hewn stone, but you shall not
dwell in them; you have planted pleasant
vineyards, but you shall not drink their wine.
For I know Fow many are your transgressions
and how great are your sins--you who afflict
the righteous, who take a bribe, and turn aside
the needy in the gate. (5:11;12)
Also striking is the b part of verse 15 which presents a new problem
generated by good.
17T¥Y TAN PrIY w2

There is a righteous person lost in his
righteousness.

This problem should not be confused with the problem of the un-
rewarded righteous person in the face of the wealthy wicked. Kohelet
mentions this problem in 8:14. This kind of person is afflicted

with a bad fate despite his righteous life. In the passage now under
consideration the righteous is done harm because of his righteousness
not in spite of it., This is a new problem and set as it is against

a more familiar problem it draws our attention. Kohelet is showing




himself as more than simply a reaction to his heritage. The problem
of the well off wicked is present yet it functions to highlight a

new problem.

I11

The third feature of this passage which strikes my eye is
the balance of antithetic ideas contained in each of the three
pairs of parallel linmes. Ernest Horton Jr, in his article "Kohelet's
Concept of Opposites" brought attention to these pairs in Kohelet.5
He compares Kohelet's concept of opposites to concepts of opposites
found in Greek, Far Eastern anc Ancient Near Eastern literatures.
Of particular interest to us are his conclusions concerning the Greek
and Ancient Near Eastern materials. Horton finds little to connect
these materials to Kohelet. He finds no development in Kohelet
of any sort of "mystical cord" connecting opposites in a ''neat
complete pattern" as in Greek thought and he finds nothing in the
Ancient Near Fastern material worthy of camparison.6 Nevertheless
Horton does find a relationship between Kohelet and the Greek
philosophers in as much as they deal with the same issues. Such a
relationship may be causal to some extent or it may be coincidental.
The possibility exists that Kohelet was influenced by CGreek thought.
However our sketchy and incomplete knowledge of Kohelet's fully laid
out concept of opposites, if indeed he possessed such a detailed
conception, leaves us unable to reach any conclusions in this area.

Another possible source for the balance of opposites in

these verses is contained in the biblical traditions. The biblical



merism often contains this kind of balance. Significant for this line
of reasoning is Deuteronomy 30:15,

A0N-NNY D7AN-AN D17A 1728% PN AR
yan-nxy mea-n

See, 1 have set before you this day life and
good, death and evil.

1t was from this theological basis that the problem of the well off
wicked arose.

In short what is indeed striking about these verses is the variety
of elements present. Kohelet acknowledges the problem of ill gotten
gain with familiar sounding words. He employs some type of concept of
opposites which calls to mind other literatures. And he gives voice
to these in a classic example of biblical parallelism.

Yet this passage definitely does not dutifully reflect ideas and
concepts found originally elsewhere. At the very least Kohelet's prob-
lem of righteousness bringing harm adds a new slant to wisdom. Robert
Gordis sees in the addition of this new balancing problem Kohelet's oim
unique version of the Aristotelian principle of ethics, the golden mean.
For Kohelet, both wickedress and happiness lead to unhappiness.7 The
man who reveres God will "do his duty to both!"® Therefore Kohelet gives
his own individual view of this Greek thought in language reflective of
the biblical and Ancie;t Near L[astern attempts at dealing with the re-
lated issue of the troubling presence of successful sinners cast in the
form typical of biblical, and for that matter Ancient Near Eastern poets.

My view of these verses takes Gordis' understanding one step fur-
ther. Kohelet employs not only a certain kind of language and form to

express his ideas but also uses the contrasting opposites of good and




evil, perhaps in its golden mean formulation, to make a wisdom contri-
bution all his own. Kohelet employs these elements to create a setting
for his problem of righteousness' potential for harm. An examination of
verses 15 through 18 along with an examination of verses 19 through 22
will bear this out.

The passage begins with a self-deprecating and sobering remark
which serves as an introduction.

*%3n *n2a N Yoa-nx
1 have seen everything in the days of my hevel.

The words Zgﬂ:gﬁ "everything" makes the reader aware that Kohelet will
make mention of more than one matter. Then come the aforementioned sets
of parallel lines.9

The first set of parallel lines is an example of antithetical
parallelism.

There is the righteous man lost in his righteousness.//
And there is the wicked man increased through his evil.

This is a statement of irony. However the evil man who lives all too
well is a well known figure, figuratively and otherwise. He cheats others
and prospers and he is tough in business, maybe even unpleasantly tough.
He is hated, envied and admired.

His counterpart, the righteous man lost in his righteousness is
less well known. It is painfully obvious that someone may wax through
evil, but how can someone be lost through righteousness.

Perhaps he is fanatically faithful to the ways of righteousness,
immersed in them as the wicked man is immersed in his evil ways. This
seems unlikely since in his observation in verse 20 Kohelet explicitly

denies the possible existence of such a person.
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For there is no man on earth so righteous
that does good and does not sin,

Perhaps he is the victim of the Y#1. The righteous man is

so committed to good that he becomes an innocent and easy prey for
the wicked. This person would not only be a P?T¥ but a fool,
unschooled in the ways of the world. Since in verse 17 the wicked
man is identified as the fool 1 think this identification unlikely.
Another possibility is that just like sometimes a wicked
man profits through evil, a righteous man is harmed because of
his righteousness, in a similar fashion to the wealthy man whose
wealth brings him harm.

YRYN AN PRINY A7 Ay e
mnyay 12%va% ne wy

There is a terrible evil I have observed

under the sun: Wealth guards its owner for

his detriment. (5:12)
Exactly how this harm is inflicted upon the P?7¥ is as yet unknown.
In as much as we do know how the y¥1 cheats his way to fame and
fortune, our attention is further drawn to the mysterious P77¥.

To the point, the comparison between the YV1 and p?7T¥ is
strange, if viewed as a comparison of two morally equivalent entities.
There is nothing in Kohelet to make one think that he has departed
from the biblical view regarding the value of a righteous life.
Evil may bring wealth, power and comforts which are important to
Kohelet. However he says nothing to lead us to believe that such

methods are proper or to be desired. Rather, examining 7:1 in

reverse we see that although his point is pessimistic (the day of



death is better than the day of birth) Kohelet introduces it with

the axiom, "A good name is better than fine oil."

The next pair of parallel lines is an example of synonymous
parallelism. Verse 16 continues the thought of verse 15b.
omen an% N ? 0annn-YRY 2370 prIY *an-YN

Don't be too much the righteous person and
don't act overly wise. Why destroy yourself?

From this advice we gain a better understanding of the harmed
righteous person. Somehow he overdoes his righteousness, but as
pointed out above, verse 20 limits this overdoing to something
other than acting righteous continrually which is impossible. Then
lohelet advises:
N2 paNAn-YXy

And don't be overly wise.
The use of the verbal form DINNA instead of DIN?AN-7X is interesting.
The JEEE.in the 7y8an here does not mean to be wise but to act in a
way which appears wise. It is a mimicing of wisdom without neces~
sarily touching its substance, The form appears only one other time
in the Bible. There in the Egyptian royal court Pharaoh says to his
ministers in his concern about the large Hebrew presence in Egypt
m? 12.12 nnaNR1 M (Exodus 1:10a). In this context the verb clearly
does not imply the wisdom of the sage but the craftiness of the state.

Pharaoh says let us act wisely or shrewdly toward them. Sforno

"to come upon him with tricks." This kind of wisdom implies only

intelligence and not the positive moral element usually applied to



the wisdom of the sage. Ben Sirah uses the 7YONn of DIN several
times. Some of these refer to becoming wise in a traditional

sense (6:32, 38:24). Other times (10:26, 32:4 (35:4)) he uses it

in the sense of displaying intellectual prowess. In chapter 32 (35)
Ben Sirah talks about proper party manners. He says in verse &4,
"where there is entertainment, do not pour out talk; do not display
your cleverness (03NAN) out of season."lo Kohelet's use of DINAN
implies a display of actions which might appear wise., Later in

verse 19 Kohelet will introduce the wise mode of behavior in this
matter. (Also it should be noted that when Kohelet seeks a verb to
infer the accumulation of wisdom (2:15 and 7:23) or the accumulation
of wealth through wisdom (2:19) he uses the Kal form of JEEEJ Employing
the vernacular we might translate DINMN YN as "Don't act so smart" or
even "Don't be such a smarty pants or wise guy." Therefore from
verse l6ab we observe that the harm done to the righteous person
comes from overdoing his righteousness and connected to this is the
business of acting wise with the accent on acting.

In verse 17, the second line of the parallelism, the a and b
part of the verses are similar in construction to 16a and b but are
simpler to understand.

730 7an-%N1 A2 yean-YN
Don't be too wicked and don't be a fool.

Kohelet is speaking to the person who overdoes wickedness and labels

him a fool. By dropping the expected modifier 1M1 ? in 17b Kohelet
makes his point precisely. As we might say, "Make no bones about it,

this kind of person is a fool."




Kohelet ends both lines with a negative judgment. These
behaviors will lead to self destruction or an early death.

Verse 17, though easy to understand, is at first puzzling
because it seems to infer the opposite lesson about wickedness
than the one given the previous parallel lines. Kohelet's view in
verse 15b that 77X may produce harm is carried further in verse 16.
liowever his remark about the reality of the fortunes of the wicked
(15¢) is negated in verse 17. What in fact Kohelet is doing here

i

is to affirm his own doctrine of retribution. The wicked may

prosper yet they will receive their just rewards. In 8:11-13
Kohelet explicitly states his view in this matter:

AN AYIA Avyn DARD ARYI-17R PN
y1 mipy% ona oINn-732 A% NYR; 13-%Y

1% 17INRY DNRD Y DPY NDD PR

TN PIN ¥T17-0a 73

17238%0 X127 WK 0TAYND TR YY -
¥3 §Ppr 1PIN-NTY YRy Anc-xY aim
D7AYN 738%D NY? 13317N WK

Because the sentence for an evil deed is not made
quickly--that is why men are brave to do evil,
because the sinner does evil 100 times and He

is patient with him. Yet 1 also know that it will
be well for those who fear God; who stand in fear
before Him. And it will not be well for the
wicked person and he will not live long--like a
shadow--because he does not fear God.

The God-fearing person who is here contrasted with the Y¥) will be
mentioned again below in verse 18, If Kohelet had differed from
the biblical doctrine of retribution it is in the way he holds a
negative view toward some forms of righteousness and not in his

view toward wickedness.

11




Another factor which disturbs the symmetry between the Y¥1
and 727X relates to their respective classes. For while it is true
that some men are successful in their wickedness, while others are
not, all wicked people are immersed in their wickedness. They all
M0 1yeIn,  Wicked people by definition are not only occasionally
wicked, Their actions are always governed by their evil designs.
The sub-class referred to in verse 15c (successful wicked people) is
a part of the class referred to in verse 17 (wicked people). On the
other hand, the class of people referred to in verse 15b (people
harmed by their righteousness) is the same as in verse 16, Sometimes
some righteous people are harmed in their righteousness. This happens
when one is somehow too much the righteous person and acts too wise,
As will be shown below in the discussion of verses 19-22, this happens
when one loses cognition of the true nature of human behavior and
is overly zealous for the ideals of righteousness in circumstances
in which such an attitude is unwarranted. The P?TX is so caught up
in righteousness that he becomes oblivious to the obvious.

The third set of parallel lines is an example of synthetic
parallelism. The a and b parts of verse 18 are set in a parallel

chiastic style, however the content of the two lines is not synony-

mous. To hold fast to something (18a) is not the same as not letting
go of something else (18b). Kohelet is saying take hold of righteous-
ness but don't remove your hand from evil. Kohelet is not talking
solely about actions here, telling people to choose a path between

good and evil deeds because as said before that mix is the best

which may be expected from someone committed only to righteousness.
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Rather Kohelet is talking mainly about an attitude here. He is telling
us to lead righteous lives without losing sight of the realities of
the human condition. He is not recommending evil as a wise response
to life.

Finally Kohelet appends to his advice this observation:

D72-NN N¥? DAY K1?-7D
for he that fears God does them all.

This means that the God-fearing person does evil as well as good.
However the evil he does comes not from a desire to be evil but
from the nature of his existence as human. This observation, taken
from life (verse 20), is a good reason not to become so wrapped up
in righteousness that one loses sight of the natural disposition
in man to do evil at times and as a result become injured. Assuming
Kohelet is cousistent in his use of terminology in the book, then the
God-fearing person E:EZE N1? is the true opposite of the YP1 as in
8:11-13. 1In 7:15-18 the lost righteous person is not the opposite
of the YU1. Rather Kohelet employs a form which contrasts the

unfortunate 7?7¥ with the YY) to focus our attention on the ??TX¥ and

explore his problem.

