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DIGEST 

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 s tudying the book and the mode 

of my study. I will attempt to und er stand the book within its 

literary and cultural settinF 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 th e 

whole of his message. 

The first s ec tion of the main body contains three investigations 

into sel~c ted 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 the se e lements to highlight a new problem. 

That is the righteous person who suffers bec~use of his righteousness, 

Kohelet has contrasted the righteous man against the wicked to indi

cate th e limits of r~ghteousness . This investigation by Kohel e t 

helps the r eader to understand the bes t way t o l ead t he righteous li fe . 

Kohelet's us e o f language :s traditional as is his bas i c 

morality, ye t 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 e l eme11ts, wi t hin a formal structur e. 
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lterc Kohelet ' s imagery when comparing t he best and the worst of 

possib l e human existences is particu l arly vivid. As in 7:15-22 the 

comparis~n is employed in order to po i nt to a weakness in the life

style we migh t assume to be superior . Kohelet's sharp ly worded point 

is that the "good" l i fe without enjoyment is worse than the worst 

possib l e existence. 

~ohe let employed t r aditional elements to make a statement all 

his own. In addition the suspenseful s t yle, structure and v ivid 

imagery of this passage point to Kohelet ' s homiletical ta l ents. 

The third chap ter is concerned with the prover bs found in 

Kohelet. In the book proverbs are found in a wid e variety of 

situations, which indicate Kohelet's artistry. Of particular 

interes t are 9:13-10:1 wher e in a series of proverbs concludes a 

passage and 7:10 which is a passage centered around a series of 

similarly constructed pr overbs. 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. Init ial ly 

Kohelet's relation to o the r biulical wisdom writers is investigated. 

As we move f r om this study wt are ~ble to und erstand Kohelet's 

motivation for writing the book ab well as the significance of his 

message . This in turn yie lds insight to understand Kohelet, the 

thinker. 
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The fifth chapter deals with the book's r elation to Ancient 

Near Eastern wisdom literature. Kohelet shared much with Ancient 

Near Eastern wisdom writers. Hib style, the forms in which he framed 

his message and the type of inte llectual 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 ~'Titers. 

Therefore I conclude that although Kohe l e t shared much in 

common with his world and spoke from within that context, his 

artistry and thinkin& went beyond that which preceded him and indeed 

he did stand 3lone. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Ttie goal of t his thesis is to determine on one hand the l eve l 

and nature of dependence of Kohelet upon other authors and traditions . 

On the other hand 1 seek t o determine the nature and extent of 

Kohelet's i ndependence from those sources. 1 have summed up this 

quest in the title : "Kohel e t - Did He Stand Alone?" 

In general l directed my studies along the follow ing l ines. 

My approach to the book of Kohe l et will talte advantage of the one 

point of agreement among those who have studied th e book , that being 

the book ' s complexity. Scholarship t hr ough the ages has sough t to 

expla i n th is complexi t y. Several times multiple author ( or contri

butor) theories have been put forth. Various authors wou ld have 

a variety of experiences, o~j ectives and li terar y tal ents. Toge t her 

they have cr eated the complexity of Kohelet, though per haps con-

fusion wou ld be the be tte r objective her e. Others have heard two 

voices in t he words of Kohelet engage i n dialogue. More r ecentl y 

great man theories have been put forth. It is thought that Kohelet 

is essentially a book wri t t en by one man, though the Book is not 

necessa r ily a unified e ssay . This single Kohele t embodies the qual i ties 

attributed to multiple Koi1elets, He must have been a worldly 

i ndividual acquaint ed with much of the thought of his day, skilled i n 

a varie ty of literary genres, and steeped i n the traditions of Israel. 

(Looking back we can speculate that the trad ition claiming Solomonic 

authorship for t he book may bt: rooted jn t his kind of thinking.) 
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The conclusions about the book of Kohelet which these approaches 

r each stem f r om a rela t ionship between the words of Rohelet and the 

Kohel ets who \II"ot e them along wi t h their worlds. My approach's 

understanding wi ll stem from a r e lationship between t he element s f ound 

in the book and thei r appearance in other literature . I will employ the 

following model in my work . The book of Kohel e t can be conceptual ized 

as a geometric plane upon which a number of solid objects intersect . 

These solids r epresent the e l ement s present in Kohelet. We fi nd among 

the e l ements poetry, discourse, aphoristic wisdom, homily and parable. 

We a l so find pessimism, gu idance , observations and r ebukes. These 

e lements ar e observed as they pass through t he plane of Kohelet. On 

the plane God is seen taunting man with eternity and making availabl e 

that which is r equir ed for human happiness. The natural order remembers 

man in life but forgets him in death. 

When the various elements pass through t he plane they l eave 

Lheir impression. At the same time the plane , as the medium upon 

which these impressions are made , is not a passive r eceptacle . 

Rathe r the plane determines the form in which an impres sion will 

appear . (This is comparable to a cloud chamber , i n which sub-atomic 

particles are observ~d. The particles themselves are not seen; only 

the image they cr ea t e when passing through the chamber is visible.) 

Turn i ng to the book for an exampl r one cou ld make this tentative 

conclusion. The book of Kohel e t is not a treatise of Greek Philosophy. 

Ye t reflections of Gr eek thought may make t heir appearance in Kohelet , 

and the form they take will be determined by the plane. Returnin~ 
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to the geometric model, any pa ssage from the book can be represented 

by a line segment belonging to the plane . Through it pass planes of 

the e l errenta l solids . 

The goal of this thesis is to discover something about the 

book of Kohelet by r e flecting the e lements 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, I will seek out other sources of the 

elements found in Kohelet . Th is wi 11 help me postulate th e 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 tl•r ee i11vestigations in to the t ex t . These studie s 

concern themse lves with one ar ea of Kohe l et 's work . The first two 

deal only with s ingle passages , whil e the third traces the use of 

prover bs throughout th<' book. These chapters r epresent original work 

by the author and embody his original translations as does the wh o l e 

of the thesis. Second, 1 wrot e LWO chapt er s which utili~e the results 

of the first part and other cons iderations t o de t ermine the nature 

of Kohclet's message and artistry and its relation to other biblical 

wisdom works and the ~isdom writi~~s of th e Ancien t Near East . 

In this e ffort an assumption operates. l will a ssume that 

the Boo'k of Kohelet can be studi ed without the necess i t y of de leting 

large portions of the book a s late r additions. Recent scholarshi ;> 
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has been moving in this d irec tion and 1 will begin my work f r om 

this point. One scholar, Michael Fox, whose work will be di scussed 

at l ength helow , has concluded that even thos e passages which point 

directly t o an editor {1:2 , 7:27 and 12:8 ff.} do not point t o an 

editor, but point to a cleve r aut:1or. This au thor composed the book 

as a frame-uarrative. My assumption, w~ich skir ts the prob lem with 

which Fox deals, al l ows me to carry out my research into the pl ane 

of Kohe l et in the most fruitful manner. 

Similarly I have not attPmpt ed to make a definitive division 

of the book i nto passages or to identify a fo rmal structure in Lhe 

book. When I quote a pa ssage I do so to understand how it operates 

in consider ation of my method. I believe that these passages can 

be studied as discrete units yet t hey ma y belong t o larger passages . 
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CHAPTER I 

THE LIMI TS OF RIGHTE0US~ESS 

Let us begi n our discus !; ion of Kohelet with a l ook at his 

view of the common bib l ical theme of righteousness. 7:15-22 

contain an examination of this s ubject . 

Th is passage has two parts . Verses 15-18 deal with the 

question of proper human behavior in the context of dangers i nherent 

in both good and evil. Then in verses 19-22 Kohelet illustrates 

his point . 

Examining the first f our ver ses three things strikP my eye : 

th e parallel structure contained in these verses, tlie mention of 

the success which evil may bring and th e ba lanc t> between evil ancl 

righ leousness kept t r r oughout th e passage. 

I 

Verses 15b through 18b are composed of trree parall el lines : 

11 1~1Yl i1M v,1Y ~, 
1ny1l , ,,Mn y~1 ~ ,, 

l~ere is a right eous man lost in his righteousness// 
and there is a wicked man increased through his evil. 

II on1~n nn~ in1, oJnnn -~M l nl 1n v,1Y ,~n-~M 
iny M~l n1nn nn~ ~Jo ,nn-~M l n11n y~in-~K 

Don't br t oo much th e right eous one, or act overly wise. 
Why destroy yourse lf?// 
Be ne ither overly wicked nor be a fool. \.\hy die before 
your time? 



II nTl 1nHn i~H llU 
11 ~ -nH nJn-~H nTD- tAl 

It is good that you take hold of this one// 
but also f rom that one don't r emove your hand . 

The elegant sty l e of t~ese coup lets is obvious. The repe -

ti tion of ~ in verse 15, which is cast in an exacting rhythmical 

par a llel sty l e, i ntroduces the two subjec ts of the passage. Verses 

1 16 and 17 are paralle l . In addition 16a is paralle l to 16b as 

17a is para lle l to 17b. Kohelet ' s style is further enhanced by 

the rever sal of the verbal forms in the a and b parts of these 

ve rses. Then in both verse s a dark admonition i s i ntroduc ed wi th nn, 

The use of nT twice in verse 18 with two differ ent antecedents, 

a lmost conf lating t he two , br ings r e solution. 

II 

In ve r se 15c a great t11eologica 1 problem of bibll cal Judaism 

ts presented. 

There are evi l people who become wealthy and powe r ful through t heir 

evil. That this wa s a prohl em for Kohelet is evidenced in 8: 10. 

,,,n, ~11? 01 ~nn1 1Hl1 011lv 01y~1 ,r. ,Hi lJll 
~ln nt-DA l ~Y- lJ 1~ H 11Yl lOJr.~11 

And also I saw evil people buried and gone. 
Then from the ho l y place ot hers walk and pra i se 
(them) in the city where t hey did (evil). This 
too is heve l .2 

Again i n verse 14 Kohele t outlines the problem 

i~H y1Hn-,y n~y J i v H ~ln-v1 
01y~1n nvynJ an,H y1An i~H 01µ 11i v1 

01v11in n~YDJ on~w y1Anv 01yv1 ~, , 

~ln nT-OAV 1n1nH 

2 
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There is a hevel which is done on the earth 
t hat there ~ighteous people who are fated 
according to the way of the wicked and there 
are wicked people who are fated according to 
the way of t he righteous. I t hink this also 
is hevel. 

Job too laments t he good fortunes of t he wicked in his speech in 

chapter 21 of his book . J ob says in verse~ 7 and 8 , 

7,n iil~ -DA ipny ,,n, o ,y~i y11n 
on,1,y~ on , HXHXl ony on,1~7 11Jl oy1r 

Why do t he wicked 
mighty i n power? 
in t heir presence 
their eyes. 

live, r each old age , and grow 
Their childr en are esta bl i shed 
and their offspring be fore 

Babylonian wisdom writ ers wer" also in touch with this probl em. 

In the Babylonian Theodicy, a dia l ogue between a sufferer and a 

consoling f riend r eminiscent of Job, the suffere r laments the success 

of evil as agains t the troubles of the honest man. 

People extol the wor d o f a str ong man who is 
trained in murder, but hr ing down the power 
less who !'>as done no wrong. They confirm the 
wicked whose crime is ( ••• , ] yet suppress 4 
the honest man who heeds the will of his god. 

Not surpris ingly the f r iend is unable to refute this. Anger over 

the good fo r tune of the wicked preda t es in the biblical tradition 

wisdom inquiry into it. The prophet Mi cah, who prophesied during 

3 

the r eigns of J otham, Ahaz and Hezekiah in J erusalem during the second 

half of the eigh th century and the begi nn ing of the seventh, pro-

phesied in Judea against t~e wicke~ who are powe rful and use their 

power to enrich themselves. 

on11J~r.-7y y1 ,?yo1 llK- , l~n , ,n 
01 , ~K~-~, ,J nl ~Y, l pln ll Nl 
1K~ l1 o,n11 1 ~rA 1 n 11~ 11nn1 

1n7n11 ~,K , ln,11 i1A 1p~y1 
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Woe to t hose who devise wickedness and wor k 
evi l upon t heir beds ! When the morning dawns, 
they per form it , because it is in the power 
of t heir hand, They covet fields and seize 
t11em; and houses, and take them away; they 
0ppress a man and his house, a man and his 
inherita nce. (2:1 - 2) 

A few years earlier t he prophet Amos prophesied in the Northern 

Kingdoms in a similar vein. 

l l nn i nj7n 1J- nH.,n 1 ~1-~y DJO.,ll tY , tJ~ 

c l 1J.,n- H~1 on,ll n,TA ,nl 
DP, _JiH inri;t N~ 1 onyul inn- ,n,J 

DJ , nHl.>n o, r.YYl CJ,Y" 9 C, l, , ny11 ,n 
11.>il 1)/rJl [U )l ,lHl 1DJ ,Oj7~ jP 1~ ,11Y 

Therefor e because you tramp l e upon t~e poor 
and take f r om him exacl.ions of wheat you have 
built houses of hewn stone, but you shall not 
dwel l i n them; you have p lanted p leasant 
vineyar ds , hut you shall not drink t heir wine. 
For I know ~ow many are your transgressions 
and ho"' great are your sins- -you who afflict 
the ri3hteous, who tal:e a bribe, and turn aside 
th e needy in the gate. (5:11;12) 

Also striking is the b part of verse 15 which presents a new problem 

generated by good . 

There is a righteous person lost in his 
righteousness. 

This pr oblem should not be confused with the problem of the un-

rewarded righteous person in the face of the wealthy wicked . Kohelet 

mentions this pr oblem in 8:14. This kind of person is afflic t ed 

wi th a bad fate desp i t e his righteous life . In the passage now unde r 

consideration the righteous is done harm because o[ his righteousness 

no t 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 

4 
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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. 

lII 

The third feature of this passage which strikes my eye is 

tbe balance of antithetic ideas contained in each of the three 

pairs of parallel lines. Ernest Horton Jr. in his article "Kohelet's 

Concept of Opposites" brought attention to these pairs in Kohelet. 5 

lie compares Kohelet's concept of opposites to concepts of opposites 

found in Creek, Far Eastern anu Ancient Near Eastern literatures. 

Of particular interest to us are his conclusions concerning the Greek 

and Ancient Near Eastern materials. Horton finds little to connec t 

these material<> to Kohelet. lie finds no development in Kohelet 

of any sort of "mystical cord" connec ting opposites in a "neat 

complete pattern" as in Greek thought and he finds nothing in the 

. . 1 f . 6 Ancient Near eastern mater1a worthy o comparison. Nevertheless 

Horton does find a r e lationship between Kohelet and the Creek 

philosophers in as much as they deal with t he same issues. Such a 

relationship may be causal to some extent or it may be coincidenta l . 

The possibility exists that Kohelet was influenced by Greek t hought. 

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 conclus ions in this area. 

Another possible source for t he balance of opposites in 

these verses is conta ined in the biblical traditions. The biblical 

5 
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merism often contains this kind of balance. Significant for this line 

of reasoning is Deuteronomy 30:15, 

11~n-nH1 o,,nn-nH 01,n ,,Jn~ ,nnl nHi 
y1n-nH1 num-mn 

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

lt was from this theological basis that the problem of th e 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 

opposite s which call s to mind other literatures . And he gives voice 

to these in a classic example of biblica l paralle lism. 

Yet this passage defini tely does not dutifully reflect ideas and 

concepts found originally elsewhere. At the very l eas t Kohelet's prob-

lem of righteousness bringing harm adds a new slant to wisdom. Robert 

Gordis sees in the addition of t his new balancing probl em l\ohelet 's O\,l\ 

unique version of the Aristotelian principle of ethics, the golden mean. 

For l<ohelet, both wickedness and happiness lead to unhappiness. 7 The 

man who :;everes God will ''do his duty to both!"8 Therefore l\ohelet gives 

his own individual view of this Greek thought in language reflect ive of 

the biblical and Ancient Near Ea s t e rn attempts at dealing with the re-

lated issue of the troubling presence of successful sinners cast in t he 

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 forn to 

express his ideas but also uses the con trasting opposites of good and 
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evil, perhaps in its golden mean formulation, to make a wisdom contri-

bution all his own. l<ohelet employs these elements to cr ea t e a setting 

fo r his problem of r ighteousness' potential for harm. An examination of 

verses 15 through 18 along wi th an examination of verses 19 through 22 

will bear this out. 

The passage begins with a self-depreca t i ng and s ober i ng remark 

which serves as an int r oduct i on. 

l have seen everything in the days of my heve 1. 

The words '"i~il-nN "everything" makes the r eader aware that Kohelet will 

malc.e mention of 111ore t i.an one matter. Then come the a forementioned sets 

of parallel lines. 9 

The fi rst se t of parallel lines is an example of an tithetical 

parallelism. 

There is the righteous man lost in his righteousness.// 
And ther e is the wicked man incr eased through his evil. 

This is a statement of irony. liol.'ever the evil man who lives all too 

we ll is a well known figure, figuratively and otherwise. He cheats other s 

and prosper s and he is tough in business, maybe even unpleasantly tough. 

He is hated , envied and admired. 

His counterpatt, the righteous man lost in his righteousness is 

less well known. It is painfully obvious that someone may wax t hrough 

evil , but how can someone be lost ~hrough righteousness . 

Perhaps he is fanatically faithful to the ways of righteousness , 

immersed i n them as the wicked man i s inunersed in his ev i l ways. This 

seems unlike ly since in his observation in verse 20 Kohelet expli~i t ly 

denies the possible existence of such a person . 



L 

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

Perhaps he is the v ictim of the yrn . The righteous man is 

so committed to good that he become s an innocent and easy prey for 

the wicked. This person would not only be a j),1Y but a fool. 

unschooled in the ways of the world. Since in verse 17 the wicked 

man is identified as the fool I think this identification unlikely. 

Another poss ibility is that just like sometimes a wicked 

man profits through evil, a righteous man is harmed because of 

his r i ghteousness. in a similar fashion to the wealthy man whose 

wealth brings him harm. 

~D~n nnn ,r.,Hi n~1n nyi ~, 
lny1~ ,,~YJ~ 1lD~ 1~Y 

There is a terrible evi l I have observed 
under the sun: Wealth guards its owner for 
his detriment. (5:12) 

Exactly how this harm is inflicted upon the j),U 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 jP1Y . 

To the point. the comparison between the ~ and iP1 !t is 

8 

strange, if viewed a s a comparison of two morally equivalent entities. 

There is nothing in Kohelet to make one think that he has departed 

from the biblical view r egarding t he value of a righteous liff' . 

Evil may bring wea lth, power and comforts which are important to 

Kohelet. However he says nothing to lead us to believe t hat such 

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

reverse we see that although his point is pessimistic (the day of 
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death is better than the day of birt h) Kohel et introduces it with 

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

The next pair of parallel lines is an example of synonymou s 

paralle lism. Verse 16 continues the thought of verse 15b. 

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

From this advice we gain a better understand ing of t he harmed 

righteous person , Somehow he over does his r ighteousness, but as 

pointed out above, verse 20 l imits this overdoing to someth ing 

other than acting righteous con tinua lly which is impossible. Then 

Kohe l e t advises: 

And don't be overly wise. 

The use of the verbal form DJnr.n instead of oJn,nn-'7H is interesting. 

The ~DJn in the '7Y Diln her e does not mean to be wise but to act in a 

way which appears wise. It is a mimicing of wisdom without oeces-

sarily touching i t s subs tance. The form appears on l y one other time 

in the Bibl e. Ther e i n the Egyptian royal court Pharaoh says to his 

ministers in his concern about t he large Hebrew presence in Egypt 

9 

~ lD .!.!_ nDJnnl nln (Exodus l:lOa). In this context t he verb c learly 

does not imply the wisdom of the sage but the craftiness of the s tate . 

Pharaoh says l e t us ac t wi sely or shrewdly toward them. Sforno 

capt ures the nuance when he says : 1,D,?Yl l , '7Y Hl'7 : 1'7 nDJnilJ ~ 

"to come upon him with tricks." This kind of wisdom i mplies on ly 

intelligence a nd not the positive moral element usually applied to 
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the wisdom of the sage. Ben Sirah uses the -,y!lnil of o::>n several 

times. Some of these refer to becoming wise in a traditional 

sense (6:32, 38:24). Other times (10:26, 32:4 (15:4)) he uses i t 

in the sense of displaying intellectual pr owess . I n chapter 32 (35) 

Ben Sirah talks about proper party manners. He says in verse 4, 

"whe r e there is entertainment, do not pour out talk; do not display 

your clever ness (~) out of season. 1110 Kohelet's use of o::>nnn 

implies a dis play 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 t he accumulation 

10 

of wealth through wisdom (2:19) he uses the Kal form of -J o::>n.) Employing 

the vernacular we might translate~ '7H as "Don't act so smart" or 

even " Don ' t b<! such a smarty pants or wise guy." Therefore from 

verse 16ab 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 . 

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 ,n,, in 17b Kohelet 

makes bis point precisely. As we might say, "M'.lke no bones about it, 

this kind of person is a fool . " 
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Kohelet ends both lines with a negative judgment . These 

behaviors will l ead to self destruction or an early deat h. 

Verse 17, though easy to under stand, is at first puzzling 

because it seems to infer the opposite lesson about wickedness 

than t he one given the previous pai allel lines. Kohelet' s view 1n 

verse 15b that ?1i may produce harm is carr ied fur t her in verse 16 . 

However his r emark a bout the reality of t he fortunes of the wicked 

(l5c) is negated i n verse 17. What in fac t Kohelet is doing here 

. ff. h. d . f .b . 11 1s to a 1rm is own oc tr1ne o r etr1 ut1on . The wicked may 

prosper yet th ey will r eceive their just r ewards . In 8: 11-13 

Rohelet expl icitly states his view in this matter: 

ninn nyin n~yn DAng n~Yl-T,N i~N 
Y1 nn1y'7 Dnl 01Nn-, J: l "l N'71l : 1=>-'7Y 

i'7 ,,,Nnl nHn yi n~y Nun i~N 
1~N , JN )f1l,·DA ,) 

p]g'm .1N1 H 1~N D"i1'7Ni1 "NP'7 llU-iPn, 
~i:> D"D" , , ,N"·N'71 Y~1'7 n,n,·N'7 l1U1 

O,i1'7N , Jg'7n N1 , lll"H 1~N 

Because t he sentence for an evil deed is not made 
quick l y--that is why men are brave to do evil, 
because the sinner does evil 100 times and He 
i s patient with him. Yet I ~lso know that it will 
be well for those who f ear God; who stand in f ear 
before Him . And it will no t be well for th e 
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 yin wi 11 be 

mentioned again below in verse 18. If Kohelet had diffe r ed frOll'I 

the biblical doctrine of r e tribut ion i t is in the way he ho lds a 

negative view toward some forms of righteousness and not in his 

view toward wickedness. 

11 
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Another factor which disturbs t he symmetry between the Y~1 

and ~,ix r elates to the ir respective classes. For while it is true 

that some men are success fu l in their wickedness , while others are 

not, all wicked people are it1111ersed in their ~ickedness. They all 

~ 1Y~1n . Wicked people by definition a r e not only occasionally 

wicked. Their act ions arc always governed by their evil designs. 

The sub-c lass r e f erred to in verse l Sc (success ful wicked people) is 

12 

a part of tt.e c lass r e ferred to in verse 17 (wicked people). On t he 

other hand, the c lass of people referred to in verse lSb (people 

banned by t heir righteousness) is the same as in verse 16. Sometimes 

some r ighteous people are harmed in t he ir righteousness. Th is happens 

when one is somehow too much the righteous person and acts too wise. 

As will be shown be l ow in t he discussion of verses 19- 22, t his happens 

when one loses cogn i t ion of the true nature of human behavior and 

is overly zealous for the ideals of r ighteousness in cir cums tances 

in which s uch an attitude is unwarranted . The ? '1X i s so caught up 

in righteousness that he becomes obl ivious to the obvious. 

The t hird set of paralle l lines is an exampl e of synthetic 

para llelism. The a and b parts of verse 18 ar e se t in a parallel 

chiastic sty l e, however the con t ent of the two lines is not synony

mous. To hold fast to something ( 18a ) is not the same as not l et ting 

go of something else (18b). Kohelet is saying take ho ld of righteous

ness bu t don't remove your hand f r om evil. l\ohelet is not talk ing 

solely about actions her e, t elling people to choose a path between 

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

which may be expected from someone commit t ed only ~o righteousness. 
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Ra t her Kohelet is talking mainly about an attitude here. tte is te l ling 

us to lead right eous lives wi t hout losing sight of the realities of 

the human condition. He is not recommending evil as a wise r esponse 

to life. 

Finally Kohelet appends to his advice this observation : 

D~l-nN NJ , o,n~N N,,_,) 

for he that fea r s 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 desir e to be evil but 

from the natur e of his exis t ence as human. This observation, taken 

f r om life (ver se 20), is a good reason not to become so wrapped up 

i n 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 co.l~istent in his use of terminology in the book, then the 

God-fearing person D,n~N N1, is the true opposite of the Y~1 as in 

8:11-13 . In 7:15-18 the lost righteous person is not the opposite 

of the !'.!!· Rather Kohelet employs a form which contr as t s the 

unfor tunate P,1! with the Y~1 to focus our attention on the P,1! and 

expl ore his pr oblem. 

Now we can turn 0~1 attention t o verses 19-22. These verses 

comprise an introduc t ion and example of the person who is so caught 

up in righ t eousness that he acts too wisely and is harmed through his 

actions. 

Kohelet begins h i s intr oduction (verses 19- 20) with a proverbia l 

s t atement, 



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

I see in tlai!: 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 passagt but wisdom's way. A similar 

at t itude is reflected in Ben Sirah (chapters 1 and 24) and Proverbs 

14 

(chapters 8:1-9:19). ICohe l et 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 form. 12 

Then in a style well known to us from Kohelet, he adds an 

explanation or reason for the truth of the proverb based upon 

13 observable reality and introduced by the word ~-

For ther e 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 th e sun. The 

poem of cycles in 3:19 seems to be based upon observation and cate-

gorizes human existence along s imilar lines as Kohelet used for 

nature in 1:4-11 and the poem about old age (12:1-8) is a masterf ul, 

if eniginatic collec tion of images taken from observations. Often 

14 
Rohel e t introduces an observation with ' n 'M1 or 'n'N11 . 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 Kohe let's strong inclination to make persona l 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 ?,1J 

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 accord i ngly. 