Now we can turn our attention to verses 19-22. These verses
comprise an introduction and example of the person who is so caught
up in righteousness that he acts too wisely and is harmed through his
actions.

Kohelet begins his introduction (verses 19-20) with a proverbial

statement, -
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Y3 170 WK DY aeyn DonY Tyn anana

Wisdom strengthens the wise better than
ten rulers who were in the city.

I see in this verse a traditional element. Kohelet is deferring to
wisdom as the source of his example, He is not promoting his own

way of living in the full passage but wisdom's way. A similar
attitude is reflected in Ben Sirah (chapters 1 and 24) and Proverbs
(chapters 8:1-9:19). Kohelet relies heavily upon his own observations

but is not divorced from his wisdom background which is reflected in,

among other things, his vast use of proverbs and the proverbial fcrm.lz

Then in a style well known to us from Kohelet, he adds an
explanation or reason for the truth of the proverb based upon
observable reality and introduced by the word :3.13

NDA? NYY 2I0-78Y? WK YIND PPIY 17K DIN )

For there is no man on earth so righteous that
does good and does not sin.

Kohelet's use of observation complements well his use of traditional
wisdom materials. We find observations in many places including the
observation in 1:4-11 about the cyclical ways of the natural order,
which proves to him that there is nothing new under the sun. The
poem of cycles in 3:19 seems to be based upon observation and cate-
gorizes human existence along similar lines as Kohelet used for
nature in 1:4-11 and the poem about old age (12:1-8) is a masterful,
if enigmatic collection of images taken from observations. Often

Kohelet introduces an observation with *N?N1 or ’H‘N11.1“ His usage

of these forms comprises eighteen percent (19 out of 101) of their

total usage in the bible. Though this does not prove anything it
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does indicate Kohelet's strong inclination to make personal observa-
tions, This passage (verses 18-22) is rooted in the conflict
between an observation made by Kohelet mentioned in verse 18c and
20 and the assumed standard for the righteous in which the §?7¥
never does evil. Kohelet is willing to accept this standard for
righteous conduct only as modified in light of observable phenomena,
The wise man is aware of human imperfection and acts accordingly.
Finally we have our example:
7271A0-7% 17277 WK DMATA-727 0A
7798 1Tay-NN ynen-N7 0N
727 yT1? M1 D°nysn-oa 7)
C*INM %7 AN-DA BN
To all the worlds that men speak don't give
credence so that you listen to your slave
reviling you. For also you know that many
times you have reviled others.
Kohelet warns us not to take seriously everything said lest you take
seriously your slave's disparagement of you. This is an example of
the wisdom which strengthens the wise. Coincidentally, Kohelet's

other use of the root %77 in the piel is in 10:20

1w YYpn-98 Ja0en MY e B-%KR %R yTRa DA
927 7737 079320 Yyar Maga-nN 1?7 prhea iy )

Also do not revile the king in your thoughts

or in your bed chamber revile the rich for a

bird will carry your voice a winged creature

reveal the matter,
The king and the wealthy or those looking out for their welfare
are accused here of possibly taking seriously your disparagement.
More importantly Kohelet considers this kind of activity as wrong

and unwise. Yet to overhear and take seriously this kind of

behind the back murmurings is in 7:18-22 also wrong and unwise,
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To be so caught up in righteousness, thinking yourself wise in this
area of ethics, that you overly react in a negative way to his words
is to allow yourself to be harmed by righteousness. The source of
your trouble is that you fail to bring to bear, at this moment, your
own knowledge that you too are not without sin. Actually from these
two passages the problem of disparaging and the associated problem
of taking it seriously seems to exist in all strata of society from
kings to servants. To disparage is wrong, to become angry because
of it is to act in what appears to be a righteous and wise way
without real wisdom.

Righteousness, for Kohclet, is a value. However it is not
merely a matter of good intentions. One must be aware of human

imperfection if he is to truly lead a righteous life.

——




CHAPTER 1
NOTES
1 The Masoretic accentuation however does not reflect this
rhythm:
verse 15b  1Pp qpr, nin, NDPD, J90n.
disjunctive, conjunctive, disjunctive, conjunctive.
verse 15b p'Yp, NnoD, 1ep I, nan.

disjunctive, conjunctive, disjunctive, conjunctive.

$ The Hebrew word hevel unquestionably implies emptiness,
meaninglessness and a lack of worthiness. However to attempt to give
an exact translation is impossible. Therefore I have left the word
untranslated throughout the thesis. My own thought is to translate
hevel as "waste' because it implies an existent. However, this
e -
existent is of no value,

3 All biblical citations outside of Kohelet are translated in
accordance with the Revised Standard Version (1952). The edition used
was The Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha, edited by J. May
and B, Metzger (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965).

. . G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1960), p. 89,

> Numen XIX (April 1972), 1-21.

6 ybid., p. 21.

7
Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1951), pp. 168-169,

8 Ibid. (translation of verse 18¢).

. Parallelism was noted by the commentators as early as Levi
ben Gershon, David Kimhi, and Ibn Ezra who called it the mny 117,
Robert Lowth, particularly in the introductory essay to his translation
of Isaiah (Edinburgh: George Caw, 1807), was the first scholar to

17
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detail the operation of parallel lines. He divided them into
parallels synonymous, antithetic and synthetic. Though some
scholars, as early as G. B. Gray (The Forms of Hebrew Poetry

[New York: Ktav, 1972; first published 1915TT, discount synthetic
parallelism, in which fresh ideas are added in the second parallel
member, as a form which only mimics true parallelism, Lowth's
terminology has stood the test of time.

10 Revised Standard Version translation cf. note 3,

a belief in proper retribution for anm evil life is an
essential aspect of many religions. The Shamash Hymn (W. G. Lambert,
Babylonian Wisdom Literature [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1960]
p. 131), written in a cultural setting which influenced the biblical
world, stated this belief in words similar to Kohelet's words.

Lines 88-89: A man covets his neighbor's wife
Will [eeccoses ] before his appointed day.

12 See below pp. 49 ff. for a discussion of wisdom and pp. 3] ff.
for a discussion of proverbs.

13 Kohelet's language is reminiscent of Proverbs 20:9; Job 4:17
and 15:14 and especially I Kings 8:46 (II Chronicles 7:36).

14
35-36.

For similar uses of 7X) see Proverbs 24:30-34; Psalms 37:25,

=



CHAPTER I1

THE PURPOSE OF WEALTH AND LABOR

In the first six verses of chapter six Kohelet preaches,
concretizing the two fundamental elements in his philosophy, the
omnipresent hevel of life and the good gained from enjoyment. The
passage contains an introduction and four additional sections, each
one set off by a value judgment or opinion or what I will call an

I-statement.

Introduction:
l:l'l'lli'l-'l)' N?0 137 ¢nea nnn NNY N Ay e

There is an evil which I have observed
under the sun and it weighs heavily
upon man.

Part I:

71231 0?0321 WY DAYNN 17-10? WK PO
AINN?-IRR 730 191Y% 00 1337

13nn YaxY oraen 1vher N

NID Y *Ym Yan At 1aYan? 7123 PN 7)

A man to whom God gives riches, treasures

and splendor so that he lacks nothing for his
appetite from all he might desire yet God does
not give him the ability to enjoy it for a
stranger will consume it, this is hevel

and a terrible ill.

Part 11:
N17N7 N137 D?IYY AND PPN T?917-DN
NA10N-0N yavn-NY w011 173p-707 17370 AN

9930 1300 310 AAAN 1% AnTA-NY aMmag-oan

19
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1f he were to sire a multitude and live
numerous years, though great that the
days of his years might be, if his soul
is not satisfied from this bounty even
if he never had to face a burial, I think
an abortion is better than he.

Part III:
D3 pe enay 172 wnat xa 7ama-1a
ATR ATY nNa yT1? N7Y ARY-RY pne-Da
Because in hevel it came and in darkness it
. ———— - -
went; its name 1is covered in obscurity. Also
the sun he did not see or know. This one had
more rest than the other.
Part IV:

AN N7 N2I10Y 07Ny DAY 97N Acn 17K
713 Yan NN oAn-7N N

So that even if he were to live one thousand

years twice over but never experience the

good. . . Do not all go to one place?

Kohelet has drawn a comparison between two extremes, the

highly successful and well blessed individual whe fails to partake
of the fruits of his labor and the 79) or stillbom.1 This com-
parison is similar in form to the comparison between the righteous
man who is lost in his righteousness and the wicked person.z In both
cases it is a flaw in the obviously better person which equates him
with the other or even makes the other's situation appear superior.
Much of what was said above about Vohelet's conception of opposites
could be repeated here.3 As we shall see Kohelet compares two familiar
extremes, not for synthesis but to point out a possible flaw in one
of the extremes which destroys its advantage. In 7:15-22 the flaw

was the wmisuse and overuse of righteousness while here the flaw is

—_—— = — —— o J
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the non-use of wealth for the purposes of enjoyment. While these
passages have in common the use of a comparison as their basis,
their purposes are different. In 7:15-22 Kohelet is giving us an
insight into real righteousness based upon his observation of reality.
Here he speaks of the value of enjoyment in a world marked by hevel.
These two themes, enjoyment and hevel come up again and again in the
book in other forms and are central to Kohelet's understanding of
the world.4

Our passage restates these views in a style which seems
homiletical. The imagery is rich and the point made is one which
challenges the listener. Throughout the passage Kohelet sustains
a sense of artistic balance and suspense. He leads his slightly
bewildered audience along saving his best arguments for last, yet
uses the kind of language and imagery his audience could understand
and with which they could identify and feel comfortable, Whether
this piece constituted part of z sermon or oral lesson or was pre-
pared to be read is impossible to say at this point and its place
in a homiletical tradition lies beyond our understanding.5 Neverthe-
less we can describe the features of this passage. For example one
feature which stands out is Kohelet's ability to get across his
unique ideas about enjoyment and hevel through traditional imagery.
Let us now turn to the text.

The introduction serves to alert us that Kohelet is about to
address a widespread or particularly painful problem depending on

whether we translate DTINA-7¥ K71 713171 as "and it is prevalent among

men'" or as "it weighs heavily upon man." The serious nature of the

——= == __ 3
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problem laid out below, its centrality to Kohelet's thought and its
affect on the rich who are already in the minority, the latter
translation is appealing.

Rashi interprets the verse in line with the first translation
while Ibn Ezra and the Rashbam side with the second interpretation.
C. D. Ginsburg cites the use of 2! in this verse as reason enough
to translate in the latter manner. 9Y "expresses the presssure
or weight of a grievance."6 In this connection he cites 2:17a

Pnpa NNN APYIY Apypa %y Y1 73 07°NA-NK PNRIYY "I hated my life

for I find the deed done under the sun irksome" and 8:6b

129y 7117 DTN NYI-?) "for the evil of man is weighty upon him,"

He also cites Isaiah 24:20 231903 ATT13A01 MU yIN ¥I1an Y1)

017 9?0IN-x71 27931 ayps Av%y 71131 "The earth staggers like a

drunken man, it sways like a hut; its transgression lies heavily

upoun it, and it falls and will not rise again." Brown, Driver and

Briggs, in their lexicon, cite several similar uses of 7y.
Therefore, because of Ginsburg's convincing arguments along

with the intent of the passage as outlined above, I believe we are

to translate the line, "it weighs heavily upon man." Kohelet has |
prepared us to hear something which greatly troubles him.
The first section of the body is composed of two parts.
Initially we have the description of this terrible evil, Kohelet
describes a wealthy man to whom God denies the ability to enjoy his
wealth even though he lacks nothing he might possibly desire.
Instead another will inherit the wealth and gain its enjoyment,

Two features may be noted about this man. First is that this kind

e ey e s ol
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of person was one with whom Kohelet's audience was probably familiar.
The phenomenon of the wealthy person denying himself pleasure is a
common human one and one which is often preferred to the rich who
live a pleasure-seeking lifestyle. In fact unless one was unfamiliar
with Kohelet's emphasis upon enjoyment, the labeling of this state as
a Y1 might seem perplexing. Second, the language Kohelet employs here
makes his image even more familiar to his audience. The phrase
11121 0?0221 WY and rimilar phrases are found elsewhere in the Bible.
The two times these three words appear together in the Bible they
carry the meaning of great kingly wealth. This wealth is pictured as
a gift from God as it is in Kohelet, In II Chronicles 1:11, 12 and
I Kings 3:13 these words are used to describe the great material
wealth God will give to Solomon in addition to wisdom in response to
Solomon's request for the latter.8 712001 Iy are described as
gifts from God by David in his prayer to God. Later in verse 28
11121 Wy are ascribed to David himself. This verse interestingly
also ascribes to David a long life and mentions his son. Later in the
next verse Kohelet's long life and children will be added to Kohelet's
description of the wealthy man. 711121 Wy are seen as a sign of God's
pleasure with Jehoshaphat in II Chronicles 17:5 and are mentioned
again in connection with this king in II Chronicles 18:1. Another
king who found favor in the eyes of God was Hezekiah, He too is
said to have enjoyed 11221 Wy in II Chromnicles 32:27.