Finally we have our example: 

11~1nn-~K l1l1, ,~K Dn1l1n-~J~ OA 
,~~?D 11lY- nN YD~n-N~ ,~N 
11~ y1, n111 o,nyg- oA ,J 

o,inM n~~? nN-OA i~K 

To all the wor l ds that men speak don't give 
credence so that you l isten to your slave 
reviling you. For also you know that many 
times you have reviled others. 

Kohe l e t warns us not to take seriously everything said lest you take 

seriously your s lave's disparagement of you. This is an example of 

the wisdom wl1ich strengthens the wise. Coincidentally, Kohel e t ' s 

other use of the root ~~? in the piel is in 10:20 

, ,~,~~?n -~N llJ~D ,,,nll ~~? n-~N 1~D 1Y1Dl DA 
1l1 ,,l, o , gJJn ~Yll ~l?n-nN ,,~,, o,n~n ~ lY , l 

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 possib l y 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. 

15 
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To be so caught up in righteousness, thinking yourself wise in this 

area of ethics, that you overly r eact 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 ~ise way 

without real wisdom. 

Righteousness, for KohLlet, 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. 

16 
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CHAPTER l 

NOTES 

1 The Masoretic accentuation however does not r eflect this 
rhythm: 

verse 15b 1 ll>j7 t'1j7T • 
disjunctive, 

n 31n, 
conjunctive, 

NIJL'ID, 
disjunctive , 

1Dil'1. 
conjunc t ive. 

verse l Sb j7 I '1D. 
disjunc t ive, 

NnDIJ, 
conjunctive, 

l l 1Jj7 :ii7T , 
d i sjunctive, 

nJlD, 
conjunctive. 

2 The Hebrew word heve l unquestionably implies emptiness, 
meaninglessness and a lac~worthiness. However to attempt to give 
an exac t translation is impossible. Therefore I have l eft the word 
untranslated throughout the thesis. My own thought is to translate 
hevel as "waste" because it implies an existent. However, this 
existent is of no value. 

3 All biblical citations outside of Kohe l et are trans l ated in 
accordance with the Revised Standard Version (1952). The edition used 
was The Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha, edited by J. May 
and S:-Metzger (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965). 

4 W. G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature (Oxford: Oxford 
Univers ity Press, 1960), p. 89. 

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

6 Jbid., p . 21. 

7 R. Gordis, Kohelet - The Man and His World (New Yor k: 
Jewish Theological Seminary of America-:-1951), -PP:-168-169. 

8 Ibid. (transla tion of ver•e l8c). 

9 Parallelism was noted by the commenta tors as early as l.evi 
ben Gershon, David Kimhi, and Ibn Ezra who called it the lllnlC 111 . 
Robert Lowth, particular ly in the introductory essay to his translat i on 
of Issiah (Edinburgh: George Caw, 1807), was the fir st 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 (!!!!:_~of Hebre w Poetry 
[New YoTk: Ktav, 1972; first published 1915l), discount synthetic 
parallelism, in which fresh ideas are added in the second parallel 
member, as a form which only mimics true parallelism, Lowth's 
t erminology has stood the t est of time. 

lO Revised Standard Version trans lation cf. note 3. 

11 A belief in proper r e tribution for an evil life is an 

18 

essential aspect of many religions. !!!!;_ Shamash ~ (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 [ •••••••• ] before his appointed day . 

12 
See below pp. 49 ff. for a discussion of wisdom and pp . 31 ff. 

for a discussion of proverbs. 

13 Kohelet's language is rem1n1scent of Proverbs 20:9; Job 4:17 
and 15:14 and especially I Kings 8:46 (II Chronicles 7:36). 

14 
For similar uses of ~~,see Proverbs 24:30- 34; Psalms 3/:25 , 

35-36. 



CHAPTER II 

TtlE PURPOSE OF WEALTH AND LABOR 

In the fi rst six verses of chapte r six Kohe l e t preaches, 

concre tizing the two fundamental e l ements in his philosophy, the 

omnipresent ~of life and the good gained from enjoyment. The 

passage contains an i ntroduction and four additional sections, each 

one set off by a value judgment or opinion or what I will ca ll an 

I-statement. 

Introduction: 

Par t I : 

Par t 11: 

'1 here is an evi 1 wh ich I have observed 
under the sun and it weighs heavily 
upon man. 

lllJl D,OJll 1~Y o,n~Nn 1~ - 1n, 1~N ~,N 

n1Hn,-1~N ~JD l ~Ol~ ion lll,Hl 
llDD ~JN~ D ,n~Nn llU,~~,-N~l 

Nln Y1 ,~nl ~ln nT ll~JN, ,,Jl ~,N ,J 

A man to whom God gives riches , t r easures 
and splendor so that he lacks nothing for his 
appetite from all he might c!esire yet God does 
not give him the ability to enjoy it for a 
str anger will consume it, t his is heve l 
and a terr ible ill. 

n,n, nll1 D,l~l nND ~,N ,,~,,-DH 
nllUn-DD Yl~n-N~ l~Oll ,,l~_,D, ,,n,~ l11 
~Dln llDD llU ,n1DN ,~ nn,n -N~ n1ll?-D~l 

19 



Part Ill: 

Part lV: 

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

noJ, 1n~ i~nl1 ,~, i~nl1 Ml ~lnl-,J 
nTD nr~ nnl y1, N~l nN1-N~ ~n~-Ol 

Because in heve l it came and in darkness it 
went; its name is cover ed in obscurity . Also 
the sun he did not see or know. This one had 
more rest than the other . 

nN1 N~ nllPl c,nyg c,J~ q~N n,n l~Nl 
1~ll ~Jn 1nH Dl?D-~N H~n 

So that even if he were to live one thousand 
year s twice over but never experience the 
good ..• Do not all go t o one place? 

Kohelet has drawn a comparison between two extremes, the 

high ly successful and well blessed individual who fails to partake 

of the fruits of his labor and the ~gJ or stillborn .
1 

This com-

parisoo is similar in fot"l!I to the comparison between the righteous 

20 

. 2 
man who is lost in bis righteousness and the w1cked person. 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 ~ohe l et'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 fla~ 

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



the non-use of wealth for the purposes of enjoyment. While these 

passages have in co11111on the use of a comparison as their basis, 

21 

their ourposes 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 ~· 

These two themes , enjoyment and ~ come up again and again in tile 

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 l eads his slightly 

bewi l dered 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 a 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 t he features of this passage. For example one 

feature which stands out is Kohelet's ability t o get across his 

unique ideas about enjoyment and~ 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 trans late D1Hil-'1)1 ~ ii~,, as "and it is prevalent am?ng 

men" or as "it weighs heavily upon 111an." The serious nature of the 



problem l aid out below, its centrality to Kohelet's thought and i ts 

affect on the rich who are already in the minority, the latte r 

translation is appealing . 

Raahi inter pr ets t he verse in line with the first t r anslation 

while lbn Ezra and the Rashbair: side with the second interpretation . 

C. D. Ginsburg cit es the use of '1y in this verse as r eason enough 

t o translat e in the latter manner. 'ly "expresses the preassur e 

or weight of a grievance, 116 In this connection he cites 2: 17a 

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

P'IY !!.!! ~ mti· ,.J " for the evi 1 of man is weighty upon him." 

He also cites Isaiah 24:20 i1ll'1D.J i1111lni11 ~ yiN ~ Yll 

Dl i1 tpom·N'll i1'1Dl l ~ iP'lY ~ "The earth staggers 1 ike a 

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

upon it, and it falls and will not r ise again." Brown, Driver and 

Briggs, in their lexicon, cite several similar uses of 'ly .
7 

Therefor e , because of Ginsburg's convincing arguments along 

with t he intent of the passage as outlined above , 1 believe we are 

to translate the line, "it weighs heavily upon man." l<ohelet has 

prepared us to hear something which greatly troubles him. 

The first section of the body is composed of t wo parts. 

Initially we have the description of this terrible evil. Kohelet 

describes a wealth7 man to whom Cod denies the ability to enjoy his 

wealth even though he lacks nothing he might possibl y desire. 

Instead another will inher it the wealth and gain its enjoyment . 

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

22 
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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 

C011W11on human one and one which is often preferred to the rich who 

live a pleasure-seeking lifestyle . ln fact unless one was unfamiliar 

with Kohelet's emphasis upon enjoyment, the labeling of this state as 

a!!!:!, might seem perplexing . Second, the language Kohelet employs here 

makes his image even more familiar to his audience. The phrase 

11ll1 D,Olll .}!! and Fimilar phrases are found elsewhere in the Bibl e. 

The two times these three words appear t ogether in the Bible they 

carry the meaning of great kingly wealth. This wealth is pictured as 

a gift from Cod as it is in Kohelet. In 11 Chronicles l: 11, 12 and 

l Kings 3:13 these words are used co describe the great material 

wealth Cod will give to Solomon in addition to wisdom in response to 

8 Solomon's request for the latter. 11lln1 iwyn1 are described as 

gifts f rom God by David in his prayer to God. Later in verse 28 

~ l~Y are ascribed to David himself . This verse interestingly 

also ascribes to David a long life and mentions his son. Later in the 

next verse l<ohelet's long life and childr en will be added to Kohelet's 

description of the wealthy man. 1lll1 l~Y are seen as a sign of God ' s 

pleasure with Jehoshaphat in II Chronicles 17:5 and are mentioned 

again in connec t ion with this king in II Chronicles 18:1. Another 

king who found favor in the eyes ~f God was Hezekiah. He too is 

said to have enjoyed~ 1~Y in II Chronicles 32:27 . 

The examples cited so far use either all three words or just 

two of them to describe king ly wealth received from the hand of i.";od. 

In Proverbs 3 : 17 and 8:18 1llll ~ are gifts from wisdom and in 
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Proverbs 22:4 1l~l ,.,y joined with D,,n are the result of 

humility . 

The least used member of this t rio of words is D'DJl . 

Besides the ci tat ions mentioned above it is found once alone 

in Joshua 22:8 and one other time connected with ,.,y in Kohelet 

just three verses before our verse . Here he says that when Cod 

gives wealth (O,OJll :!!!_) along with the ability to enjoy it, this 

is a gif t from Cod. 

To sum up the three words J.:!!?. anc ~ ,1PY 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 (especial ly what is said about So lomon) 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 gre&t 

wea lth reminiscent of the days of the monarchy. 

In the second place Kohelec concludes this first section ss 

he will conclude all four sections with an I-statement. Here he 

restates his judgment of this person' s situation. 

Hln yi ,~nl ~Jn nt 

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 h:m a 

different set of attributes. Again these are positive attributes 

24 
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with wh ich his audience was familia r . Unfortunat e ly we t oday have 

some difficu lty understanding all of them. The similarity be tween 

~~~and Pl"-"'>" PiP'1 ~ is per plexing. Also 

_!! nn .,n-N~ ni13p ~ is difficult to t ranslate . Some comnentators 

see a negative attribute i nferred here. The thought is that t his man 

wa s denied a decent burial while others see rather a r ef er ence to gr ea t 

9 l ongevity cast in hyperbolic language. Neverthe l ess what can be 

under stood from this addit ional descr i ption of this wealthy man comports 

we l l with our idea of what consti tutes vis i ble signs of Cod ' s favor 

in the biblical world. 

He is an e xceedingly fruitful man who has lived many r ich year s. 

These two plus wealth epitomize a man blessed by Cod, except this man 

is unable to gain any satisfaction from his goods. This is the crucia l 

factor for Kohelet; outwei ghing all other considerations. As to why 

this is so we are at a loss . 

Kohelet • s conc luding I-statement does not e.xplain his percei:-tion 

of this l ife. Rather he r e inforces his point with a comparison. 

Kohelet shockingly explains that a ~gJ , a stillborn i s better off 

t han Lhis man. Kohelet's new image fits well as the opposite of the 

wealt hy o ld patriarch . The stillborn knows no fami l y and i t s life-

span is nonexistent. Its life is as poor and unfortunate as can 

be. Nothing symbolizes ~ better than the stil lborn . 

Just as th~ second section began by giving additional infor-

mation concerning the f irst image the th ird section fi l ls us i n 

oo the ~gJ , Xohe l e t traces the travel and t r avail of t he ~Dl . It 

comes and goes in darkness. Its name , in wha t ever subtlety of D'1 
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10 to which Kohelet i s referring here, is obscured and lost in darkness. 

Also, he adds the sun he did not see or know . This last thou1ht may 

as well have rang familiarly i n the minds of his audience . Three 

times in the Bible is mention made of the '1Dl : here, Job 3:15 and 

Psalms 58:9b. Al l t hree make a similar point . 

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

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

(In the citation from J ob, too, mention is made of the hidden nature 

of the ~gJ , however the langua1e is dissimilar .) 

Kohelet again makes use of the language and content of his 

imagery to lead his audience along familiar paths t o an unfamiliar 

comparrson. He closes this section with an I-statement which is 

Kohelet's fi rst attempt to explain his comparison with his preferenr e 

for the '1Dl . 

ilTh ilT'1 nnJ 

This one had more r es t than the o ther. 

nnl is a difficult word to trans late here . It is not simply rest 

but a peaceful qu iet state of ease which Kohelet contrasts against 

the hubbub and pain of the other's life. 11 To Kohelet both lives are 

marked by ~ and are therefore equa l. However the '1gl is preferred 

because of the calmness of its existence. 

Bu t Kohelet is so far l ess than convincing. The stillborn's 

rest is ques tionable and in addition his audience is predisposed to 
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favor the wealthy man's l ife if for no other r eason than what Kohelet 

implies when he says in q:4b: 

Better a 1 iv ing dog than a dead lion . 

Therefore in the last section Kohe l et r es tates his a r gument in a few 

elegant word s and seals his case with his last I-statement. "And 

eve n if he live one thousand years t wice over, but fail to experience 

the good • .. Now as we hang on his words Kohe l ct delivers his 

final point . "Do not all go to one place?" That is to say "is not 

death t he great leveler , bringing t he grea t est of me n a nd 'nJJ to 

the same status." If so then the '7!ll Kohelet r easons, has experienced 

the better life . After all it experienced neither joy nor pain 

whi l e most men r eceive a measure of both . Since the wea lthy old 

patriarch fai l ed to partake of his share of joy hi s life sti ll 

marked by the world's pain and heve l is worse off than t he life of 

the s tillborn . 

Kohelet's sobering conclusion concerns the fate of t he 

dead. In 3:18-21 Kohe l et r ejects a belief in an afterlife. 

D,n'7Nn D1l'7 01wn , ll U1l1-'7Y ,l.,l ,JN ·~1DN 

on'7 non nonl-on~ n1N1'71 
on'7 inw n1?Dl nDnln ni?Dl 01wn-,Jl ni?D ,J 

'7J'7 inw n111 nr n10 lJ nT nl n:> 
'1ln ~Jn 'J 1,w nonJn- 10 01wn in101 

inw Dl ?D-~N i'71n '7Jn 
1!lYn-'7w l~ '7Jn1 i!lyn- 10 n,n '7Jn 

n'7yn'7 H,n n'7yn ~1wn ,ll n11 Y11' 'D 
yiw'7 nun'7 H,n n11,n nnnln n111 

I thought regarding the ma t ter of Cod's testing 
of man and demonstrating to them that they are 
beasts .... They have one fa t e. For the fate 
of man and the fate of beasts are one fate. The 
death of one is like the death of the ot her, and 



all have the same spirit of life . Therefore 
the advantage of man over the bea•t is non
exis t ent for everything is hevel. All go to 
one place, all were from th~t and t o the 
dust all return. Who knows that the life 
spirit of man rises upwards and that the life 
spir it of the bea•t goes down below to the 
earth?! And 1 observed that there is nothing 
better than that man •hould 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 

central component of a life well spent. 

Koh2let co111Dunicates his ideas, distressful as they may 

have been per ceived in a style characterized by suspense , structure 

and vivid imagery. This style I have ca lled homiletical. 
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Unfortunately our knowledge of the origins of Jewish homiletics 

is scant . We know that when Ezra read from the scr oll in Nehemiah 8:1-8 

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

~1DD o,n~Hn n11nl 1D0l 1N1P,, 
N1?Dl ll,l'l ~~~ Dl~l 

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 ide.as in images drawn in form and substance from 

his religious heritage. This also points to Kohe let's place within the 

biblical tradi tion wh ile the ideas he communicates through his imagery 

demonFtrate his unique place in that tradition. 
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CHAPTER Ir 

NOTES 

1 Kohelet makes use often of the comparison . In Chapter One 
t he na t ural e l ements are compared to show the universal weariness of 
existence. I n his experiment s i n Chapters One and Two Kohelet 
compares the benefits of wealth t o the pleasures of folly. Wisd01n 
and folly are often compared as in 2:12 f f., 6:8 and 9:13-18. The 
right eous and wicked a r e c01npared in 3: 16-1 7, 7: 18-22 and 8: 10-14. 
One of Kohe l e t' s strongest comparisons i s 3:18- 21 wh er e man by way of 
comparison is equated to a beas t. 

2 See above pp . l-15. 

3 See above pp . 5-6 . 

4 11. L. Ginsburg's div i s ion .,f Kohe l et ( "The St ruc ture and 
Contents of the Book of Kohelet, " Supplements~~ Testamentum 
3 [Leiden : E. J . Brill. 1955], pp. 138-150) unde r stands ha lf of 
it to be concerned with the emptiness of life (heve l ) and utili
zation of goods (pleasure), which is life's only plus . 

5 See below pp. 62- 63. 

6 C. D. Ginsburg, Cohel e th (New York: Ktav, 1970 [first 
published 1861)), p. 358. 

7 Hebrew~ English Lexicon of ~ Old Testament (Oxford : 
Clarendon, 1972), p . 753 (Ilb). 

8 Again as was the case in 7:20 t he c l osest biblica l paralle l 
to this phrase is in connection t o Solomon. 

9 Robert Cordis (Kohelet The Man and His World [New York : 
The J ewish Theological Seminary of America:-"195i),~248-249 .) adds 
a new interpretation by ememding H'1 t o K~ translating "even if he have 
an e laborate funeral (on which menlayli"uch great stress)." 
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lO The word O~ 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 ~ Q.!2. Testament (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1972), pp:-1027-1028. 

11 Cf. Job 17:16 for a similar use of nnl. 
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CHAPTER III 

KOHELET'S MASTERY OF THE PROVERB 

As described in the introduction the book of Kohelet 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 arpear . This 

chapter's goal is to examine the function of proverbs in Kohelet. 

I will dea l with both passages which contain proverbs as well as 

passages which are collections of proverbs . As a voice of nrun the 

proverb was basic to Kohelet's style. Kohe l et uses this tool as a 

means to make his unique contributions. My work will categorize 

his use of proverbs. These 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 Kohe let's artistry . 

Furthermore this will yield insight into wisdom's relationship to 

Kohelet. 1 

When Kohelet .?mploys a proverb as part of a larger passage 

the proverb can be l ocated at the beginning, midd l e or end of the 

passage. ln 5:9a a passage begin-: 

He who loves money cannot be sated with mon ey 
and he who loves wealth, not with gain. 
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This proverb is concerned with the inability of wealth to bring 

sa tisfact ion t o the person who seeks to be wealthy. It serves a 

dual i~troductory role. First it serves as the backdrop upon which 

Kohelet justifies his idea of wealth's advantage in verse 10 . 2 

n,~JlN 1l1 nl1Pn n1J1l 
,,l,Y n1N1-DN ,J n,~Yl~ ,,,~J-nDl 

In the increase of wealth its consumers 
increase, so what is the advantage for its 
owner save the sight of his eyes. 
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This proverb also opens up a large passage which deals with the prob-

l ems of wealth, the joys of poverty and the value of enjoyment ending 

in 6:9. It is interesting that this section ends wit h a proverb 

3 which carries a similar thought to the one expressed in 5:9-10: 

Better is the eyes' vision than the wand ering 
of desire. 

These two proverbs frame Kohelet's discussion of wealth . 

Another introductory proverb is 4:13a: 

~,OJl l?T ,~nn DJnl lJO~ ,~, llP 
11Y inyn~ Yl,-N~ 1~N 

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. 

1~D~ NXl D,1lOn n,lD-lJ 
~1 l~ll lnlJ~Dl DA >J 

~n~n nnn 0 1J~nnn 01,nn-~J-nN ,n,Ni 
,,nnn TDY, 1~N ,J~n 1~ 1 n DY 



DiP lD'7 iPi1-11'N '1J'7 DYil-'1:1'7 Y?- l"N 
ll-lOIXI, N'7 D,ll1nNil Dl 
n11 ll , Y1l '7li1 ilT-Dl-,J 

From prison he came to rule, even in hi• own 
century he was born poor . I have seen all the 
world paRsing under the sun with the second lad 
who will succeed him . Ther e is no end f or the 
nation, for all who wer a there before them , Also 
the later ones will not rejoice in him for a lso 
this is hevel and wind chas ing. 

This parable is diffi cult to interpret yet its basic meani ng is 

c l ear. Only the nation ultimate l y survives, neither the king nor 

the youth. In the futu r e the nation which supported the lad agains t 

the King will not remember him. This sobering thought s tands i n 

contrast to the theme of t he opening proverb and i s labe led 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 deve l opment. Verses seven and eight recite the 

complaint of the man wi thout fami ly and the uselessness of hi s 

wealth. 

'1D'1il nnn '7lil ilH1Nl ,JN , nlV l 
, .,_PH nHl ll Dl ,l" PNl inH ", 

1DY Yl'1n - H'7 ,,l,Y-Dl 1'7ny- '7J'7 yp llNl 
illlUD l'1Dl-nH ionni '7DY l]N lD'7l 

Nlil yi llJlfl '7lil il T- Dl 

And I came to see heve l under the sun. This 
is one and not a second neither a son or brother 
does he have. Yet tt~re is no limit to his labors 
and wea lth cannot sa t isfy his eyes (vision). "For 
whom have J labor ed and kept my appeti tes from 
pleasur e." This t oo is hevel and an evil matter . 

Kohelet declares proverbial l y in verse 9a that 

lnNil - lD D,l'1il Dl l1U 

Two a re better than one.4 
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He explains his proverb in verses 9b and 10. 

O~CYl liu 1J' on~-~, ,,H 
11ln-nH D,?, lnNn l~D,·DH ,J 

in,pn~ ,l, 1,H, ~,n,, inHn ,~,Hl 

in that they have a good r eward 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 l abors 

and help each ot her in times of trouble. 'Help each other' then 

becomes the subject of the second proverb, in verse 11. 

Also if two lie t~gether they are warm ~ut 
how can one be warm. 
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Here the two together are able to fend off cold . Kohelet extrapolates 

a general principl e from this proverb in verse 12. 

11Al i1ny, D,l~n 1nNn 1opn,-0H1 
?~l, n1nn1 H~ '~~nn u1nn1 

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. 5 In this passage the two proverbs found 

in verses 9 and 11 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 ti1nes previous to this Kohelet has given us this bitter 

pill to swallow. For Kohelec death has rendered life meaningless 

except possibly for the va lue which pleasure brings. In the verses 

which precede the proverb Kohelet has spoken of hevel surrounding the 

good fate of evi l people (8:10), how this encourages evil (8:11), 

yet he reaffirms a doctrine of retribution (8: 12-13). Kohele t 

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 turns specifically 

to the fate of man which i s also unknown ( 9:1), except that the ultimate 

fate of all is the same (9:2). Just preceding the proverb Kohelet 

lamPnts a ll this: 

~)~ inN ni~n-,J ~n~n nnn n~yJ-1~M '7Jl y1 nr 
on,,nl Dll~l nl~~lnl Y1-H~D D1Nn-'Jl l~ DAl 

o ,nnn-'7M , ,,mo 

This is an evil in all that is done under 
the sun t hat 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 

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 r eal hope that life l:as value . Kohelet 

feels a need to support t his last statement and he naturally falls 
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back upon a proverb . "Better a living dog than a dead lion. " Life 

itself e l eva t es a sor row fil l ed ex i stence, making it s~per ior to an 

es t eemed l i f e when it is over . The prover b serves as proof for 

Kohelet's asser tion of hope. From this point Kohe l et goes on to explain 

the value of life by exp l aining the proverb in verses 5 and 6. 

nnlND o,y,, , Dl,H D,r.n.11 inn,~ D,Y, ,, D, ,nn , J 
D1JT OJ~n , J 1J~ on~ 11Y- l , Hl 

n1lH 1lJ DnNl?-Dl DnNl~-Dl DnlnN Dl 
vn~n nnn n~yl - 1~H ~Jl 0~1y ~ i1y on~-1,N p~n1 

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 t heir love, the i r hate, their jealousy 
a r e lost and they have no shar e anymore in all 
tha t is done under the sun . 

Only the l iving live, experience t11eir 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 wor thy of 

6 further development. 

Kohelet's third use of proverbs is at the end of a section 

t o conclude it. 1 : 15 concludes a passage which begins in verse 12. 