The examples cited so far use either all three words or just
two of them to describe kingly wealth received from the hand of God.

In Proverbs 3:17 and 8:18 11121 WY are gifts from wisdom and in
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Proverbs 22:4 T1101 WY joined with D??°0 are the result of
humility.

The least used member of this trio of words is 0?03J.
Besides the citations mentioned above it is found once alone
in Joshua 22:8 and one other time connected with WY in Kohelet
just three verses before our verse. Here he says that when God
gives wealth (D?D321 1Y) along with the ability to enjoy it, this
is a gift from God.

To sum up the three words T11) and D?D3] ,WY have a familiar

ring to them. They epitomize great wealth, even kingly wealth,
Kohelet's usage seems closer to what is found in the historical
books (especially whar is said about Solomon) than what is found

in Proverbs. This is due not only to the form in which these

words appear in connection with Solomon but also because like in

the historical books Kohelet holds that they are direct gifts from
God. The use of this phrase in verse 2 conveys the meaning of great
wealth reminiscent of the days of the monarchy.

In the second place Kohelet concludes this first section as
he will conclude all four sections with an I-statement, Here he
restates his judgment of this person's situation.

X1 ¥ ?7m 7aa ar
This is hevel and ar evil disease.

Such a judgment may have been perceived as overly harsh by
Kohelet's audience. If so the following section would have been
downright perplexing. First he describes this person, giving him a

different set of attributes. Again these are positive attributes
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with which his audience was familiar. Unfortunately we today have
some difficulty understanding all of them. The similarity between

7707 N11Y 0?IPY and 17I¥-7R7 1?A7¢ 111 is perplexinmg. Also

17 an2n-X% 2M2p DAY is difficult to translate. Some commentators
see a negative attribute inferred here. The thought is that this man
was denied a decent burial while others see rather a reference to great
longevity cast in hyperbolic langulge.g Nevertheless what can be
understood from this additional description of this wealthy man comports
well with our idea of what constitutes visible signs of God's favor
in the biblical world.

He is an exceedingly fruitful man who has lived many rich years.
These two plus wealth epitomize a man blessed by God, except this man
is unable to gain any satisfaction from his goods. This is the crucial

factor for Kohelet; outweighing all other considerations. As to why

this is so we are at a loss.
Kohelet's concluding I-statement does not explain his percegtion

of this life. Rather he reinforces his point with a comparison.

Kohelet shockingly explains that a 793, a stillborn is better off
than this man. Kohelet's new image fits well as the opposite of the
wealthy old patriarch. The stillborn knows no family and its life-
span is nonexistent. Its life is as poor and unfortunate as can
be. Nothing symbolizes hevel better than the stillborn,

Just as the second section began by giving additional infor-
mation concerning the first image the third section f£ills us inp
on the ¥81. Kohelet traces the travel and travail of the 783. It

comes and goes in darkness. Its name, in whatever subtlety of DOV

—— i, -  — e —— " __J
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to which Kohelet is referring here, is obscured and lost in darknels.lo

Also, he adds the sun he did not see or know. This last thought may
as well have rang familiarly in the minds of his audience. Three
times in the Bible is mention made of the 783: here, Job 3:15 and
Psalms 58:9b. All three make a similar point.

ene YTN-%3 nex Y83 , L .

. like the untimely birth that never
sees the sun. (Psalms 58:9b)

TN IRY-RY 079YYa AN XY 1Ipp 7933-IR

Or why was I not as a hidden untimely birth,
as infants that never saw the light? (Job 3:15)

(In the citation from Job, too, mention is made of the hidden nature
of the 2!1, however the language is dissimilar.)

Kohelet again makes use of the language and content of his
imagery to lead his audience along familiar paths to an unfamiliar
compar.son., He closes this section with an I-statement which is
Kohelet's first attempt to explain his comparison with his preference

for the 991.

arn arhy nna

This one had more rest than the other, .
NN3 is a difficult word to translate here. It is not simply rest
but a peaceful quiet state of ease which Kohelet contrasts against

11 To Kohelet both lives are

the hubbub and pain of the other's life.
marked by hevel and are therefore equal. However the 2!3 is preferred
because of the calmness of its existence,

But Kohelet is so far less than convincing. The stillborn's

rest is questionable and in addition his audience is predisposed to

- - - e — —-’-‘-l-———-J-
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favor the wealthy man's life if for no other reason than what Kohelet
implies when he says in 9:4b:
nnA APND-1R 20 KA 2R 2%39-0)

Better a living dog than a dead lion.
Therefore in the last section Kohelet restates his argument in a few
elegant words and seals his case with his last I-statement, "And
even if he live one thousand years twice over, but fail to experience
the good . . ." Now as we hang on his words Kohelet delivers his
final point. "Do not all go to one place?" That is to say "is not
death the great leveler, bringing the greatest of men and 79 to
the same status.” If so then the 993 Kohelet reasons, has experienced
the better life. After all it experienced neither joy nor pain
while most men receive a measure of both, Since the wealthy old
patriarch failed to partake of his share of joy his life still
marked by the world's pain and hevel is worse off than the life of
the stillborn.

Kohelet's sobering conclusion concerns the fate of the

dead. 1In 3:18-21 Kohelet rejects a belief in an afterlife.

pa%Nn 01aY% CTINA 732 MAT-9Y 7aY%3 AN RORN
pa% ann apRna-Day NN

oa% NN APRY ARNAA AIPRYT DTINA-732 gD 2D
2% N MM AT P 12 AT N

7an %20 ?3 1Pk ABMAa-10 DINA ANImMm

INN DIgn-Sx I Yaa

qoyn-Y8 e YIa1 1aya-1n ara Yaa

a%ynY N0 atya atka 733 M YN 0

YIRY avnY% X0 pTIA anaaa nMm

1 thought regarding the matter of God's testing
of man and demonstrating to them that they are

beasts. . . . They have one fate. For the fate
of man and the fate of beasts are one fate. The
death of one is like the death of the other, and

PR — . - i, -.__-__h_.‘



all have the same spirit of life., Therefore
the advantage of man over the beast is non-
existent for everything is hevel. All go to
one place, all were from the dust and to the
dust all return. Who knows that the life
spirit of man rises upwards and that the life
spirit of the beast goes down below to the
earth?! And I observed that there is nothing
better than that man should rejoice in his deeds
for this is his lot, for who could bring him to
realize what will happen after him?

Against this background the "place" in "Do not all go to one place,"

is anything but a heaven. In addition, Kohelet's remarks show that

this was an area of controversy in his day. His own contribution
in this area is that he drew out the implications of his rejection
of an afterlife. The leveling of death robs life of meaning and

purpose. Out of his world view Kohelet affirms enjoyment as a

LY

central component of a life well spent.
| Kohzlet communicates his ideas, distressful as they may
have been perceived in a style characterized by suspense, structure
and vivid imagery. This style I have called homiletical.
Unfortunately our knowledge of the origins of Jewish homiletics
is scant. We know that when Ezra read from the scroll in Nehemiah 8:1-8

he did more than simply read, though his actions are unclear to us:

P90 07AYNA RIIRA 19D WK™
NITNA 137371 Jov D

In addition Kohelet's use of biblical imagery is relevant here.
Though he does not cite a proof text or employ his images in that role,
he does concretize his ideas in images drawn in form and substance from
his religious heritage. This also points to Kohelet's place within the
biblical tradition while the ideas he communicates through his imagery

demonetrate his unique place in that tradition.
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CHAPTER 1I

NOTES

¥ Kohelet makes use often of the comparison. In Chapter One
the natural elements are compared to show the universal weariness of
existence. In his experiments in Chapters One and Two Kohelet
compares the benefits of wealth to the pleasures of folly. Wisdom
and folly are often compared as in 2:12 ff., 6:8 and 9:13-18. The
righteous and wicked are compared in 3:16-17, 7:18-22 and 8:10-14.
One of Kohelet's strongest comparisons is 3:18-21 where man by way of
comparison is equated to a beast.

2 See above pp. 1-15.

3 See above pp. 5-6.

8 H. L. Ginsburg's division of Kohelet ("The Structure and
Contents of the Book of Kohelet," Supplements to Vetus Testamentum
3 [Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1955], pp. 138-150) understands half of
it to be concerned with the emptiness of life (hevel) and utili-
zation of goods (pleasure), which is life's only plus.

5 See below pp. 62-63.

9 C. D. Ginsburg, Coheleth (New York: Ktav, 1970 [first
published 1861]1), p. 358.

? Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1972), p. 753 (11b).

g Again as was the case in 7:20 the closest biblical parallel
to this phrase is in connection to Solomon.

’ Robert Gordis (Kohelet The Man and His World [New York:
The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1951], pp. 248-249.) adds
a new interpretation by ememding N7 to N} translating "even if he have
an elaborate funeral (on which men lay such great stress)."
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il The word OP here might simply refer to the stillborn itself
or to his now non-existent future family line. See Brown, Driver
and Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon of the 0ld Testament (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1972), pp. 1027-1028.

11 ¢, Job 17:16 for a similar use of nRJ.




CHAPTER III

KOHELET'S MASTERY OF THE PROVERB

As described in the introduction the book of Kolielet may be
compared to a geometric plane. On this plane elements appear
which, not restricted to Kohelet, appear in the book in a unique
manner. On the plane of Kohelet proverbs often appear. This
chapter's goal is to examine the function of proverbs in Kohelet.

I will deal with both passages which contain proverbs as well as
passages which are collections of proverbs. As a voice of ANIN the
proverb was basic to Kohelet's style. Kohelet uses this tool as a
means to make his unique contributions. My work will categorize
his use of proverbs. Thesc categories are not presented as a
definite answer to questions concerning Kohelet's use of proverbs,
Instead these representative categories will point out some aspects
of his style in this area yielding insight into Kohelet's artistry.

Furthermore this will yield insight into wisdom's relationship to

Kohelet.l
When Kohelet employs a proverb as part of a larger passage

the proverb can be located at the beginning, middle or end of the

passage. In 5:9a a passage begin-:
ANIAN XY 11002 2AN-?RT D] Yawr-RY qDI AN

He who loves money cannot be sated with money
and he who loves wealth, not with gain.
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This proverb is concerned with the inability of wealth to bring
satisfaction to the person who seeks to be wealthy. It serves a
dual introductory role. First it serves as the backdrop upon which
Kohelet justifies his idea of wealth's advantage in verse 10.2

779318 127 M2I0A M
1737¥ DPND-ON 23 A79YaY 1Maea-am

In the increase of wealth its consumers
increase, so what is the advantage for its
owner save the sight of his eyes.
This proverb also opens up a large passage which deals with the prob-
lems of wealth, the joys of poverty and the value of enjoyment ending
in 6:9. It is interesting that this section ends with a proverb
which carries a similar thought to the one expressed in 5:9--10:3

¥03-770n 0?31?y axIh 1w

Better is the eyes' vision than the wandering
of desire.

These two proverbs frame Kohelet's discussion of wealth.

Another introductory proverb is 4:13a:

27031 1T 1%nnR DonY 13PR 7Y QW
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Better a boy, poor but wise than an old
foolish king, who does not know to take
advice anymore.
Of the three values mentioned, wealth, maturity and wisdom, wisdom ,
is the most important even outweighing wealth and age together.
Kohelet uses the proverb to introduce a parable about the King and
the youth which continues through verse 16,
170% N¥? ©?70A nPan-73
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From prison he came to rule, even in his own
century he was born poor. 1 have seen all the
world passing under the sun with the second lad
who will succeed him. There is no end for the
nation, for all who were there before them, Also
the later ones will not rejoice in him for also
this is hevel and wind chasing.
This parable is diffizult to interpret yet its basic meaning is
clear. Only the nation ultimately survives, neither the king nor
the youth. In the future the nation which supported the lad against
the King will not remember him., This sobering thought stands in
contrast to the theme of the opening proverb and is labeled by
Kohelet as hevel and wind chasing.
The second usage by Kohelet of proverbs is within a
passage. In 4:7-12 Kohelet uses two proverbs as integral parts of
this passage's development. Verses seven and eight recite the

complaint of the man without family and the useleseness of hie

wealth.
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And I came to see hevel under the sun. This

is one and not a second neither a son or brother
does he have. Yet thkore is no limit to his labors
and wealth cannot satisfy his eyes (vision)., "For
whom have 1 labored and kept my appetites from
pleasure." This too is hevel and an evil matter,

Kohelet declares proverbially in verse 9a that
INNA-IN 023pA 011D

Two are better than one.&
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He explains his proverb in verses 9b and 10.
o7nya 210 70w DAT-v? ER
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. in that they have a good reward in
their labors for if one should fall his
friend will lift him, but if a single
falls there will not be another to lift him.
He says that two people together can bring value to their labors
and help each other in times of trouble., 'Help each other' then
becomes the subject of the second proverb, in verse 11,

on* 1?8 TNY1 oAY% onyD?3p 110°-0K DA

Also if two lie together they are warm but
how can one be warm.