D~~l,,l ~H1~,-~y 1~D ,~,,n n~np , l H 
niunJ 1l n~1 ~11 1~ ,l~-nN ,nn11 

o ,n~ n nnn n~y1 i~N-~J ~Y 
l ) nllY ~ D1Nn ,ll~ o ,n~H 1n1 Y1 llY Hln 

~nvn nnn l~Y l ~ n ,~y on- ~J-nH , n,H, 
n1Jnn~ ~Jl ,-H~ 111on1 1 pr.~ ~Jl ,- N~ n1 yn 

I Kohelet was kin& over Israel 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 natter God has given 
to man to affl i.ct him. I observed al 1 the 



deeds done under the sun and behold all is 
hevel and wind chasina. The crooked cannot 
be""8traightened and the lacking cannot be 
counted. 

Kohelet t e lls us of his experience in puzzling out the questions of 

existence, giving us his Solomonic credentia l s. 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 

bevel (verse 7) and has relegated this world to endless replication 

(verses 9-11) her e he has thrown the full weight of his reputation 
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and wisdom behind his sad analysis of the world in verse 14. Kohele t 

now uses a proverb ~hich speaLs to the hopelessness of the world. 

"The crooked cannot be straightened nor the lacking counted." The 

world is fixed as it is in i ts 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 Kohel et 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 Kohe let proceeds with his various exper iments. 

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. 

D,11XD M,n-1~H n~Mn-nH nlDD in ,JN MXlr.1 
n,,, o,110M nl., c,nini 

n1 1J"l' f'l>lnl nJnn 1>.,n, o,n.,rm 'JS., 11" 
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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 a re f e tter s. The one who pleases God ~ill 
escape f rom her but the sinner will be taken 
as prey by her. 

In verses 27 and 28 Kohelet examines men finding them little better. 

1111'n HXD~ nnH~ nnN n~n? ninH , nHXD nt nKi 
,r.HXD H~ l ,~Ol l1'?l-11Y 11'K 

,r.NXD N~ n~N-~Jl n~Nl ,r.NXD q~Hr. lOH 01H 

See what I have found says Kohe l et little by 
littl e to find the scor e , tha t 1 desired t o 
seek out but did not find one man in a 
thousand I fou nd but a woman i n all of them 
I did not find . 

Finding 1 it tle in th is search Kohe let states hi s only r eal ' finding' 

in a proverb . 

o,n~Nn nvy 11'N ,nN~r. nt-nHi 11; 
c,n nill~n 11'i7l mm1 ,~, 01Nn-i1N 

O~ly see what I found: that God made man s traight 
but he has sough t out many devices. 

God did not desire t h is s tate of affairs bu t man has brought it 

upon himself with his devious ways. l<ohele t has examined men and 

women and found them to be a basically wicked lot. He concludes 

t ha t this is their own fau l t and casts his conclusion in the form 

of a proverb. This again g i ves a traditiona l coloring to his view. 

We have seen the use o( proverbs in the context of non-

proverbial passages. Proverbs for Kohelet serve several func tions. 

They c an in troduce and set the t one for a passage. They can serve 

as a pivot of t r ansi t ion and they ~an give the weigh t of tradition 

or give a traditiona l f ee ling to Kohelet ' s views . Ye t 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 toge ther 

~n groups. What function do t hey fulfill? Some times they conclude 

a passage i n a manner similar to what was said above about isolated 

proverbs. However t he interaction between them also gives us further 

i nsight int o Kohe l et' s think ing . 9: 13-10 : 1 is an example of t hi s type 

of usage. 

,.,M M,il il'll1Al ~DOil nnn nDln ,n,M, nT-DA 
nmo1 JlDl 'nu i'ln iP'lM-Mll DY1l n:i tP~lHl illl>i7 , ,y 

07'71A D,11X1l il,'ly illll 
1nllJnl ,,Yil -nH Mlil - 1>'7111 Dln ll01l V,H ill HXD l 

Hlilil llObil ~,Hil-~M 1lT H'l 01Ul 
i111lA1l ilDln illlU ,lH ,i11DH1 

D 7YD~l Dl,H 1,1l1l il,lTl ll01li1 ~Dlnl 
D,'l,Oll '71:1113 fl?Y T1l D,YD~l ttnll D,llln ,,l, 

ill1i1 illll) 1JH7 inH NUlnl J1j7 ,'lln illlln illlU 
nj711 lDl:I Y7 l 7 V,Ml, Uln ,lllT 

uyn nl'l:o ii:i:in n~..:inn 1i7, 

Also t h is piece of wisdom 1 observed unde r 
the sun ar.d I t hink 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 "1as found 
a poor sage and he saved the city by his wi sdom, 
but no one remembered this poor man, I t h i nk 
wisdom is bet ter than strengt h but a poor man's 
wisdom is desp ised and no one heeds h is word s . 

The words of the wise are hea rd in quiet 
better than the sc r e ams of a r uler among foo l s. 
Wisdom is bet t er than weapons but one sinner can 
spoil much good. Dead flies putrify and ferment 
perfumer ' s oil. Weightier than wisdom, than 
splendor is a li ttle foolishness. 

In verses 13-1 5 Kohe l et ha s told us a parable about a ( poor wise) 

man who in spite of his lowly es tate saves '1-iis city from attack and 

cer ta i n defeat through his wisdom. 7 Yet he is forgot t en. l\ohe l e t 

makes his point proverbially lauding wisdom over migh t even though a 

poor man's wisdom i s despised and his words are not heeded. The 

passage now concludes with three prove rbs which further discuss the 
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limits of wisdom. They conc lude the passage and carry a message of 

t heir own. The fir st proverb picks up the praise of wisdom found in 

verse 16a. Wise word s spoken softly are potentially more powerful 

than royal foolishness. The second proverb in verse 18 repeats 

t he message of wisdom's power then l imits that power . Wisdom is 

mighty yet it takes Ol' ly a StDall amount of wrong doing to gum up 

the works . Then 10 : 1 picks up on this las t thought with an image of 

one puney insignif icant fly ru ining a significant amount of precious 

oil . Carrying the thought t o its logical conc lusion Kohe l et tells 

us that foolishness outweighs both wisdom and wealth . In t hese four 

proverbs (9:16a, 17 , 18 and 10:1) Kohe l e t has conc luded his parabl e 

and has moved us to a new i dea. Wisdom is mighty, stronger than 

weapons of war but it is foolishness which is pot entially t he strongest 

for with only a little bit much can be r uined. 8 And in all this the 

pooc sage remains forgotten. 

Kohe l e t ha s detai l ed for us through proverbs a triple compar ; son: 

Wisdom i s might ier than brute force and foolishnes s is mightier than 

wisdom. Similarly after the i ntroduc t ory proverb of 4: 13 mentioned 

above uhich also praises of poor man ' s wis dom t hi s time over kingly 

fooli shness. Later in the passage the longevity of the nation 

champions both by default . Likewi se 4:2-3 compares the dead a s 

favora ble t o the l iving and the unborn as be tte r stil l . 

lnn llJ~ a i nnn- nH ,JN nl~l 
nJlY n,,n nnn l~H oi,nn-10 

n,n H~ 11y -1~N nN on,l~D l1U1 
~n~n nnn n~YJ 1~H yin n~ynn-nM nNl-N~ l~H 



And l praised the dead, vho have already oied, 
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. 
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All these passages center around "bet t er than" proverbs which compare 

two items. l<ohelet's skill i11 using these proverbs is demonstrated 

by his ability to yield triple comparisons out of these . 9 The three 

ideas, the 111ight of fools, the everlasting oature of ooly the nation 

qua n.ation and the benefits of not being born show us the unconventional 

side of Kohelet. He has used the traditional form to r each his particular 

conc lusions. 

Another example of a series of proverbs used together to conclude 

a passage is in 4:4-6 . 

~,n 1J n~ynn 11 1~J -7J nHl 7ny-7J-nH ,JN ,n,1<11 
n11 n1y11 7ln nt -oA lnyin ~ , N-nNJ? 

l1~l -nH 7JH1 ,,,,_nN ?ln 7,~Jn 
n11 r.1y11 7ny DlJOn H~CD nn J ~J N7D llU 

And I have seen that all labor and laboring 
skill is the envy between men. Thia too is 
heve l and wind chasing. The fool folds his 
hands and eats his f l esh. 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 S and 6 Kohelet gives hi s 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 thos e whom Kohe!et is criticizing 

above might answer him. "You say we are caugh t up in envy but it is 
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the fool whose a tt itude about work needs critici sm." 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 

t han th e fool's idleness and e nvy's exasperating gains. Kohe l e t has 

once ag3in set up a triple compar ison. However her e two elements a r e 

equal ly bad while only one has value. More importantly here he ha~ 

balanced two negative attitudes so that the passage flows to his 

'd 10 own i. ea. 

Several pr overbs also appear in Kobelet which are not int imately 

r ela t ed to that which has preceded them. These proverbial collections 

are found in 7:1-10, 7: 11- 14, 10:2-4 , and 10 :8-1 1:6. The last two 

collections appear to be collec t ions of Kohe let's own pr over bs and 

traditional ones. They speak to his theme of careful wise living and 

whil e one can imagine t heir didactic use by Kohe l et t hough their 

11 underlying structur e escapes me. The same may be said for 7:1 ~-14 

though its the.mes relat i ng to the value of money and wisdom a nd the 

way t o behave i n good t imes and bad times along with their meaning are 

typically Kohelet. More may be discovered about the structure and 

artistry of Kohelet ' s us e of proverbs in 7:1- 10. Here is a ca t a l ogue 

of proverbs with occasiona l explanations by Kohe l et. 

Kohelet makes use of a special kind of proverb to serve as the 

struc t ural basis of this passage. Each proverb uses the Hebr ew lD • • • llU 

t o se t up a comparison contrasting two i t ems. Because of their function 

I call these proverbs "helter than" prover bs. However I hesitate to 

labP.l this s tructure "poetic" since there is an absence of a balance 

in the length of lines . This balance is an impor t ant 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: 

"A good name is better than fine oil" speaks posit ively 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 compari son values life over property and 

then death over life. The comparison is made by contrast ing a proverb 

representing a traditional value (cf. Proverb 22:11) with one representing 

Kohele t' s unique point of view. 

Next he uses a proverb which again represents a traditional 

value, one which is tied up in custom. 

It is better to go to a mourning house than 
to go to a house of feas ting, 

Kohelet gives a reason for his proverb, but not a traditional one. 

Instead it reflects his own sobering value system. 

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. 

l~ lU,, D,JD Y1l - ,J pn~D DyJ l1U 
nnn~ n,ll o,~,PJ l~l ~lH n,ll cnnln l~ 
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Sorrow is better than l aughter 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 hi s 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 . 

It is better to l isten to the rebuke of the 
wise than to be the man who listens to the 
song of fools. 

Unfortunate ly the difficulty in interpreting verse 7 makes i t 

impossible to determine exactly why Kohelet affirms the wise rebuke: 

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

Still the reason for avoiding the fool's song is somewhat clear. 

For like the sound of thorns under a pot so 
is the laughter of the fool and this too is 
hevel. 
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Verse 8 uses two better than proverbs to contrast two values as he did 

in verse 1. 

Better i s the end of a mstter than its 
beginning.·· Patience is better than pride . 

111e end is preferable to the beginning; however, while in the process 

patience is better than pride. These two proverbs don't actually 
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represent opposite values but values in conflict . The sage is 

examining the same situation from two angles noting that while t he 

end is preferable one's action should not overly betray one's 

prefer e nces. Ver se 9 exp lains Kohelet's preference for patience 

by characterizing impatience as foolish . 

Don't be quick in your disposition to become 
angry for anger l odges in the breast of fools. 
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Final l y 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 th e "bet .. er than" formula t o urge upon his 

audience acceptance of the world's ways. 

n~HD D ,~,D ,,n D,l~H1n D ,D,n~ n,n nD 1DNn-~H 
nT-~Y n~N~ nDJnn H~ ,J 

Don't say it wa s that the former days were 
better than these for you don't ask this 
from wisdom. 

The wise person accepts the world a s it i s. Verse 10 is not a 

"better than" proverb like t he others. Rather i t is cas t in the 

form of an admonition not to make such a proverb. This manipulation 

of the form concludes th is passage. 

Two features of Kohe l et's use of proverbs i n 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 (l\ohelet's valuP) 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 l<ohelet uses a proverb to 

counsel his listeners to accept his ideas and not r ebe l against the 
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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 "be tter than" rhythm of the whole passage in his final line. 

Kohelet's use of proverbs may be SUlllllarized as follows. 

He works with his proverbs, inser ting 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 

h . h 1 d I ' . 12 w ic en s power to llS own views. 

These uses of proverbs by Kohelet point again to some thing 

mentioned before in regard to 6:1-6. Kohelet's use of proverbs, 

particularly when they back up his thought s as in 9:4, has a homi-

letical force to it. He is addr essing his own views to his audience 

delivering them in and around proverbs. Proverbs form an integral 

part of Kohelet's message. Thr ough them he is able to display his 

ties t o tradition as well as showcase his own ideas. Kohelet's 

proverbial usage points to his unique place within tradition. 

L 
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CHAPTER I 11 

NOTES 

1 Robert Gordis in his article "Quotations in Wisdom Literature," 
(Jewish Quarterly Review, 30 (1939-1940), pp. 123-147, and in Kobe l et -
The Man and His Wor ld (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 
195l~p~95-108, describes a process wher ein Kohele t may have quoted 
current proverbs or his own proverbs in order to contrast them with 
the main thought of the passage in whi ch they are f ound . 

My work deal s 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. Never t he
less th e very idea tha t Kohe l e t employs a proverb assumes Gordis' 
definition of quotation and t his work was in f luenc ed by Gordis' work . 
Of particular influence was the idea tha t a prover b could be contras t ed 