Here the two together are able to fend off cold. Kohelet extrapolates
a general principle from this proverb in verse 12.

1TAY 1TIRY? DTIen INRA 19707 -DNY
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Whereas he could prevail over one, two will

withstand him. A three ply cord is not quickly

broken,
Verse 12b poetically restates this in a proverb. His mention of a
three ply cord when we expect a two ply one is a fitting third in
a numerical progression.s In this passage the two proverbs found

in verses 9 and 1l serve as transitions to new thoughts moving

Kohelet from a complaint (verses 7 and 8) through an examination

of the benefits of companionship,
The proverb of 9:4b holds an interesting position. It
facilitates a transition made by Kohelet just previously and

serves as the topic of verses 5 and 6.
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Better a living dog than a dead lion.
Several times previous to this Kchelet has given us this bitter
pill to swallow. For Kohelet death has rendered life meaningless
except possibly for the value which pleasure brings, In the verses
which precede the proverb Kohelet has spoken of hevel surrounding the
good fate of evil people (8:10), how this encourages evil (8:11),
yet he reaffirms a doctrine of retribution (8:12-13). Kohelet
continues to speak the troubling fates given to the righteous and
the wicked (8:14) and so he affirms pleasure as the only good available
to man (8:15), Then Kohelet points out the glaring limits of wisdom
in searching out the works of God (8:16-17). Kohelet rurns specifically
to the fate of man which is also unknown (9:1), except that the ultimate
fate of all is the same (9:2). Just preceding the proverb Kohelet
laments all this:
73% AR MIpn-23 wppa nan aeya-IeR 921 y1 ot
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This is an evil in all that is done under
the sun that there is one fate for all.
Also men's hearts are full of evil and

madness is in their hearts while they live,
and afterwards off to the dead.

Now completely reversing direction Kohelet says
1103 ¥? 077AR-93 N NA? R ?h-?3
He who is attached to all the living has hope.
At last Kohelet has given us some hope. Not enjoyable but basically
meaningless pleasure but real hope that life kas value. Kohelet

feels a need to support this last statement and he naturally falls
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back upon a proverb., "Better a living dog than a dead lion." Life
itself elevates a sorrow filled existence, making it superior to an
esteemed life when it is over. The proverb serves as proof for
Kohelet's assertion of hope. From this point Kohelet goes on to explain
the value of life by explaining the proverb in verses 5 and 6.

ANIND 0?YT1? D1?K  D2GANY IAN?P D2YT1? 0270 1)
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For the living know that they will die but

the dead know nothing. They no longer have a
reward for their memory is forgotten. In
addition their love, their hate, their jealousy
are lost and they have no share anymore in all
that is done under the sun.

Only the living live, experience their emotions and have a share in
reality. From here Kohelet reasserts his pleasure principle.

In this passage the proverb has served as the anchor carrying
the weight of Kohelet's wisdom tradition. Upon it Kohelet moors his

hopeful message. It serves as a proof text and a text worthy of

further development.6

Kohelet's third use of proverbs is at the end of a section
to conclude it. 1:15 concludes a passage which begins in verse 12.
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1 Kohelet was king over lIsrael in Jerusalem.
And I applied my heart to seek and search out
Through wisdom all that is done under the
heavens. It is an evil matter God has given
to man to afflict him. 1 observed all the
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deeds done under the sun and behold all is

hevel and wind chasing. The crooked cannot

be straightened and the lacking cannot be

counted,
Kohelet tells us of his experience in puzzling out the questions of
existence, giving us his Solomonic credentials. He says he has seen
all the deeds done in our world and behold they are hevel and wind
chasing. Although Kohelet has previously declared the world to be
hevel (verse 7) and has relegated this world to endless replication
(verses 9-11) here he has thrown the full weight of his reputation
and wisdom behind his sad analysis of the world in verse 1l4. Kohelet
now uses a proverb which speals to the hopelessness of the world.
"The crooked cannot be straightened nor the lacking counted." The
world is fixed as it is in its imperfect state, The static nature
of the world is in the first chapter the source of the meaninglessness
of the human condition. After declaring the world to be hevel in
verse 2 Kohelet asks what is the advantage of man in his labors
in this world. Rather than respond Kohelet speaks of the frustration
of a changeless natural order. After his definitive declaration of
the sad state in which we live (verses 12-15) Kohelet recaps his
frustrating observations with this proverb. This adds power to his
declaration. From here Kohelet proceeds with his various experiments.

Another example of the use of a proverb to conclude a passage

is 7:29. The passage begins in verse 26 with an attack on women.
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And I found woman more bitter than death for
she is a snare and her heart is a net; her
feet are fetters. The one who pleases God will
escape from her but the sinner will be taken
as prey by her,
In verses 27 and 2B Kohelet examines men finding them little better.
172Un N¥YRY DANY AR AP RN PANXR AT AR
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See what 1 have found says Kohelet little by
little to find the score, that I desired to
seek out but did not find one man in a
thousand 1 found but a woman in all of them
1 did not find.
Finding little in this search Kohelet states his only real 'finding'
in a proverb.

G 7NN APy PN PNNRYR AT-ANY T2Y
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Orly see what 1 found: that God made man straight
but he has sought out many devices.

CGod did not desire this state of affairs but man has brought ir
upon himself with his devious ways. Kohelet has examined men and
women and found them to be a basically wicked lot. He concludes
that this is their own fault and casts his conclusion in the form
of a proverb, This again gives a traditional coloring to his view.
We have seen the use of proverbs in the context of non-
proverbial passages. Proverbs for Kohelet serve several functions.
They can introduce and set the tone for a passage. They can serve
as a pivot of transition and they ran give the weight of tradition

or give a traditional feeling to Kohelet's views. Yet these are not

simply proverbs thrown in for a''wisdom" effect but serve as an integral

part of Kohelet's discussion,
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Now let us turn to those proverbs which are found together
in groups. What function do they fulfill? Sometimes they conclude
a passage in a menner similar to what was said above about isolated
proverbs. However the interaction between them also gives us further
insight into Kohelet's thinking. 9:13-10:1 is an example of this type
of usage.
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Also this piece of wisdom I observed under

the sun and I think it great. There was a

small city with few men. Then came upon her

a great king and he surrounded her and built

upon her a great siegeworks. Inside was found

a poor sage and he saved the city by his wisdom,

but no one remembered this poor man, 1 think

wisdom is better than strength but a poor man's

wisdom is despised and no one heeds his words.
The words of the wise are heard in quiet

better than the screams of aruler among fools.

Wisdom is better than weapons but one sinner can

spoil much good. Dead flies putrify and ferment

perfumer's oil. Weightier than wisdom, than

splendor is a little foolishness.

In verses 13-15 Kohelet has told us a parable about a (poor wise)
man who in spite of his lowly estate saves his city from attack and
certain defeat through his wisdom.’ Yet he is forgotten. Kohelet
makes his point proverbially lauding wisdom over might even though a
poor man's wisdom is despised and his words are not heeded. The

passage now concludes with three proverbs which further discuss the
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limits of wisdom., They conclude the passage and carry a message of
their own. The first proverb picks up the praise of wisdom found in
verse l6a. Wise words spoken softly are potentially more powerful
than royal foolishness. The second proverb in verse 18 repeats
the message of wisdom's power then limits that power. Wisdom is
mighty yet it takes only a small amount of wrong doing to gum up
the works. Then 10:1 picks up on this last thought with an image of
one puney insignificant fly ruining a significant amount of precious
oil. Carrying the thought to its logical conclusion Kohelet tells
us that foolishness outweighs both wisdom and wealth. In these four
proverbs (9:16a, 17, 18 and 10:1) Kohelet has concluded his parable
and has moved us to a new idea. Wisdom is mighty, stronger than
weapons of war but it is foolishness which is potentially the strongest
for with only a little bit much can be ruined.B And in all this the
poor sage remains forgotten.
Kohelet has detailed for us through proverbs a triple comparison:

Wisdom is mightier than brute force and foolishness is mightier than
wisdom. Similarly after the introductory proverb of 4:13 mentioned
above which also praises of poor man's wisdom this time over kingly
foolishness. Later in the passage the longevity of the nation
champions both by default. Likewise 4:2-3 compares the dead as
favorable to the living and the unborn as better still.
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And I praised the dead, who have already died,
over the living for they still live. But
better than both of them is he who has not yet
been who has not seen this evil deed done under
the sun,

All these passages center around 'better than" proverbs which compare

two items. Kohelet's skill in using these proverbs is demonstrated

9

by his ability to yield triple comparisons out of these.” The three

ideas, the might of fools, the everlasting nature of only the nation
qua nation and the benefits of not being born show us the unconventional
side of Kohelet. He has used the traditional form to reach his particular
conclusions,
Another example of a series of proverbs used together to conclude
a passage is in 4:4-6.
NP0 73 apyna 11w3a-%3 nxy ny-Y3-nx 2IR TN
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And 1 have seen that all labor and laboring
skill is the envy between men. This too is
hevel and wind chasing. The fool folds his
hands and eats his flesh. Better is a hand-

ful with quiet than two handfuls with labor
and wind chasing.

In verse 4 Kohelet laments the use or misues of hard work and skill
as a source of envy among men. This Kohelet rejects as hevel and
wind chasing. In verses 5 and 6 Kohelet gives his own view by
contrasting two proverbs. First he gives the opposite of the case
cited above. The fool, unlike the man of verse 4, refuses to take
part in this envy nonsense. His way is to sit quietly and vegetate.
This is the retort with which those whom Kohelet is criticizing

above might answer him. "You say we are caught up in envy but it is
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the fool whose attitude about work needs criticism." From this Kohelet
is able to extract his position. Both are wrong for what is right

is a moderate amount of wealth accumulated peacefully, This is better
than the fool's idleness and envy's exasperating gains. Kohelet has
once again set up a triple comparison. However here two elements are
equally bad while only one has value. More importantly here he has
balanced two negative attitudes so that the passage flows to his

own idea.lo

Several proverbs also appear in Kohelet which are not intimately
related to that which has preceded them. These proverbial collections
are found in 7:1-10, 7:11-14, 10:2-4, and 10:8-11:6. The last two
collections appear to be collections of Kohelet's own proverbs and
traditional ones. They speak to his theme of careful wise living and
while one can imagine their didactic use by Kohelet though their
underlying structure escapes me.ll The same may be said for 7:1.-14
though its themes relating to the value of money and wisdom and the
way to behave in good times and bad times along with their meaning are
typically Kohelet. More may be discovered about the structure and
artistry of Kohelet's use of proverbs in 7:1-10, Here is a catalogue
of proverbs with occasional explanations by Kohelet.

Kohelet makes use of a special kind of proverb to serve as the
structural basis of this passage. Each proverb uses the liebrew 10...210
to set up a comparison contrasting two items, Because of their function
I call these proverbs "better than" proverbs, However I hesitate to
label this structure "poetic" since there is an absence of a balance

in the length of lines. This balance is an important part of Kohelet's
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poetry as shown by 3:1-9 and 7:15-18. Two times here "better proverbs"
follow one on another while others are spaced apart by explanations
of varying lengths. Still other features can be noted which shed
light on Kohelet's talents,
First is the contrast Kohelet develops in verse 1:
11710 0 PR 0IRD 8127 110 jnen oY 1D
"A good name is better than fine o0il" speaks positively about the
value of the righteous life. He then adds "but the day of death is
better than the day of birth." A good life may be valuable but death
is even better. This triple comparison values life over property and
then death over life. The comparison is made by contrasting a proverb
representing a traditional value (cf. Proverb 22:11) with one representing
Kohelet's unique point of view.
Next he uses a proverb which again represents a traditional
value, one which is tied up in custom.
anen nra-98 naYn 7am-nva-9% navv 1w

It is better to go to a mourning house than
to go to a house of feasting,

Kohelet gives a reason for his proverb, but not a traditional one.
Instead it reflects his own sobering value system.
12%-9% 107 AT OTINA-Y3 910 NI wN]

in that this is the end of all men and the
living should take it to heart.