to anot her proverb , cou ld be used to but tress an a rgument or us ed to 
begin a discussion. Al so see~. J. Whedbee's Isaiah and Wi sdom 
(Nashv i lle: Abingdon, 1971), pp . 68-75 for another attempt t o deal 
with the use of proverbial language. 

2 Gordis notes t ha t th is proverb i s used as a quoted t ext on 
whi c'1 Kohe l et e laborates in verse t en in "Quotations in Wisdom 
Lite rature" (J ewish Quarterly Review 30 [1939-1940)), p. 133 . 

3 Kohele t makes broad us e of proverbs of compa r i son which are 
structured TD • •• l H> and which I call "better than" proverbs. See 
below my discussion of these proverbs in Cha pter IV, pp . 63-64. 
Also see G. E. Br yce , " ' Bet t er' Proverbs : An His t orical and 
St ructura l Study," (Society o f Biblical Literature 1972 Proceedings, 
Vo lume 2) , pp . 343- 354 and G. S. Ogden, "The ' Better' Proverbs 
(Tob-Spruch), Rhetorica l Criticism and Qohe l eth, " (J ournal of 
Biblical Literature 96 fl977), pp . 489-505. 

4 
Gordis sees t h i s pr overb as a quoted t ex t upon which Kohelet 

e laborates in verses 9b-12. Op. cit., p . 133. 

5 Th is final proverb has a paralle l i n Mesopotamian literature 
discussed below, pp . 71- 73. 
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6 Gordis (Op. cit., p. 136) views this proverb as a quoted 
t~xt refuted in verses 5-6 . 

7 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. Cr enshaW":
stUdies in Ancient I sraelite Wisdom [New York: Ktav, 1976,), 
pp. 161-171). --
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8 The might of wisdom is a common wisdom image. I Edras 
4:33-42 (41) con tains an extreme version of this image. "So he ended 
his speech and a l l the people shouted and said, 'Great is the truth: 
truth is the strongest !'" (Translation - ~English Bible, verse 41). 
The c0111Dentary in The ~ew English Bib le with the Apocrypha (New York: 
Oxford Univer sity Press, 1976), (D. B. Weisberg) points out t hat 
the phrase through Latin became the popular saying "Great is truth 
and it prevails." 

9 Ogden (Op. cit., pp. 497-498) understands 4:2-3 as the use of 
"better than" proverbs (see note three ) in a Lripart ite Gtructure. 
Similar to Cordis, he understands verse two as r ef l ecting the wisdom 
tradition (quote) followed by Kohelet's own view in verse three . 

lO G d" (0 ' 234 235) h 1 . 11· b or 1s p. cit., pp. - notes t e re at1ons 1p etween 
verses five and six, but makes no reference to verse four. 

11 Gordis in Kohelet - The Man and llis World (New York: Jewish 
Theological Seminary of America, 19Sl"fl)p~82-185, 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. Hertz.berg who in their commentaries on 
Kohelet try t o interconnect several of these verses. Their attempts 
according to Gordis reflect their own need co find ;:: connection rather 
than an organic structure . Gordis then cite s the Book of Proverbs 
as a similar unorganized collection of proverbs. However the difficulty 
to identify a structure or the inability of scho l ars to agree does not 
rule out the possibility of a structure. Ii. L. Ginsberg, for example 
in "The Structure and Conlents of the Book of Kohelet," (Supplements 
to Vetus Testamentum 3 [Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1955]), pp. 138-150, 
Pfaces-these verses within a 5ectio- which begins in 7:10 and continues 
to 12:8. However even in this structur ing Ginsberg has difficul t y 
with 9:17-10, 14a, 15-19 which he calls a "block of associative 
digressions with some internal dislocation" (p. 142, note three). 

12 
See above pp. 39-42. 
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CHAPTER IV 

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 t his point 

I have examined certain passages with an eye toward understanding the 

appearance of certain features. These features often s trike the 

reader as evidence of influence upon Kohelet. 1 have not expended my 

energies label ing these features and ident ifying their original 

sources for the purpose of rev~aling that which has influenced Kohelet. 

Rather 1 concentrated on how these feat~res provide the substance out 

of which Kohe let speaks. ~ow 1 seek K~helet's motivations and goals 

~n his message as cot1111unicated 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 uook 

Wisdom in lsrael speaks of such a class. 1 He deduces its existence 

from circumstance s in neighboring cultures and from Israel's own high 

level of literary achievement. "This demands the assumption that a 

class of scribes existed."2 And a scribal class demands the existence 

of schools wherein they could learn t heir arts. lo some of these 

schools wisdom texts were used as teaching tools and wisdom t exts were 
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composed. These men who ran these schools wer e known as the o~run . 

Their main function was to teach and much of the book of Proverbs 

r eflects 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 Cordis also speaks of schools (academies) conducted for 

the upper classes and therefore reflecting a conservative mentality. 3 

This is reflected for example in ¥ohelet'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 t exts used in the schools. Speculative wi sdom works 

like Kohel e t are at variance with this other wisdom but are products 

of the same sLhools of thought. 

However did these schools really exist and if so what form 

did they take? Recently such conceptualizations of wisdom have been 

viewed as unwarranted on t he basis of our present knowledge. In The 

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

of the proof texts, whi ch serve as direct evidence fo r such a pro

fessional class to demonstrate that they prove little. 4 Therefore 

he disassociates Proverbs, Job, and Kohele t, which are obviously works 

of intellectual cont emplation, from what was previously thought to be 

their sociological setting. lie shows that there is no case for 

assuming a professional class of wise men e ngaged as counselors at 

court, t eachers in schools or as authors. Then Whybray seeks to 

link the wis e men not i n 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 DJn . Then he presents words which he also identifies as 

central to these books . Inadvertently Kohelet 1s sett ing 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 Kohe let while words basic to Kohelet are often absent from 

Job and Proverbs. Whybr ay divides the words of central significance 
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for wisdom into four categories. They are words occurring only in 

Proverbs , Job and/or Kohe let, words occurring frequently both in 

Proverbs. J ob and/or Kobelet and also in other Old Testament traditions, 

words characteristic of Proverbs, Job and Kohelet, but also occurring 

occasionally in other Old Testament traditions and finally words 

apparently exclusive to the Intellectual Tradition (which appear 

throughout the Bible). Of particular interest are those words whid. 

Whybray believes to be exclusively part of Israel's wisdom tradition 

(category four) . Of these nine words only three appear in Kohelet 

(~ ~OJ .~JD ,Tlll) and one of them ( llll ) appears only once . In 

category three which is of less value in identifying wisdom traditions 

similarly excludes Kohelet. Ou t of ten words none are found in 

Kohelet. In the secon~ category the 1 ink of Kohel e t to the wisdom 

tradition is only slightly better. Here seven of the twenty-t hree 

words are shared by Kohelet and at l eas t one other of the two biblical 

wisdom books. Finally of words used exclusively in these books only 

~¥Y is shar ed between books. This word appears fourteen times in 

Proverbs and once in Kohelet . 
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To my mind wha t this infers is that not only car. we not assume 

a c lass of professional wisdom t eachers or the like out of which 

Kohelet came, we are unable to assume lite~ary t r adition of the natur e 

Whybr ay seeks. Only the root ~. it seems, connect s the three on 

this level. It appears 51 t imes i n Kohelet, 82 times in Proverbs , a nd 

28 times in Job . Stil l the 141 uses of t his root in t he r es t of the 

Bible prevent us f rom drawing out t oo much from its use in the three. 

Whybray has pointed t o a lack of hard evidence for the exis

tence of wisdom schools in Israel with its c lass of wisdom t eachers . 

Then be further isolates Kohelet (accidentally) on the basis of his 

vocabulary. So we are l eft with a Kohelet who shares little in 

r espec t to an identifiable tradition with the other wisdom books. 

Of course Kohe l e t sha r es with the other wisdom authors t he use of 

proverbs and parables but this might reflect a common folk wi sdom 

backgr ound greater than Israel itself just as eas ily pointing to a more 

developed relationship between more sophis t icated authors. So Kohe let 

stands very much a l one. 

Per haps it is impossible to assign Kohelet a forma l wisdom 

role or s tatus in the es tablished order of his day ye t we may be able 

t o assign him a different kind of place in relation t o t he thought 

development of the Bible. Such a task wa s assumed by James L. Crenshaw 

i n his article "The Popular Qu es tioning of the Just ice of Cod in 

Ancient Israel. ,.S Cr enshaw pos t ulates that Kohelet ' s inabi lity t o 

fi nd meaning anywhere comes as a violent r eaction t o a r elig ious out

look which affirmed a doctrine of just retribu tion in a world wh ich 

did measure up t o it . Kohele t is a book of t heodicy part icularly 
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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 retr ibution. 
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This theory though interesting fails to account for the whole of 

Kohelet emphasizing only tbe negative. Hore will be said about this 

below. 6 However, more important than the conclusions Crenshaw reaches 

is one of his basic assumptions. Tha t is that Kohelet, writing 

sometime before 150-125 B.C.r.., did not live in isolation but was a 

son of his people and his work was a product of their national life. 7 

For Cr enshaw Kohelet's awareness of centuries of disillusionment 

concerning the doctrine of retribution in Israelite thought leads 

directly to Kohelet. From my per&pectivc this assumption is the 

s~arting point for a discussion of how the various elements in 

Kohelet operate. Kohelet was part of the J ewish national life of his 

age. With reason~ble 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 l t shares features 

with both biblical and '1ishnaic Hebr ew and falls somewhere between 

the two . Also the use of two Persian loan words, ~ (2:5) and 

~ (8:11) point t o a post exile date . From the perspective of 

content, Kohelet's awareness of a be lief in an afterlife in which the 

soul rises up (3:18-22) is not r ef l ected in other biblical books, 

except the later book of Daniel (12: 1-3), but is found in later 

Jewish thought. 9 

The superscription and more importantly 1:12 indicate that 

Kohelet lived in Jerusalem or at the very l east was aware of the 

importance of the city as a center of wealth and activity and places 
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himself in the midst of it. Kohelet would have had to live in complete 

isolation not to have been aware of the his torical and literary 

traditions which preceded him. Kohe let's broad use of stylistic 

features such a s proverbs , parables, para l lel structures and biblical 

imagery point t o Kohelet's roots in the biblical world . By accepting 

the assumption we ga i n a perspect ive from w~ich to exami ne t he plane 

of Kohelet and better understand the interaction of the e lements . 

The e lements as discussed before are t he 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 depend ent upon Kohelet. 

From an under standing o f the i'lteraction of the e lements we will ga :n 

insight into Kohelet the person. 

Let me tUTn t o some passages di scussed prev iously . I n 7:15-22 

Kohelet outlines a de finition of righteous action. His definition is 

one which considers man's disposition t o do evil . According to Kohelet 

only when one is cognizant of one 's own wrong-do ings can true 

righteousness be achieved. In order to r each this conclusion Kohelet 

brings several e lements into interac tion. The conten t elements are 

the observation that evil people often succeed in life (verse lSc), 

the doc trine which says that these people are pun ished by Cod (verse 17), 

and the observation that all people have an evil side (verse 20 and 

ver ses 21- 22). These elements are present throughout the bible . 

Kohelet's awareness that evil is oicen successfu l in spite of a belief 

that it is punished while good is rewarded is very much part of the 

biblical world . As Cr enshaw poi nts out in his previous l y mentioned 

art ic l e the doctr ine of r e tribution was central to Israel's theology . 



That this dor.trine was not bor ne out in r eality was troubl i ng to 

say t he l east . Mi cah 2: 1 r eflects this anguish. 

Dnll)DD-~Y yi ,~YDl llH-,lDn ,,~ 
D1, ~K~-D, ,) ~lDV, 1Vl~ llHl 

Woe t o those who devise wickedness and work 
evil upon their beds. When the morning 
dawns they perform it because i t is in the 
power of their hands. 

Kohe l et combines this with the awareness of evil's universa l 

character. 

With these e l ements present, one might expec t Kohelet to 

develop t hem such that Kohe l et' s v iews on div ine ret r ibution might 

be air ed since this is so centra l t o biblical t hought . However, 

Kohe l e t emp l oys them to co111nun icate in another related ar ea . He 

speaks on how to be righteous. Kohelet does th is , as noted above, 

by playing off t he r i ghteous against the wicked wi th parallelism 

which is of course basic to biblical express i on and by introducing 
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t he e l ement of evi l 's universality with another o l d form , the proverb. 

Thr ee things may be noted f r om the interaction of the e l ements. 

First considering the central i ty of a doc trine of retribution and the 

problem of evil for biblical thought the use of these e l ement s 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 t he meaninglessness of the universe 

r ef l ected i n the lack of just retrib~tion in the world . According 

t o Cr e nshaw this would have r epresented a reaction to dissatisfac t ion 