In verses 3 and 4 Kohelet continues to speak of the value of going
to the house of mourning.
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Sorrow is better than laughter for in sadness
the heart is improved. The hearts of the wise
are in the mourning house but the hearts of the
fools are in a house of feasting.

In verse 1-4 Kohelet has used proverbs to contrast and affirm his

own ideas. He again is contrasting his own words in order to reach
resolution in his own unique ideas.
In verse 5 he again affirms the less pleasant of two options
as preferable.
0?9703 1% YRU PINR 03N DYA ynpY 2

It is better to listen to the rebuke of the

wise than to be the man who listens to the

song of fools.
Unfortunately the difficulty in interpreting verse 7 makes it
impossible to determine exactly why Kohelet affirms the wise rebuke:

nann a%-nx Tan?y pan YYnr peyn 13

For oppression makes the sage foolish and
the gift destroys the heart.

Still the reason for avoiding the fool's song is somewhat clear.
720 AT-DAY 27DDA @AY 13 170A Gnn 01200 Y193 )
For like the sound of thorns under a pot so
is the laughter of the fool and this too is
hevel.
Verse B uses two better than proverbs to contrast two values as he did
in verse 1,
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Better is che end of a matter than its
beginning., Patience is better than pride.

The end is preferable to the beginning; however, while in the process

patience is better than pride. These two proverbs don't actually



represent opposite values but values in conflict. The sage is

examining the same situation from two angles noting that while the
end is preferable one's action should not overly betray ome's
preferences. Verse 9 explains Kohelet's preference for patience
by characterizing impatience as foolish.

n13? 029703 prNa DYD 23 DIya? N2 Taan-UK

Don't be quick in your disposition to become
angry for anger lodges in the breast of fools.

Finally Kohelet looks back over the sad world he has depicted.
One in which the difficult and unpleasant are to be valued. He now
employs one more time the "betier than' formula to urge upon his
audience acceptance of the world's ways.
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Don't say it was that the former days were

better than these for you don't ask this

from wisdom.
The wise person accepts the world as it is. Verse 10 is not a
"better than" proverb like the others. Rather it is cast in the
form of an admonition not to make such a proverb. This manipulation
of the form concludes this passage.

Two features of Kohelet's use of proverbs in this passage can
be noted. He employs them to contrast and affirm his own value
system. For example it is the need of man to realize the inevitability
of his own death (kohelet's value) which brings one to a mourning
house. In verse 1 and perhaps in verse 8 Kohelet uses a triple

comparison to make his point. Second Kohelet uses a proverb to

counsel his listeners to accept his ideas and not rebel against the



world's order. This last use of a better than" proverb in verse 10

is actually a request not to make such a proverb. Kohelet has picked

up on the "better than" rhythm of the whole passage in his final line.

Kohelet's use of proverbs may be summarized as follows.
He works with his proverbs, inserting them at key moments when a
traditional sounding phrase will give structure and importance to his
message. He also employs proverbs as a device to create tension be-
tween two views. Kohelet often sets up a dialogue between proverbs
which lends power to his own 1.!*1'.1':“3.12

These uses of proverbs by Kohelet point again to something
mentioned before in regard to 6:1-6. Kohelet's use of proverbs,
particularly when they back up his thoughts as in 9:4, has a homi-
letical force to it. He is addressing his own views to his audience
delivering them in and around proverbs, Proverbs form an integral
part of Kohelet's message. Through them he is able to display his

ties to tradition as well as showcase his own ideas. Kohelet's

proverbial usage points to his unique place within tradition.



CHAPTER IIl

NOTES

¥ Robert Gordis in his article "Quotations in Wisdom Literature,"
(Jewish Quarterly Review, 30 [1939-1940], pp. 123-147, and in Kohelet -
The Man and His World (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
195177_pp. 95-108, describes a process wherein Kohelet may have quoted
current proverbs or his own proverbs in order to contrast them with
the main thought of the passage in which they are found.

My work deals with proverbs and their use by Kohelet. Many
of these proverbs would qualify as quotations under Gordis' criteria,
though Gordis' quotations include non-proverbial material. Neverthe-
less the very idea that Kohelet employs a proverb assumes Gordis'
definition of quotation and this work was influenced by Cordis' work.
Of particular influence was the idea that a proverb could be contrasted
to another proverb, could be used to buttress an argument or used to
begin a discussion. Also see ¥, J. Whedbee's Isaiah and Wisdom
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1971), pp. 68-75 for another attempt to deal
with the use of proverbial language.

2 Cordis notes that this proverb is used as a quoted text on
which Kohelet elaborates in verse ten in "Quotations in Wisdom
Literature" (Jewish Quarterly Review 30 [1939-1940]), p. 133,

3 Kohelet makes broad use of proverbs of comparison which are
structured IBE...1W and which I call "better than" proverbs. See
below my discussion of these proverbs in Chapter 1V, pp. 63-64.

Also see G. E, Bryce, "'Better' Proverbs: An Historical and
Structural Study," (Society of Biblical Literature 1972 Proceedings,
Volume Z), pp. 343-354 and G. S, Ogden, "The 'Better' Proverbs
(Tob-Spruch), Rhetorical Criticism and Qoheleth," (Journal of
Biblical Literature 96 [1977], pp. 489-505,

5 Gordis sees this proverb as a quoted text upon which Kohelet
elaborates in verses 9b-12. Op. cit., p. 133,

> This final proverb has a parallel in Mesopotamian literature
discussed below, pp. 71-73.
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6 Gordis (Op. cit,, p. 136) views this proverb as a quoted
text refuted in verses 5-6,

% For a discussion of the understanding of the poor in wisdom
literature see F, Ch. Fensham, "Widow, Orphan and the Poor in
Ancient Near Eastern Legal and Wisdom Literature," Journal of
Near Eastern Studies 21 (1962), pp. 129-139 (=J. L. Crenshaw,
Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom [New York: Ktav, 1976,],
pp. 161-171),

s The might of wisdom is a common wisdom image. 1 Edras
4:33-42 (41) contains an extreme version of this image. "So he ended
his speech and all the people shouted and said, 'Great is the truth:
truth is the strongest"“ (Translation - New English Bible, verse 41).
The commentary in The New E lish Bible with the Apocrypha (New York:
Oxford University Press 19765 (D. B. Helsbé;ET points out that
the phrase through Latzn became the popular saying '"Great is truth
and it prevails."

I Ogden (Op. cit., pp. 497-498) understands 4:2-3 as the use of
"better than" proverbs (see note three) in a tripartite structure,
Similar to Gordis, he understands verse two as reflecting the wisdom
tradition (quote) followed by Kohelet's own view in verse three.

10 cordis (Op. cit., pp. 234-235) notes the relationship between
verses five and six, but makes no reference to verse four.

1 Gordis in Kohelet - The Man and His World (New York: Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, 1951) pp. 182-185, 305-323, groups
10:2-11:6 together as a teaching to his upper class students. but
finds little organic connection among them. He cites the work of Fr.
Delitzch, L. Levy, and H. W. Hertzberg who in their commentaries on
Kohelet try to interconnect several of these verses. Their attempts
according to Gordis reflect their own need to find 2 connection rather
than an organic structure. Gordis then cites the Book of Proverbs
as a similar unorganized collection of proverbs. However the difficulty
to identify a structure or the inability of scholars to agree does not
rule out the possibility of a structure. H. L. Ginsberg, for example
in "The Structure and Contents of the Book of Kohelet,'" (Supplements
to Vetus Testamentum 3 [Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1955]), pp. 138-150,
places these verses within a sectio~ which begxns in 7:10 and continues
to 12:8. However even in this structuring Ginsberg has difficulty
with 9:17-10, 1l4a, 15-19 which he calls a "block of associative
digressions with some intermal dislocation" (p. 142, note three).

2 See above pp. 39-42.



CHAPTER 1V

KOHELET'S MOTIVATION AND MESSAGE

The twelve short chapters of the book of Kohelet are all that

remain of the work of a critical insightful thinker. Up to this point
I have examined certain passages with an eye toward understanding the
appearance of certain features. These features often strike the
reader as evidence of influence upon Kohelet. 1 have not expended my
energies labeling these features and identifying their original
sources for the purpose of revealing that which has influenced Kohelet.
Rather I concentrated on how these features provide the substance out
of which Kohelet speaks. INow I seek Kohelet's motivations and goals
in his message as communicated through these features and the content
of his message.

The place to begin such an inquiry is with Kohelet himself.
Was he a professional sage for whom teaching was a primary responsi-
bility? Was he one of many engaged in similar activities whom we can
identify as a professional class? Gerhard Von Rad in his book

Wisdom in Israel speaks of such a class.! He deduces its existence

from circumstances in neighboring cultures and from Israel's own high
level of literary achievement, '"This demands the assumption that a
class of scribes existed."z And a scribal class demands the existence
of schools wherein they could learn their arts. In some of these
schools wisdom texts were used as teaching tools and wisdom texts were
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composed. These men who ran these schools were known as the D?03N.
Their main function was to teach and much of the book of Proverbs
reflects a teaching setting. Another function of these schools which
developed over time was to grapple with the dilemma of human suffering
from a theological standpoint. These efforts resulted in, among other
works, the book of Kohelet.

Robert Gordis also speaks of schools (academies) conducted for
the upper classes and therefore reflecting a conservative nentllity.3
This is reflected for example in Kohelet's views on life after death.
Some of the literary output of wisdom schools of thought were designed
to inculcate practical commonsense. This lower wisdom is similar to
Von Rad's wisdom texts used in the schools. Speculative wisdom works
like Kohelet are at variance with this other wisdom but are products
of the same schools of thought.

However did these schools really exist and if so what form
did they take? Recently such conceptualizations of wisdom Lave been
viewed as unwarranted on the basis of our present knowledge. In The

Intellectual Tradition of the Old Testament, R. N. Whybray cites many

of the proof texts, which serve as direct evidence for such a pro-
fessional class to demonstrate that they prove little.® Therefore

he disassociates Proverbs, Job, and Kohelet, which are obviously works
of intellectual contemplation, from what was previously thought to be
their sociological setting. He shows that there is no case for
assuming a professional class of wise men engaged as counselors at
court, teachers in schools or as authors. Then Whybray seeks to

link the wise men not in a class but in a tradition. He achieves this
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by an analysis of their shared vocabulary of wisdom terms. First he
links Proverbs, Job and Kohelet on the basis of their extensive use
of the root BIN. Then he presents words which he also identifies as
central to these books. Inadvertently Kohelet's setting actually
becomes more difficult to identify in light of this work. This is
because the words basic to the thought of Job and Proverbs are often
absent in Kohelet while words basic to Kohelet are often absent from
Job and Proverbs. Whybray divides the words of central significance
for wisdom into four categories. They are words occurringonly in
Proverbs, Job and/or Kohelet, words occurring frequently both in
Proverbs. Job and/or Kohelet and also in other 0ld Testament traditions,
words characteristic of Proverbs, Job and Kohelet, but also occurring
occasionally in other 0ld Testament traditions and finally words
apparently exclusive to the Intellectual Tradition (which appear
throughout the Bible). Of particular interest are those words whick
Whybray believes to be exclusively part of Israel's wisdom tradition
(category four). Of these nine words only three appear in Kohelet
(7?03 ,730 ,1113) and one of them (1111) appears only once. In
category three which is of less value in identifying wisdom traditions
similarly excludes Kohelet. OQut of ten words none are found in
Kohelet., In the second category the link of Kohelet to the wisdom
tradition is only slightly better. Here seven of the twenty-three
words are shared by Kohelet and at least one other of the two biblical
wisdom books. Finally of words used exclusively in these books only
7%y is shared between books. This word appears fourteen times in

Proverbs and once in Kohelet.
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To my mind what this infers is that not only car we not assume
a class of professional wisdom teachers or the like out of which
Kohelet came, we are unable to assume literary tradition of the nature
Whybray seeks. Only the root 32N, it seems, connects the three on
this level. It appears 51 times in Kohelet, 82 times in Proverbs, and
28 times in Job. Still the 141 uses of this root in the rest of the
Bible prevent us from drawing out too much from its use in the threce.

Whybray has pointed to a lack of hard evidence for the exis-
tence of wisdom schools in Israel with its class of wisdom teachers.
Then he further isolates Kohelet (accidentally) on the basis of his
vocabulary. So we are left with a Kohelet who shares little in
respect to an identifiable tradition with the other wisdom books.
Of course Kohelet shares with the other wisdom authors the use of
proverbs and parables but this might reflect a common folk wisdom
background greater than Israel itself just as easily pointing to a more
developed relationship between more sophisticated authors. So Kohelet
stands very much alone.

Perhaps it is impossible to assign Kohelet a formal wisdom
role or status in the established order of his day yet we may be able
to assign him a different kind of place in relation to the thought
development of the Bible. Such a task was assumed by James L. Crenshaw
in his article "The Popular Questioning of the Justice of God in
Ancient Israel.“s Crenshaw postulates that Kohelet's inability to
find meaning anywhere comes as a violent reaction to a religious out-
look which affirmed a doctrine of just retribution in a world which

did measure up to it. Kohelet is a book of theodicy particularly
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in regard to the world's natural evil. He despairs denying divine
justice in the world as defined by the doctrine of retribution.
This theory though interesting fails to account for the whole of
Kohelet emphasizing only the negative. More will be said about this
helou.6 However, more important than the conclusions Crenshaw reaches
is one of his basic assumptions. That is that Kohelet, writing
sometime before 150-125 B,C.I,, did not live in isolation but was a
son of his people and his work was a product of their national life.7
For Crenshaw Kohelet's awareness of centuries of disillusionment
concerning the doctrine of retribution in Israelite thought leads
directly to Kohelet. From my perspective this assumption is the
starting point for a discussion of how the various elements in
Kohelet operate. Kohelet was part of the Jewish national life of his
age. With reasonable assurance we can label Kohelet one of the last
composed books of the Bible. The Hebrew in which it is composed, as
Robert Gordis has emphasized, appears to be late.8 It shares features
with both biblical and Mishnaic Hebrew and falls somewhere between
the two. Also the use of two Persian loan words, D119 (2:5) and
DanD (8:11) point to a post exile date. From the perspective of
content, Kohelet's awareness of a belief in an afterlife in which the
soul rises up (3:18-22) is not reflected in other biblical books,
except the later book of Daniel (12:1-3), but is found in later
Jewish thought.g

The superscription and more importantly 1:12 indicate that
Kohelet lived in Jerusalem or at the very least was aware of the

importance of the city as a center of wealth and activity and places




himself in the midst of it. Kohelet would have had to live in complete |
isolation not to have been aware of the historical and literary '
traditions which preceded him. Kohelet's broad use of stylistic
features such as proverbs, parables, parallel structures and biblical
imagery point to Kohelet's roots in the biblical world. By accepting
the assumption we gain a perspective from which to examine the plane
of Kohelet and better understand the interaction of the elements.
The elements as discussed before are the various features of the text
which belong to the world in which Kohelet lived and which are present
in the book (plane) in forms unquestionably dependent upon Kohelet,
From an understanding of the interaction of the elements we will gain
insight into Kohelet the person.

Let me turn to some passages discussed previously. Im 7:15-22
Kohelet outlines adefinition of righteous action, His definition is
one which considers man's disposition to do evil. According to Kohelet
only when one is cognizant of one's own wrong-doings can true
righteousness be achieved. In order to reach this conclusion Kohelet
brings several elements into interaction. The content elements are
the observation that evil people often succeed in life (verse 15c),
the doctrine which says that these people are punished by God (verse 17),
and the observation that all people have an evil side (verse 20 and
verses 21-22). These elements are present throughout the bible.
Kohelet's awareness that evil is oicen successful in spite of a belief
that it is punished while good is rewarded is very much part of the
biblical world. As Crenshaw points out in his previously mentioned

article the doctrine of retribution was central to Israel's theology.
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That this doctrine was not borne out in reality was troubling to
say the least, Micah 2:1 reflects this anguish,

pniaden-Yy ¥1 Yy 1IR-?avn *a
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Woe to those who devise wickedness and work

evil upon their beds. When the morning

dawns they perform it because it is in the

power of their hands.
Kohelet combines this with the awareness of evil's universal
character,

With these elements present, one might expect Kohelet to
develop them such that Kohelet's views on divine retribution might
be aired since this is so central to biblical thought. However,
Kohelet employs them to communicate in another related area. He
speaks on how to be righteous. Kohelet does this, as noted above,
by playing off the righteous against the wicked with parallelism
which is of course basic to biblical expression and by introducing
the element of evil's universality with another old form, the proverb.
Three things may be noted from the interaction cof the elements.

First considering the centrality of a doctrine of retribution and the
problem of evil for biblical thought the use of these elements to
arrive at a definition of righteous action without mention of these
central ideas is surprising. This is an indication that Kohelet's
primary concern is not with the meaninglessness of the universe
reflected in the lack of just retribution in the world. According
to Crenshaw this would have represented a reaction to dissatisfaction
with the incompatibility of the doctrine of retribution and reality.

What I believe to be in fact his prime concern will be developed
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below. Second the direction in which Kohelet does move is itself
traditional.

Gordis speaks of Kohelet as an unconventional thinker when

10

he notes Kohelet's relationship to the wisdom movement in general,
He also notes Kohelet's basic conservatism and traditional use of
proverbial ethical teachings and again points to the wisdom move-
ment as their source. 1 wish to take Kohelet's conservatism one
step further. Many of Kohelet's developed teachings, that is
teachings not simply given in proverbs but which are developed in a
passage within the context of several verses are 'Conventional" in a
basically fundamental sense. Tha is they share with other wisdom
writings, particularly Proverb and Ben Sirah, the quest to map out a
guide for proper behavior and proper living. Kohelet is not uncon-
ventional. Rather he develops in his own innovative way "conventional
concepts. This is not to say that nothing in Kohelet is in variance
with what came before him. Indeed Kohelet's bitter appraisal of life
as hevel would be striking in any religious tradition which affirms
life's value and the goodness of God. Yet Kohelet's concern here and
elsewhere is with a plan for living in such a world. His unconven=-
tionality is confined to how he understands the problem of trying to
live in a world of hevel and his solution concerning what constitutes
proper behavior. This is better labeled innovative than unconventional.
That Kohelet was the son of his nation is reflected in his
conservatism and is basic to his world view. This view included the
age old affirmation of righteous acts and the propriety of each

receiving his just rewards in life. This passage, if anything,
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harmonizes the necessity of righteousness with Kohelet's observation
that the world is basically marked by injustice by both the YUY and
the P?7¥. More will be said about Kohelet's basic tie to other
wisdom works later.

The third insight gained from an awareness of how the elements
of 7:15-22 interact relates to the literary elements. As noted
above, this passage contains three parallel lines (one synonymous,
one antithetical, and one synthetic) and a proverb tied together
within a framework of observation. Proverbs and parallelisms tie
Kohelet to artistic biblical and Ancient Near Eastern wisdom tra-

ditions.l1

However Kohelet takes these literary forms to a new
level of development. Kohelet here through his observational frame-
work displays his rare gift for communicating. This is easily shown
by contrastiag the books grouped before because of the intellectual
activity they represent. VD is primarily composed of D7D,

R. B. Y. Scott has remarked that the reader of the literary proverbs
is struck by the almost complete lack of conl:iauity.12 The folk
proverbs he identifies only break up the prevalent monotony. This
book is a collection or series of collections of the wisdom of
Israel. In a sense it is boring. Collections simply do not make
for the easy reading we find in Kohelet. When Kohelet uses a proverb,
its context often enhances our appreciation. In 7:19 this is demon-
strated.
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Wisdom strengthens the wise better than ten
rulers who were in the city.

———
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This proverb is an integral part of the passage as noted above when
7:15-22 was examined.13

The same may be said for Job. 1Its author has a command of
proverbs. Yet unlike Kohelet Job is not the kind of book one could
sit down to read in an afternoon. Job was written solely for con-
templative reading. Kohelet, though best studied over the years,
does lend itself because of its length and readability to a casual
reading. This is a tribute to Kohelet's skills of communication.
Kohelet is somewhere between the short proverbs of *%¥n and the Joban
depths. Kohelet is developing his varied thoughts in relatively
short spaces. His style is homiletical., In some ways his style is
comparable to Ben Sirah. There too ideas are communicated in small
passages. However Ben Sirah relies heavily upon proverbs and
songs to wisdom and does not carry the freshness which Kohelet
maintains throughout the book. Kohelet's talents as a writer set
his off from the reminder of the Bible, while his message connects
him to the biblical tradition.

The comparison created in 6:1-6 which was studied abovelé
bears out Kohelet's ties to the biblical tradition., 6:1-6 contain
the content elements nf observation, comparison and condemnation.
Kohelet has observed the fate of the rich man who does not emjoy his
wealth and condemns him, comparing him negatively to the 223. He
declares his message through descriptions of the rich man's plight and
the stillborn's sorry state, which are replete with biblical imagery.
What is most striking about this passage is Kchelet's vehemence when

attacking the rich man. Anger which seems better suited to a prophet
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than a sage. This attack certainly does not reflect the kind of
conservatism of which Gordis speaks, which comes from Kohelet's
close identification with the upper classes. These upper classes
must have had among their ranks the kind of men Kohelet describes
here. Would the spokesman for ruch a group have so chastized his
own constituents? However Kohelet's traditional background is in a
different way reflected in this passage.

In 7:15-22 Kohelet dealt with the familiar problem of how to
live a righteous life. The question was traditional as was the
solution yet it reflected Kohelet's unique perspective. Here
Kohelet tackles a corollary of this question. He explores a life which
he does not admire to discover its fault and condemn it. Im this
search the underlying issue is still the same. Koheletr seeks to
discover the proper way to live. As stated before he shares this
concern with Proverbs and Ben Sirah. Here Kohelet's condemnation of
a group of men who may have wielded a good measure of power in the
upper classes of Israel should not be labeled unconventional but
brave. Beginning with the promise that the world lacks intrinsic
worth (also a brave view) stated first in 1:2, it is logical from his
point of view that pleasure in the here and now carries value. Yet
his ability to examine a possibly influential group which thought
itself well off and conclude that its members waste their lives is
bravery. This bravery comes out of his traditional quest for a proper
mode of behavior.

That the whole book reflects this search is demonstrated by the

question posed by Kohelet at the beginning of the book.




60

paen nnn Yayce 1%ny-%31 0IKY 11In2-nn

What profit does a man have in all his
labors which he completes under the sun?

I see this question as Kohelet's unique formulation of a question

which is basic to Israel's wisdom search.l’ The question is a further

inquiry into the idea captured in Proverbs 14:23.,
11pNRY 1K OPhBE AT AT ayy-%a

In all toil there is profit but mere talk
tends only to want.

Kohelet seeks to examine the nature of that profit. He finds that
this profit is not lasting or meaningful on a cosmic level. This
comes out of Kohelet's unique observation of the world of hevel. He
discovers his profit in simple human pleasures. That Kohelet is
able to talk positively about profit in a world marked by hevel
demonstrates his predisposition to answer his initial question,.
The truly unconventional thinker, given Kohelet's observations about
the world's hevel would have found no profit in life at all. Then,
of course, this book would not have been written since its purpose
is to identify the profit.

A. G. Wright has written a seminal article which employs

16 In his study he downplays the

"New Criticism" to analyze Kohelet.
importance of this question by claiming that 1:2-11 is a poem which
falls outside the tight structure of the book. Not surprisingly,
without the introductory question Kohelet's greatness shrivels.
According to Wright the book is divided into two parts. Part one

(1:12-6:9) is an investigation of life followed by (6:10-11:6)

Kohelet's conclusions, The work of this thinker is reduced to the
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conclusions that man cannot find out what is good for him to do and

man will not know what will come after him. This study based upon

the appearances of key phrases throughout the book reduces Kohelet's

sensitive observations and insights into world affairs to two dry

morsels of bread. More to my liking is H. L. Ginsberg's division of

Kohelet into four main sections.l? Ginsberg recognizes the impor-

tance of gaining pleasure from one's toil as its answer. This

answer concludes the first section in 2:26 and is the "practical

lesson of each one of the four Main Divisions (1:2-2:26, 3:1-4:3,

4:4-6:9, 6:10-12:8) of the book." While I am unconvinced as to the

accuracy of such divisions or in fact the presence of such a structure

in the book at all, Ginsberg highlights Kohelet's central focus.
Ginsberg also points out something else about Kohelet. If

we accept the question and solution format for the book, which seeks

to deal with the real crisis of man to find meaning (or profit) in

his life lived in a world of meaninglessness (hevel) by valuing pleasure,

how do we understand Kohelet's remarks in 2:2, which criticize pleasure?

nwy at-an annp'7r Y7an rnank paney

Concerning laughter I think it is madness
and joy . . .what does it achieve.

Also Kohelet's praise of mourning over revelry in 7:2-4 raises
questions as to Kohelet's commitment to pleasure. Both only show
that Kohelet was a sensitive thinker who advised men concerning the
benefits of pleasure but who did not advocate base pleasure seeking
or elevate pleasure above all other values. These give us insight
into other insights of Kohelet and place his views on pleasure in%o

their proper perspective.
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Returning to 6:1-6 I mentioned above the angry disdain Kohelet
holds in the passage for people who fail to enjoy life though they
have the means at their disposal.ls The anger generated by the con-
trasting images again shows Kohelet's homiletical skills in communi-
cating his ideas. An unanswered question related to passages like
this one which speak to us forcefully is what were their settings?