with the incompatibility of the doctrine of retribution and reality. 

What I be l ieve t o be i n fact his pr ime concern wil l be deve l oped 



below. Second t he di rection io which Kohelet does move 1s itself 

tradit ions l . 

Gordis speaks of Kohelet as an unconventional thinker when 

he notes Kohelet ' s r e lationship to the wisdom movement in gener a l . l O 

He also notes Kohelet's basic conse rvatism and traditional use of 

proverbia l ethical teachings and again points to the wisdom move-

ment as their source . 1 wish to take Kohelet's conservatism one 

ste p further. Many of Kohe let's deve loped teachings, that is 
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teachings not simply given in proverbs but which a r e developed in a 

passage within the context of seve ral ve r ses are "Conventional" in a 

basically fundamental sense. Tha~ is they share with other wisdom 

writings, particularly Prover b and Ben Sirah, the quest t o map out a 

guide for proper behavior and proper living . Kohe l e t is not uncon

ventional. Rather he develops in his own innovative way "conventional" 

concepts. This is not t o say that nothing in Kohelet is in variance 

with what came before him. Indeed Kohele t' s bitter appraisal of life 

as hevel would be st r iking in any religious tradition which affirms 

life's value and the goodness of God . Yet Kohelet's concern her e and 

elsewhere is with a plan for living in such a wor ld. Hi s unconven

tional ity is confined to how he understands the problem of trying to 

live in a world of hevel and his uo lut ion concerning what consti tutes 

proper behavior . This is bett er labe l ed innovat ive than unconventional . 

That Kohelet was the son of his nation is reflec ted i n his 

conservatism and is basic to his world view. This view inc luded the 

age old affirmat ion of righteous acts and t he proprie ty o f each 

receiving his just r ewards in life. ThiR passage, if anything, 
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harmonizes t he necessity of r i ghteousness with Kohelet' s observation 

that the world i s basically marked by injustice by both the yoi and 

the jP1~ . More will be said about Kohelet 's basic tie to other 

wisdom works later . 

The third insight gained from an aware ness of how the elements 

of 7:15- 22 i nteract r e lates to the literary elements . As noted 

above. this passage contains three paralle l lines Cone synonymous , 

one antithetical, and one synthetic) and a prover b tied toge t her 

within a framework of observation . Proverbs and parallelisms tie 

Kohelet t o artistic biblical and Ancient Near Eastern wisdom tra-

d
. . 11 ttions. However Kohelet takes these literary forms to a new 

leve l of development. Kohelet her e through his observational frame-

work displays his rare gift for communica ting . This is easily shown 

by contrasti~g the books grouped befor e because of the intellectual 

activity they represent . ,~~n is primarily composed of O,~~D . 

R. B. ~Scott has remarked that the reader of t he l iter ary proverbs 

is struck by the almost complete lack of continuity. 12 The fo l k 

proverbs he identifies only break up the prevalent monotony. This 

book is a coll ec tion or series of collections of the wisdom of 

Israe l. In a sense it is boring. Collections simply do not make 

for the easy reading we find in Kohelet. When Kohe let uses a prover b , 

its context of t en enhances our appreciation . ln 7:19 th is i s demon-

strated. 

Wisdom strengthens the vise be t ter than ten 
rulers who were i n t he ci~y. 



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. Its author has a command of 

proverbs. Yet unlike Kohelet J ob is not the kind of book one could 

sit down to read in an afterno~n. Job was written solely for con

templative reading. Kohelet, though best studied over the years, 

does l end itself because of its length and readability to a casual 

reading. This is a tribute to Kohelet's skills of communicat ion. 

Kohelet is somewher e between the short proverbs of ' '11?11 and the Joban 

depths . Kohelet is developing his varied thoughts in relat ively 

short spaces. His style is homiletica l . In some ways his style is 

comparab l e to Ben Sirah. Ther e 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 connect s 

him to the biblical tradition. 

The comparison created in 6:1-6 which was studied above
14 

bears out Kohelet's ties to the biblical tradition . 6:1-6 contain 
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tbe content elements oi observation, comparison and condemnation. 

Kohelet has observed the fat e of the rich man who does not enjoy his 

wealth and condemns him, comparing him negatively to the ~9l. He 

declares his message through descriptions of the rich man's plight and 

the stillboro ' s sorry state, which are replete wi th 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 



than a 64ge . 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 euch 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 t he famil iar problem of how to 

live a righteous life. The question was traditional as was the 

solution yet it reflected Kohelet's unique perspective. Here 
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Kohelet tackles a corol lary of this question. He explores a life which 

he does not admire to discover its fault and condemn it. In this 

search the underlying issue is still the same. Kohelet seeks to 

discover the proper way to live. As sta t ed before he shares this 

concecn with Proverbs and Ben Sirah. Here Kohele c's condemnation of 

a group of men who may have wielded a good measur~ 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 reflec ts this sear ch is demonstrated by the 

question posed by Kohelet at the beginning of the book . 



What profit does a man have in al l his 
labors which he completes under the sun? 
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I see this question as Kohelet's unique formulation of a question 

15 
which is basic to Israel's wiadOlll sear ch. The question is a further 

inquiry into the idea captured in Prove r bs 14:23. 

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 tbe world of hevel. He 

discovers his profit in simple human pleasures. That Kohelet is 

able to talk positive ly about profit in a world marked by ~ 

demonstrates his predisposition to answer his initial ques tion . 

The t;ruly unconventiontll thinker, given Kohelet's observations aboJt 

the world's~ 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 ~hich employs 

16 "New Criticism" to analy:te Kohelet. In his study he downplays the 

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 inves tigation of life fo l lowe~ by (6 : 10-11:6) 

Kohelet's conc lusions. TI1e work of this thinker ib reduced to the 
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conclusions that man cannot find out what i s 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 r educes Kohelet'a 

sensitive observations and insights into world affairs t o two dry 

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

K h 1 . f . . 17 o e et into our main sect i ons. Ginsberg recognizes t he impor-

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

answer concludes the first section in 2:26 and is the "pract i ca l 

lesson of each one o f 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 highlight s Kohe let ' s cen tral focus. 

Ginsber g also points ou t somelhing else about Kohelet. lf 

we accept the question and solu tion format for the book, which seeks 

to deal with the real c r isis of man to find meaning (or profit ) in 

his life l ived in a world of meaninglessness (~) by valuing pleasure, 

how do we under stand Kohe l e t's remarks in 2:2 1 which criticize pleasure? 

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

Also Kohelet's praise of mourn ing over r eve lry in 7:2-4 raises 

ques tions as to Kohelet's co111Dit111ent to pleasur e. 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 Kohe l et 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 Kohele t 

holds 1n the passage for people who 

h h h . d . l 18 ave t e means at t e ir 1sposa . 

fail to enjoy life though they 

The anger generated by t he con-

trastiog images again shows Kohelet's homi l et ical skills in communi-

eat i ng his ideas. An unanswer ed ques tion r e lated t o passages like 

t his one which speak to us forcefully is what were thei r settings? 

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

begin our r easoning from a per spect ive discussed and doubted before, 

that Kohelet was some sort of t eacher in a widsom schoo l we might 

assume the book t o be a part of his teaching. Besides the weakness 

of t he basic assumption that l\.:>helet was a t eacher i n a wisdom academy 

other considerations lead us away f r om viewing the book as a teaching 

tool. One has to wonder what place t hese teachings would have in a 

curricu l um based upon the l ess challeng ing guidance displayed i n 

Proverbs. Was Kohelet teaching advanced cour ses or was his sc hool a 

radica l one? Both questions strain our knowledge o f the situation 

and compel us to seek another setting for Kohe l et. 

Perhaps it is composed of speeches or a speech given to a non-

school audience, one we ll s uited to appreciate his message . This view 

would comport well with the wide ly held under standing of n'1ili7 as 

assemb l er or speaker. However the words of ~ohele t don't r eal ly 

work as a speech. Kohelet changes subjects too quickly to cons ider 

the whole book as a speech while the individual passages are too short . 

Nor ar~ t he passages outl ines of speecl1es since their well conceived 

l iterary structure suggests that they a re in their final form at 

present, with no need to be f l eshed out. 
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Instead I think that Kohe let's communication as presented in 

the book was written to be r ead . The book is compoaed 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 n~np to mean the collector as in the collection 

of Kohelet's observations and t eachings . 

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 ouch 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 editor although he may draw upon 

older material Fox's work opens up a new path for the study of 

Kohelet. lie has linked Kohe l e t to a literary fonn (frame-narrative) 

which understands the book a s it is in regard to its style. 

Another passage discussed at l ength before was 7:1-10 . In 

this passage Kohelet deals with some of the l ess joyous aspects of 

life which he values for their benefit for ~~n. The passage is 

centered around a series of tn ... .:nu 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 

2(, 
back perhaps as far as 2600 B.C.E. In the Egyptian Wisdom of 

Kogemni i t 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 Kohel et ' s use of these proverbs as a foundation 

of a passage is a l iterary advance. Graham S. Ogden followed Bryce 

and studied the "better than" proverb in Kohelet in his article "The 

'Better' Proverb. Rhetorical Criticism. and Qoheleth. 1121 He described 

Kohelet's use of this proverb not only in 7:10 but in their other 

occurrences in Kohele t. 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 prove rbs do not declare fixed values but often 

seek out relative values. Kohelet'• broad use of the proverb t e lls 

us something about his thinking . Kohe l et is not a r ig id thinker. 

He is sens itive t o relative values . As mentioned above whil e he 

advocates pleasure as the profit of life , he does not rigidly stand 

by pleasure seeking . Other values, like gaining a perspec tive on 

our human existence, which for Kohelet is necessary for one t o 

real~ze 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 t o a variety of avenues. Pleasure is not a value which is 

opposed to experiencing sorrow or going to a mourning house. Rather 

both ca~ he lp man to cope with his r ea lity. 

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 (ver ses 1-8) he asks 

~DY Hln i~Hl n~1yn 111n~-nn 

What profit has a worker in his toil? 

The question is always at t he center of Kohele:'s search. This pas

s age demonstrates the basic dialectic of Kohelet's thought. Two 
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items ar e played off each other throughout t he book. One ia Kohelet ' s 

observations of t he world from '11n '1Jn D,'1~n '11n to nDHn-nH n1nn ,D. --- -~ ~ --- ---- --
The other is Kohelet's a ttempt t o find the profit in man ' s existence 

and guide the individual t o that profit. The second of t hese two as 

described above ties Kohel et tc other wisdOtD write r s. It is Kohelet's 

observations and t he directions they force him to go which give the 

book its "unconventional" appearance and which highl ights Kohelet ' s 

sensitivi ty . Crenshaw's view that Kohelet is a reaction to dis-

sa t isfaction with divine justice makes sense when speaking of his 

observat i ons . The world f or Kohelet is a co l d abode for man . A place 

of cosmic injust ices and human injustices. A place wher e both the 

rich and the poor as well as the beast lead equal l y poor lives. 

Kohelet observes a l l this in others and in addition in hi s life car ried 

out a number of exper iment s ( 1: 12-2:26) wh ich rea l ly amount to his 

observing bis own life. As a result of his observations and in 

response to his quest to discover the profit in 111an's labors he 

formulates his pleasur e principle. As he says at the end of his 

exper iments and e l sewhere the ability to enjoy is divine (~ D,n'1H 

12.,!!) while the one who cannot enjoy the fruits of his labor s will 

suffer from the la~k of eGjoyment and someone e lse will enjoy them. 

This too Kohelet observes is part of the bevel of existence . 

Simi l arly after Koh~ l e t r epeats his introductory question in 3 :9 

he observes the vexat ion ( J,lYn) 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 t he ~niverse. So Kohel et 

recommends the available gift of God: t he enjoyment of life . 

. 
L 



So far l have described in t erms of his writings. Can we 

from this understanding focus in on the person? From his experi

ments we l earn that he was extremely rich, lived in Jer usalem and 

was King in l srae l. Where fact ends and fantasy begins is difficult 

t o determine with any accuracy. He could not have really meant that 

he was i ndeed D,~~, ,l l~D king of course. unless we point l~b with R. 