An educated guess is the best we can do in answering it. If we

begin our reasoning from a perspective discussed and doubted before,
that Kohelet was some sort of teacher in a widsom school we might
assume the book to be a part of his teaching. Besides the weakness
of the basic assumption that Kohelet was a teacher in a wisdom academy
other considerations lead us away from viewing the book as a teaching
tool. One has to wonder what place these teachings would have in a
curriculum based upon the less challenging guidance displayed in
Proverbs. Was Kohelet teaching advanced courses or was his school a
radical one? Both questions strain our knowledge of the situation
and compel us to seek another setting for Kohelet.

Perhaps it is composed of speeches or a speech given to a non-
school audience, one well suited to appreciate his message. This view
would comport well with the widely held understanding of Rn7 as
assembler or speaker. However the words of Kohelet don't really
work as a speech. Kohelet changes subjects too quickly to consider
the whole book as a speech while the individual passages are too short.
Nor are the passages outlines of speeches since their well conceived
literary structure suggests that they are in their final form at

present, with no need to be fleshed out.




Instead 1 think that Kohelet's communication as presented in
the book was written to be read. The book is composed of a series
of passages centered around but not all dependent upon Kohelet's
introductory question. They are his composed thoughts. Therefore
I would understand N717 to mean the collector as in the collection
of Kohelet's observations and teachings.

This understanding of the book finds support in a recent
article by Michael Fox, Fox examines the role of the editor of
the book. He determines that the editor is really a frame-narrator
who presents Kohelet's views in a literary format much like Deuteronomy
(excluding 4:41-43, 32:48-52, and 34:1-12) is a frame-narrative
containing Moses' first person monologue. Again similar to Deuteronomy
the true author of the book is the edicor although he may draw upon
older material Fox's work opens up a new path for the study of
Kohelet. He has linked Kohelet to a literary form (frame-narrative)
which understands the book as it is in regard to its style.

Another passage discussed at length before was 7:1-10. 1In
this passage Kohelet deals with some of the less joyous aspects of
life which he values for their benefit for man. The passage is
centered around a series of IB...310 or "better than" proverbs.

They demonstrate the depths to which Kohelet's creative roots go.
Glendon E. Bryce in his article on these proverbs traces their origin

back perhaps as far as 2600 B.C.E.zc In the Egyptian Wisdom of

Kogemni it says

Then it was good in their hearts more than
anything which was in this whole land.
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Yet as Bryce notes Kohelet's use of these proverbs as a foundation
of a passage is a literary advance, Graham S. Ogden followed Bryce
and studied the "better than' proverb in Kohelet in his article "The

21 ga described

'Better' Proverb, Rhetorical Criticism, and Qoheleth,"
Kohelet's use of this proverb not only in 7:10 but in their other
occurrences in Kohelet. He discusses 4:2-3, 6, 13, 17; 5:4; 6:3;
6:9; 9:4, 16, 17-18 plus those found in 7:1-13 which Ogden treats

as a unity. These proverbs do not declare fixed values but often
seek out relative values. Kohelet's broad use of the proverb tells
us something about his thinking. Kohelet is not a rigid thinker.

He is sensitive to relative values. As mentioned above while he
advocates pleasure as the profit of life, he does not rigidly stand
by pleasure seeking. Other values, like gaining a perspective on
our human existence, which for Kohelet is necessary for one to
realize the value of pleasure, is preferred before pleasure in 7:2-4.
Kohelet is seeking out a way for man to cope in this world. He is
open to a variety of avenues, Pleasure is not a value which is
opposed to experiencing sorrow or going to a mourning house. Rather
both can help man to cope with his reality.

Kohelet's openness to a variety of life experiences is captured
particularly in 3:1-9, After explaining how there is a proper time
for all behavior (verses 1-8) he asks

Ry NI NI Avayn 11n7-an
What profit has a worker in his toil?
The question is always at the center of Kohelet's search. This pas-

sage demonstrates the basic dialectic of Kohelet's thought. Two
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items are played off each other throughout the book. One is Kohelet's
observations of the world from 732 730 ©29720 720 to NENA-AX MDD N,
The other is Kohelet's attempt to find the profit in man's existence
and guide the individual to that profit. The second of these two as
described above ties Kohelet tc other wisdom writers. It is Kohelet's
observations and the directions they force him to go which give the
book its '"unconventional" appearance and which highlights Kohelet's
sensitivity. Crenshaw's view that Kohelet is a reaction to dis-
satisfaction with divine justice makes sense when speaking of his
observations. The world for Kohelet is a cold abode for man. A place
of cosmic injustices and human injustices. A place where both the
rich and the poor as well as the beast lead equally poor lives.
Kohelet observes all this in others and in addition in his life carried
out a number of experiments (1:12-2:26) which really amount to his
observing his own life, As a result of his observations and in
response to his quest to discover the profit in man's labors he
formulates his pleasure principle. As he says at the end of his
experiments and elsewhere the ability to enjoy is divine (X?1 D7
1°n) while the one who cannot enjoy the fruits of his labors will
suffer from the lack of enjcyment and someone else will enjoy them.
This too Kohelet observes is part of the hevel of existence.

Similarly after Kohelet repeats his introductory question im 3:9

he observes the vexation (]73yn) which afflicts man. It is his

desire for meaning in the world as expressed in the search for eternity
without the ability to comprehend at all the universe. So Kohelet

recommends the available gift of God: the enjoyment of life.
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So far I have described in terms of his writings. Can we
from this understanding focus in on the person? From his experi-
ments we learn that he was extremely rich, lived in Jerusalem and
was King in Israel. Where fact ends and fantasy begins is difficult
to determine with any accuracy. He could not have really meant that
he was indeed D?%2171 170 king of course, unless we point 170 with H,

L. Ginsberg and translate "property holder "% Perhaps he only wrote

of the holy city rather than in it, As for his money, his expenditures
(2:4-10) cover them unless they only create an image, like the rich

man of 6:1-6, drawn in the extreme. Kohelet claims to be the richest
person ever to live in Jerusalem. Unless he was king he is lying to
some point concerning his wealth. We will never learn the facts of
Kohelet's life. At best we can get a feeling for his life. His
observations say much about him. Though he recommends pleasure with
his view of the human predicament I doubt he enjoyed much. He saw

the world not as capricious but as a place whose mystery was unknowable
and frustratingly painful. He could not help but to be deeply

affected by injustice he saw in the envy between men to the very

basics of the universe. Yet he defied his own pessimism seeking to
alleviate the pain he sees in our lives with simple pleasure. He

knew it was not a lasting value and perhaps for him it did not work
anymore (2:2) but it is a way to cope. In short, he was a sensitive
observer of human suffering who used his insightful mind to help

suffering humanity cope.
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CHAPTER V

KOHELET WITHIN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST

What was Kohelet's relationship to Ancient Near Eastern
wisdom literature?

This chapter will investigate Kohelet's Ancient Near Eastern
connection. I will divide my work into three parts. First, I will
describe the general considerations which come into play when
examining Kohelet's relationship to the literature. Second, I will
focus in on Kohelet's use of literary forms in common with other
literature and third, I will focus in on themes and content of this
wisdom relationship. Afterwards 1 will draw my conclusions.

In the last chapter Kohelet's ties to other intellectual creations
of the biblical tradition were examined. 1 agreed early in that search
with the basic thesis of R. N. Whybray concerning the interrelationship
of these authors and their common roles in lsraelite culture.l Simp.y
put, Whybray contends that on the basis of hard evidence we are in no
position to speak of the existence of "wisdom schools" neither as
academics nor thought traditions for ancient Israel. Since we can-
not speak of an organizational structure for wisdom writers to which
Kohelet belonged we cannot speak about the Ancient Near Eastern wisdom
traditions influencing or serving as the model of Israel's tradition,
Therefore the maximum amount of influence we can assign to extra-
biblical wisdom will be limited because of the lack of formal con-
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nection between nonexistent wisdom schools. At the same time this
irfluence is potentially more significant for our study since its
importance cannot be diminished because of supposed mediation
through Israel's wisdom schools.

Like the books of the Bible which reflect intellectual activity
Ancient Near Eastern writings are marked by their use of certain
literary forms. Kohelet relies heavily upon proverbs in his writing
as explained above.2 Proverbs are found in various places within
passages and even form the basis of the passage which begins chapter
seven. This form is also present in Babylonian and Egyptian writings.
The common use of this form by writers in all three places by itself
tells us little concerning any possible connection between these writers.
As was the case with the shared use of proverbs among Israel's sages,
this may reflect only a common folk wisdom background. The proverb
is such a basic wisdom form in so many places it is difficult to draw
conclusions from its use throughout the Ancient Near East, However
from Kohelet's usage of proverbs a certain link to other Ancient
Near Eastern wisdom can be observed.

In an article previously cited Glendon Bryce traces the use of

a certain type of proverb from an Egyptian work, The Wisdom of

Kagemni to Kohelet.3 1 called this comparative proverb the "better

than" proverb because of its structure {1B...11) and because its
function is to compare one item as more favorable than another without
necessarily conveying the real value or lack of it in either item.
This function of the "better than" proverb is especially important

for Kohelet in expressing his message, since in his understanding
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of the world nothing has lasting value and all is hevel. Therefore
it is not surprising that this form is so important for Kohelet,
As mentioned above Kohelet uses this form in two important ways.
First he creates triple comparisons as in 4:2-3. Second he bases
7:1~-10 on this type of proverb. Kohelet's innovative use of this
older form does not prove Kohelet's relationship to older sources
where this form is found but it does point to the developing character
of the wisdom form over the centuries and the ability of Kohelet
to adapt a form and make it his own.

Michael Fox in a previously cited article calls Kohelet a
ftame-narrative.h If he is correct it would link Kohelet to other
frame-narratives. Fox cites three such narratives from Egypt: The

Instruction of Kagemeni, The Prophecy of Neferti and The Complaint

of Ipuwer.

Looking eastward to Babylonia we do find direct evidence of a

possible direct connection between Kohelet and another proverbial-like

source. Aaron Shaffer in his article "22-0 ,71 n%ap Yv nDav¥DID?na yma®

attempts to find a connection between Kohelet 4:9-12 and Akkadian and
Sumerian sources.5 lie cites lines 99-107 of the myth of Gilgamesh in
the Land of the Living. Chart number one contains Shaffer's tran-
scription of the text, his Hebrew translation, S. N. Kramer's English
translation of the same text and Kohelet ﬁ:9-12.6 The comparison

of the texts indicates two things. First is the occurrence in both

texts of the same three ply item as a metaphor indicating strength

in numbers. Second, both texts use the proverbial saying as the "proof"

of the preceding line which speaks of the strength of two working




99. O my master, journcy thou to the ‘land,’ I will journcy
to the aity,
100. I will s/l thy mother of thy glory, lez Aer shout,

101. I will 22/l her of thy ensuing death, [les Aer) shed bitter
tears.”

103, “Fwﬁ:ke'ualhr will not die, the Joaded boat will not
104, The three-ply cloth will not be cut,

105. The ... will not be overwhelmed,

' 106. House (and) hut, fire will not destroy. (110)
107. Do thou Aelp me (and) I will Aelp thee, what can
happen to us?

Gilgamesh in the Land of the

Living, translated by 5. N.

Kramer in Ancient Near Eastern
l Texts, J. Pritchard p. 49,

(Tine 102 omitted).

Kchelet 4:9-12
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together. For Shaffer this indicates Kohelet's awareness of the
Summerian texts as mediated through a composite Akkadian text.
This text he mentions in a follow-up article exists only in fragmentary
form (chart number tuo).7

Did Kohelet have this passage in front of him? Did he model
his passage upon this Gilgamesh myth? Supporting this view is a
similar connection between Kohelet 9:7-9 and the Akkadian text
Vat 4105 column iiia which is presented in chart number three along
with W. A, Speiser's translation.g H, L. Ginsberg in "The Quintessence
of Kohelet" claims that Kohelet was influence by the Akkadian.lo In
this instance the comparison is striking, yet the theme is not unique.

11

On chart number four is the Egyptian text A Song of the Harper.

This text also has a similar ring to it., Still on its own merits the
common use of the metaphor of a three ply item may indicate Kohelet's
awareness of the text in question, or it might indicate Kohelet's
awareness of another source which makes use of this metaphor. This
metaphor might have even been part of a folk wisdom tradition used
by both Kohelet and the Babylonian author in a literary form. What
1 do see in the two occurrences of this image is the use of a proverb
to seal an argument and the common use of an image of three to seal
an argument about the strength of two. Thic signifies at least a
similar approach to proverbs and their role in a text.

Other Babylonian literary works point to a possible similarity
between themselves and Kohelet. The Counsels of a Pessimist speaks
of remaining pious though cognizant of the impermanence of human

endeavors.12 Kohelet too argues for respect for the cult 5:3-4

- o g— -
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1. “Gilgamesh, whither rovest thou?

2. The lifc thou pursuest thou shalt not find.
3. When the gods created mankind,

4. Death for mankind they set aside,

5, Life in their own hands retaining.

6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11,
12,
13.

Thou, Gilgamesh, let full be thy belly,
Make thou merry'** by day and by night.
Of each day make thou a feast of rejoicing,
Day and night dance thou and play|

Let thy garments be sparkling fresh,

Thy head be washed; bathe thou in water.

VAT 4105, Col. Il

6. at-ta *G18 lu ma-li ka-ra-af-ka

7. wr-ri & mu-§i pi-ta-at-tu at-1a

8. ug-mi-fa-am fu-ku-un pi-du-tam

9, wr-rl & mu-3i su-ur & me-li-il
10. Ju d+bu-bu gi-ba-tu-ka
11. gd-gd-ad-ka lu me-si me-e lu ra-am-ka-ta
12, pi-ub-bi ge-ep-ra-am sa-bi-tu qd-ti-ka

Pay heed to the little one that holds on to thy hand, 13- mar-bi-tum li-ip-1a-ad-da-a-am I-na su-ni-ka

Let thy spouse delight in thy bosom|

14, For this is the task of (mankind] "

The Epic of Gilgamesh,
translation by W. A. Speiser
in Ancient Near Eastern Texts,
J. Pritchards, p. 90,
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The song which is in the House of King Intef, the
:;'rumpham. and which is before the singer with the
'

Prosperous is he, this good prince,

Even though good fortune may suffer harm!*

Generations pass away, and others remain

Since the time of the ancestors."

The gods who lived formerly rest in their pyramids,

The beatified dead also, buried in their pyramide’ (5)

And they who built houses—their places are not.

See what has been made of them!

I h>ve heard the words of liem-hotep and Hor-dedef,

With whose discourses men speak so much.*

What are their places (now) ?

Their walls are broken apart, and their places are
not—

As though they had never been!

There is none who comes back from (over) there,

That he may tell their state,

That he may tell their needs,

That he may still our hearts,

Until we (too) may travel to the place where they
have gone.

Chart Number Four

Let thy desire flourish,
In order to let thy heart forget the beatifications for
thee."

Follow thy desire, as long as thou shalt live.
Put myrrh upon thy head and clothing of fine linen

upon thee, (10)
Bcirl::n anointed with genuine marvels of the god's
property. :
Set an increase to thy good things;
Let not thy heart flag.

Follow thy desire and thy good,
Fulilfill thy needs upon earth, after the command of
y heart,
Until there come for thee that day of mourning.
The Weary [of Heart] hears not their
[mourn]ing,* (vii1)

Andwnhnt saves not the heart of 2 man from the
underworld.”

Rermain: Make holiday, and weary not therein|

Behold, it is not given to 2 man to take his property
with him.

Behald.ltbmimotonewhodepmwhomhck
agan -

A Song of the Harper, translated by J. A. Wislon in
Ancient Near Eastern Texts, J. Pritchard, p. 467,
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while he observes the impermanence of our works, 1In the Dialogue
of Pessimism a slave finds reasons to agree with his master's
fickle whims.13 Finally after several changes of mind on the master's
part he asks the slave to speak his mind on what is good to do. The
slave recommends death. The ability of this author to see two sides
of various activities might be seen as reminiscent of Kohelet's
openness, For example Kohelet recommends pleasure yet calls it folly
and prefers sadness to it. The upper class setting is also similar
to Kohelet. However the connections between these works and Kohelet
are superficial. More important for us to note is the lack of
connection between the pessimism of these works and Kohelet. For example
though Kohelet at one point praises the dead over the living he does
not consider death a good thing.
AN A2INA-TN AP NIA 20 aAY¥aY-22
Better a living dog than a dead lion. (9:4b)
shows that he prefers life to death. More importantly Kohelet's
whole tone is not pessimistic, His observations might be labeled
as pessimistic yet his purpose is to find that which is positive
in existence.
Kohelet's ability to rise above his pessimistic observations
while in Babylonia they were composing pessimistic works points
toward our next area of study. This is the content of the Mesopotamian
and Egyptian wisdom traditions themselves and how they relate to Kohelet,
Are the purposes for composing other wisdom pieces similar to Kohelet's
purposes. For the wisdom works of Mesopotamia the answer is a qualified

no.

—— el
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W. G. Lambert in the introductory essay to his volume,

Babylonian Wisdom Literature denies the existence of an organized

wisdom tradition for Mesopotamia on the lines of the tradition often

4

claimed for Israel.” He uses the term only "for a group of texts

which correspond in subject matter with Hebrew Wisdom books."lS
Nevertheless Lambert indicates a fundamental source of inspiration

for this literature. This is the change in the conceptualization of
the gods in this region. These people went from understanding their
gods as resembling the forces of nature in their moral conduct to

a conceptualization reflecting personification. This change took place
in the beginning of the second millenium B.C.E. When this occurred
they "tried to fit the universe into moral laws springing from the
human conscience."16 Lambert continues, "like all such attempts this
raises intellectual and moral difficulties and these are the background

t.“l7 As mentiouned

against which the texts here edited are to be se
above Crenshaw sees a similar process at work in Israel. For Kohelat
his conclusions make sense in a limited way. Kohelet's observations,
which form the first step of his search for value in life, is a reaction
to a telief in a moral God whose actions are predictable in human terms
(though Kohelet concludes that God's actions are in fact unpredictable).
This connection between Kohelet and Mesopotamian thought does not
constitute a causal relationship but it can provide a perspective

from which to view the thought of both., One Mesopotamian development
which parallels very closely the thinking is in Gilgamesh in the Land
of the Living. In this previously cited passage, Gilgamesh faced with

the inevitability of death, which may have been seen as unjust, is
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advised to enjoy life (cf. Kohelet 9:7-9). Other passages do not

make such complete parallels with Kohelet. Though they come out

of the anguish with the real difficulties concerning the difficulties

of a belief in moral gods, they do not reach a positive conclusion

on how to cope. The Dialogue of Pessimism for example concludes

that suicide is only good for the master to do. The author was

unable to go beyond his pessimism. The reasons for this are unknown

but perhaps that which caused Kohelet to seek an answer to his question
DIN7 11707 AB rather than just report his observations was missing

for this author.

Egypt's wisdom literature instead of reacting to an unworkable
conceptualization of divine morality is rooted in the positive affirmation
of such a reality. The concept of Maat is central to all Egyptian
wisdom literature, According to llenri Frankfort, Maat can be
defined as "the divine order erected at the time of the creation;
this order is manifest in nature through the normal course of events;
it is manifest in society as righteousness; and it is manifest in the
life of the individual as truth."'® Ernest Wirthwein in his article
"Egyptian Wisdom and the 0ld Testament"lg follows up on this under-
standing of Maat and its centrality to FEgyptian wisdom. He characterizes
Egyptian wisdom's understanding of existence in the following manner.
"First life proceeds according to a fixed order. Second, this order
is teachable and learnable. Third, man is thereby handed an instrument
with which to determine and secure his way through life. Because,
fourth, God himself must pattern himself according to this order,

this law."20
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Kohelet, as Wurthwien notes, does not share this understanding.
He is willing to accept the existence of a cosmic ordering of the
world, God's actions are everlasting (3:14). Each action is done
in its correct time (3:1-11). Yet wisdom, the way onme might think
to gain an understanding of this order is powerless to puzzle it out.

nIKY7 anon ny1? 22%-08 PNN) PRI
A%7921 0171 DA 73 YINA-YY APYI RN 173YN-DN
D?ATND APYR-22-DK TAINIY AN 132N 17279] A
Pyl PR APYRA-NR RIYRY7 DTN 7217 K% )
NYD? K71 PP2? DIND YnY? YeN Ywa phea-nnn
:N¥nY7 92712 XY ry1HY DInA WRNY-DN DAY
When I applied my mind to know wisdom and observe
the business which is dome on earth for neither
day nor night one finds rest, I observed the
work of God in that man cannot discover the deed
done under the sun. No matter how much a man work
to discover it, he will not find it., Also even
if a sage claim to know he cannot fathom it. (8:16-17)

Kohelet, however, does describe the cosmic order withour
attempting to comprehend it. First, as noted before, Kohelet states
that each event does have a specific moment for its existence. Second
Kohelet notes that death ends at least from the luman perspective this
cosmic order., Death ends all ranking.

In my opinion Kohelet's and Egypt's attempts to define a cosmic
order, like Mesopotamia's attempt to assign human moral qualities to
the gods, is evidence of their common effort to use their intellects
to comprehend existence within their givenworlds. Yet Kohelet rises
above the temptation to order creution. Observing the harsh amoral
realities of existence he does not claim to completely comprehend

it all, The most obvious of the realities, death, is for Kohelet

the border of his knowledge of the cosmic order.

e ———
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The writers of Mesopotamia also speak out of their anguish
over what they observed as the unfair suffering of the righteous.
However they were unable to take the next step. Kohelet within this
troubling reality seeks value for man. This value he finds in
pleasure. Even in the passage quoted above where Gilgamesh is
advised in the face of death to enjoy, which parallels Kohelet
9:7-9, pleasure is advised only as an alternative to the quest for
immortality. In Kohelet it is awarded value on its own.

In conclusion, on the level of literary forms as exemplified
by the use of proverbs, little may be said with certainty about a
connection between Kohelet and Ancient Near Eastern wisdom. Parallels
do exist but do not necessarily indicate influence. Such influence
may indeed have existed but our knowledge of the nature of wisdom,
especially in regard to Israel, prevents us from saying more.

When speaking of the perspective from which this wisdom was
written we can say more. Kohelet's perspective is fundamentally
different from the view of Egyptian and Mesopotamian wisdom. Kohelet,
like other sages, begins with an intellectualization of reality.
However we are unable to identify a source of influence for this
universal activity. Regardless Kohelet's own perspective goes
beyond this. He recognizes the limits of his mind and yet goes on

to seek value for man. Kohelet in this respect stands alone.



al
h
v

.

4
]

=

CHAPTER V

NOTES

3 See above pp. 50-52.

2 See above pp. 31-46.

3 See above pp. 63-64.

. See above pp. 63.
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? The Epic of Gilgamesh, J. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern
Texts (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1955), p. 90.

19 Biblical and Other Studies, Ed. A. Altmann (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1963), pp. 47-59.

: A Song of the llarper, Trans. J. A. Wilson. In J. Pritchard,
Ancient Near Eastern Texts (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1955),

p. 467.

" W. G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1960), pp. 107-109.

13 1bid., pp. 139-149.

82



PEREST BRIV o AT S £ - =
Co? o Fanrp ik T

83

- Ibid., pp. 1-20.

3 5u8d., 9. 1.

16 1oid., p. 7
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8 Ancient Egyptian Religion (New York: Haper, 1948), p. 63.

e Studies in Ancient Israelite Wisdom, Ed. J. L. Crenshaw,
(New York: Ktav, 1976), pp. 113-133, (originally published as
"Die Weisheit Agyptens und das Alte Testeament; Rede zure Rektorat-
siilbergabe arm 29. November 1958," Schriften der ﬂilips—llnivcrsita’t
Marburg, Volume VI (Marburg: N. G. Elwer Verlag, 1960).

20 ypid., p. 119.
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CORCLUSION

Kohelet was a perceptive observer of life. His observations
show his unique abilities to see the world without recourse to rose
colored glasses. Yet the root cause of his dire outlook was a
general dissatisfaction with a world which failed to comport to a
moral world view. He is a unique observer who stood within a
tradition.

Kohelet's conclusion that we should enjoy ourselves is also
unique. He gives value to pleasure. Yet this advance in biblical
thought comes out of his desire to fulfill the sage's traditionmal
role to provide a proper way for men to live.

The seme is true for his use of literary forms and styles.
His tools are th: traditional tools of the sages. However Kohelet
forges with these yon 2117 all his own. The beauty of his words
show an artistry rare in a sage. Kohelet combines the ARIN of the
poet with that of the sage.

Therefore Kohelet is unique but not without ties to his
world and its past. He stood alone yet others stood behind him.
After all it was he who said, "There is a )37 about which someone
says, 'See this is something new!' Behold it has existed for
generations which were before us."” Kohelet's words are Y30 717 and

yet they existed for generations.
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