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L. Ginsberg and trans late "property holder ."22 Perhaps he only wrote 

of the holy city rather than in i t . As for his money, his expend i tures 

(2:4-10) cover them unless they only create an image, like t he rich 

man of 6:1-6, drawn in the extreme. Kohelet c laims to be the r ichest 

per son ever to l ive in Jerusalem. Unl ess he was k i ng he is l y ing t o 

some point concerning his wealth . We will never learn the facts of 

Kohelet 's l ife. At best we can get a feeling for his life . His 

observations say much about hi m. Though he r ecommends pleasur e with 

his view of the human predicament I doub t he enj oyed much . He saw 

the wor ld not as capricious but ss a place whose mystery was unknowable 

and frustratingly painful. He could not help but to be deeply 

affec t ed by injustice he saw in the envy between men to the very 

basics of the universe. Yet he defied his own pessimism seek ing to 

alleviate t he pain he sees in our l ives wi th s imple 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 

wi sdom literature? 

This chapter will investigate Kohelet'a Ancient Near Eastern 

connection. l will divide my work into three par ts. First, I will 

describe the general considerations which come into play when 

examiniQg Kohelet's relationship to the literature. Second, I will 

focus in on Kohelet's use of literary forms in co111Don with other 

literature and third, I will focus in on themes and content of this 

wisdom relationship. Afterwards I will draw my conclusions. 

In the last chapter Kohelet ' s ties to other intellectual creations 

of the biblical tradition were examined. I agreed early in that search 

with the basic thesis of R. N. Whybray concerning the interrelationship 

of these authors and their common roles in Israelite culture. 1 SimpLy 

put, Whybray contends that on the basis of hard evidence we are in no 

position to speak of the exis t ence 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 t radition. 

Therefore the maxi~um amount of influence we can assign to extra

biblical wisdom will be limited because of the lack of formal con-
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nec tion between nonexistent wisdom schools. At t he same time thi s 

i~fluence 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 t he Bib l e which reflec t intellectual activi t y 

Ancient Near Eastern writings are marked by t heir use of certain 

literary forms. Kohe l e t r e lies heav i ly upon proverbs in his writing 

as explained above. 2 Proverbs are found in v3rious places within 

passages 3nd 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 connec tion between these writers . 

As was the case with the shared use of proverbs among Israe l 's sages, 

this may r eflect only a common folk wisdom background . The proverb 

is such a basic wisdom form i n so many places it is difficult to draw 

conclusions from its use throughout the Ancient Near Eas t. However 

from Kohe l et 's usage of proverbs a certain link to other Ancient 

Near Eastern wisdom can be observed. 

In an article previously cited Glendon Br yce traces the use of 

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

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

than" proverb because of its structure { 111 •• . llU) and because its 

function is to compare one item as "10re favorable than another without 

necessarily conveying the r ea l value or lack of it in either item. 

This function of the "better than" prover b is esi>ecially 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 bevel. Therefore 

it i s 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 prove rb. Kohelet's innovat i ve 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 c ited article c3lls Kohelet a 

f 
. 4 rame-narrati.ve. If he is C\' rrect it would link Kohelet to othe\. 

frame-narratives. Fox cites three such narratives from Egyp t: The 

Instruction of l<agemeni, The Prophecy of Neferti and The Complaint 

of lpuwer. 

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 ''P-1> , 1 n'7i1j7 '7ti .,DHl>l!J l D.,Dil Yi71il" 

attempts to find a connection between Kohelet 4:9-12 and Akkadian and 

5 Sumerian sources. lie cites lines 99-107 of the myth of Gi lgamesh in 

the~ 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 t ext and Kohelet 4:9-12. 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 s trength of two working 
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99. 0 my mastu, journey thou to the 'land,' I will journey 
to the tity, 

I oo. I will uU thy mother of thy 1lory, /11 Mr 1"4•1, 
I o I • I will uU bu of thy ,,,,,,;,., dada, [111 Mr] shed bitter 

tcara. .. 
I 03. "Fot rM anOllJt'f will not die. the IOlll/t4 boat will not 

&ink. 
I Olt. The th.rec-ply cloth will not be cut. 

IOS. 
106. 

I 107, 
I 

The ..• will not be overwhelmed, 
House (41nJ) but, 6re will not dcwoy. ( uo) 
Do chou Mlp me (and) l will Atlp tbcc, wJ.411 tan 

,.,,,,,. 10 Ill l 

Gil,amesh in the ~ of ~ 
Living, translated by S. N. 
Kramer in Anci~nt Near Eastern 
Texts, J. Prit char(i"""j)." 49 , 
(line 102 omitted). 

Kchelet 4:9-12 

, inam•)D D'lr.1 D'~lD .D 

1 D'>D»~ :no.,~., o.i'l·r .,., • 
• ~-Nl o•r imcn ,,.,. .. a. " ·' 

~ '1D•p:i'1 ~· ,.., , .,...., imc.i ,.,.., 

.ca.1'1 om o•ro =r·c:i• m .ar 
'mr T• ,,,..,, 

.rw ,,D»' a•1wn .inac.i ~Dpn•·c:i1n .~· 
.pN• ni.~ • ., 1'~ Dm'\ 

99. hagal.mu za.c kur.U "•·• ,,,c 
· uru.ki .U ga.u, 

100. ama.zu .ur l.ti .zu aa.oa .ab.duu 
d .d U .airaooair''° 

JOI. cair.ra ba.ua,.zu aa.oa.ab.du11 

tr.zu b•.aca..aca. 
102. •ouaamel ioim mu.na.oi.ib.ai •. gi4 

103. gar.ra Eokidu 111 .2 ou.ua,.e ail.m,. 
da.1' D\l. IU. IU 

J04. U.3.tab.ba 111 ou.kud.d• 
105. bld.da.a 111 ou.U .16 
106. , ,,i.1i1.1• izi ou.tc.co.tc.co 
107. za.e ,,,o d1b.ma.ab •'·' za .c ga.mu. 

ra.dab a.na .me h\ ba.ao.tU°'6 

Chart Number One 

,,.,.., ,., •• ., .ui-n.w rw'> i'l-P ·"1m .. 
1JMD ,tr,,r .Mil .,, ') ,..-, ~ .,.,., .100 

• ,..,. ~~ '1D .Mil l\D ') .,DI* t=-wc'> .,..,, .101 

1ni'n 'fl nnt .1a 
r, ni'Wl'I N"00.1 , 'lr.1 n'ID' a'I ln'plll • -,m elD 

11:aon 
1pN' r, ral Fnnn Win Nl .ltt 

•'lDr r, .,._ mnnn mon:a .sos 
an-mDn ~n r, ran'lpn n:nm .SOI 

' ui...an'I .,~,. 'In - •m ,., .,,"'., .Mil ..., ,,.., .sn 
....., 
N 

",P-" , i n'1ili7 '71:1 "nlC"1D1D'Dil Yi71il" , lD" llilH 
.247 '11 , (T"J rln) '7H"llP-y1N 

~ 
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together . For Shaffer t his indicates Kohelet's aware~ess of the 

Summ~rian texts as mediated through a composite Akkadian text. 

This text he ment ions in a fo llow- up ar ticle exist s only in fragmentar y 

7 form (chart number two). 

Did Kohel e t have this passage in front of him? Did he mode l 

his passage upon this Gilgamesh myth? Support i ng this v i ew is a 

simi lar connection between Kohelet 9:7-9 and the Akkadian t ext 

Vat 4105 column iii8 which is presented in chart number three along 

with W. A. Speiser ' s transla tion . 9 II . l . Ginsb•~rg in "The Quintessence 

of Kohelet" claims that Kohelet was influence b:y the Akkadian. 10 In 

this i nstance the comparison is striking, yet tlhe theme is not unique. 

On chart number four is t he Egyptian text 

This text a l so has a simi l ar r ing to it. 

11 
~ So:ng of the llarper. 

Sti l l on its own merits the 

common use of the metaphor of a three ply item 1may indicate Kohel et' s 

awareness of the t ext in question, or it might indicate Kohe let's 

awareness of another source which makes use of t his metaphor . This 

meta~1or might have even been part of a fo l k wisdom tradition used 

by both Kohelet and the Babylonian author i n a literar y form. What 

I 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 i~~ge of three to sea l 

an argument about t he strt>ngth of t wo . Thi!: signifies at least a 

s imi l ar approach to proverbs and their role in a t ext . 

Other Babylonian literary works point tc1 a possible similarity 

be tween themselves and Kohe l et. The Counsels of a Pessimist speaks 

of remaining pious though cognizant of t he impE!nnanence of hum~n 

12 endeavors. Kohe l e t too a rgues for respect for the cult 5:3-4 
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1 • "G1l1fl1ucsb, whither rovest thou? 
2. The life thou pursucst thou s~h not find. 
3 • When the gods created mankind, 
4 . Death for mankind they act aside, 
S. l..i.fe in their own hands retaining. 

VAT '10S, Col. W 

6. ol-la •a1S '" mo-II ka-ra·al·ka 
7. ""''' ii mM•ll fJJ·to-at-tM ot-ta 

6 • Thou, Gilgamc,h, let full be thy belly, 8. u.·ml-la-om lirkM·llll bl·d":'°'" 
7 • Make thou merry'"• by day and by night 9. MNI u mu-II nrw ~ IM•ll•.1/ 

Chart NumbPr Three 

Tf¥liM 1Uat ,ft1'1l ,1 
IMJDn • ., nnn .,n D .. m M .2 

.D11m nae cr'71m an-,:u .J 
D'JMn•nat \~ lmD., .4 

•• ,,.,,. Dn-a.,..,~ .a""IV! nan .s 
n'111:a '7w :M:a1 .,.., Nl 1c ~ namwn aFI 

au.,n 

11oi:1 M'7Dn ,ft1'11 ,,., "ll'an .I 

• i:a'1 ~tr. ., • .,, lm'r ·' 
.mrm :in w-w .a 
:pnw'I '1D i,~i,, DD1' .t 

• •np 

MW1 1Dn'l l'lmlr.I »ll ,., ,f 
... ,~.._ :no·:a'l:a 

8 • Of each day make thou a fUIC of rejoicang, JO. '" tf.bM·bu ,U.ba-hrka 
9 • Day and night dance thou and play I J l . qd-qd-od·ko '" mNI mN '" ra-om·ko·ta 

1 o, U. thy garmenu be sparkling fr~h, 12. ,U.ub-bl INb·ro·am 1a·bl·IM qd·ll-ka 

,D•l:l'1 ,.,1:1 ~ .IO 
.'n:l~n a~ ·rm ini ~ .11 

.,,":l nnam ,'r., i2._ a• .12 

•1PYa ,n...., D'1tM ,13 
nni•••J:I p'm m .tt 

.cru') T'J:l ,,,. n1·»:a .n 
• iorr·'nl ,.,., .,. lD"' 

I 1. Thy head be washed; bathe thou m water. 13 mor·bl·tMIPf ll·ib·ta-4'1-da·o·am l·na n1·nl·ka 
12 . Pay heed to the little one that holds on to thy hand, ' 

11 
I[ ll'tt ) 

13. Ltr thy spouse delight in thy bosom I 14. an-na·mo ·P row " m 
14. Fflr this is the t.uk of [mankind) I" 

., ,n:a,.,. '1WM ftWrDI rn 1'n o1 

1'>Dn1 ca..a Vm m ":l 
.nr.i """ '111 .....,.. 

~Epic of Gi lgamesh, . 
translation by W. A. Spe~ser 

in Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 
J . Pritchar~p . 90. --

" , l'-" ,1 n'1ni1 '7 ti 'llNUl!lllPl:li'I y171n11 ,101? Pi'IN 
. 247 tjl (T"Jl?n ) n '7N11P-Y1N .... 
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The M>ng which it in the Howe of King lntef, the 
triumphant, and which u before the aingu with the 
harp. 

Prospcrow u be, thia good prince, 
Even though gooJ fortune may suffer hum I' 
Gc.nuations pasa awa71 and others rem;ain 
Since the time of the ancestors.• 
The god• who lived formerly mt in their pyramids, 
The beatified dead also, buried in their pyramidL' (5) 
And they who buih houset-tbeir placa a.re not. 
Sec whac hat been made of them I 
I lvve heard the words of li-cm·hotep and Hor-dedef, 
With whose discourses men speak IO much.• 
What a.re their plam (now)? 
Thcit walb a.re broken apart, and their placa arc 

not-
Aa though they had never beenl 
There is none who come• back from (over) there, 
That he ma7 tell their autc, 
That he may tell their needs, 
Tb.at be ma7 still OW' hearts, 
Until we (too) may travd to the place where they 

have sane. 

Chart Number Four 

Let thy de.sire flourish, 
In order to let thy bean foraet the butificationa for 

thee.' 
Follow thy desire, u long u thou shalt live. 
Puc myrrh upon thy bca'tl and clothing of 6ne linen 

upon thee, (10) 
Being anoinced with aenuine marveb of the aod'a 

property. 
Set an incrwc to thy aood tbinpi 
Lee not thy heart flag. 
Follow thy desire and thy aood. 
Fulfill thy needs upon c~rth. aftu the command of 

thy heart. 
Until there come for thee that day of mourning. 
The w cart [of Heart J bear• not their 

(mourn]ing.' (vii 1) 
And wailina aavcs not the heart of a man from the 

undeiworld. · 

ll&FU1N: Make holiday, and weary noc therein! 
Debold, it it not aiven to a man co take hit property 

with him. 
Behold, there is not one who dcpartt who coma back 

again I 

~Song of the Harper , trans l a t ed by J. A. Wis l on i n 
Ancient~ Easter n Tex t s, J. Pritcha~d, p. 467 . 

...... 

"' 
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while he observes the impermanence of our works. io the Dialogue 

of Pessimism a slave finds r easons to agree with his master's 
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fickle whims . 
13 

Finally after several changes of mind on the master's 

part he asks th e slave to speak his mind on what is good to do. The 

slave r ecoimnends death. The ability of this author to see t wo sides 

of various activities might be seen as reminiscent of Kohelet's 

openness. For example I<ohelet recommends pleasure yet calls it folly 

and prefers sadness to it . ihe 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. 

nnn n,1Mn-1n niu Mln ,n l~J~·'J 

Better a living dog than a dead lion. (9:4b) 

shows that he prefers li fe to death. More importantly Kohelet's 

whole tone is not pessimistic. His observations might be labeled 

as pessimistic yet hi s purpose is to find that which is posi tive 

in existence. 

Kohel e t's abil i ty to ri se 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 Kohe l et' s 

purposes. For the wisdom works of Mesopotamia th e answer is a quali fied 

no. 
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W. G. Lamber t in t he in troduc t ory essay t o his volume. 

Babylonian Wisdom Literature denies the existence of an organi zed 

wisdom tradition for Mesopotamia on the lines of the tradition often 

claimed for lsrae l. 14 He uses the term only "for a group of t exts 

which corr espond in subject ~~tter with Hebr ew Wisdom books . 111 5 

Neverthe l ess Lambert indicates a f undamental source of i nspiration 

for this literature . Thi s is the change in the conceptual ization of 

the gods in this region . These people went from unde rstanding their 

gods as resembling t he forces of nature in their moral conduct t o 
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a conceptualization reflecting personification. This change took place 

in t he beginning of the second millenium B.C.E. When this occurred 

they "tried t o fit the universe into mor al laws springing f r om the 

human conscience . 1116 Lambert continues. "like all such attempt s this 

r aises i nte llectual and moral difficulties anrl these are the background 

ag<ainst which the texts here edited are to be se t . "17 As mentio>1ed 

above Cr enshaw sees a similar process at wor k in Israel. For Kohel~t 

his conc lusions make sense in a limited way. Kohe let ' s observations, 

wh ich form the first step of his sear ch for value i n life, is a reaction 

to a be l ief in a moral God whose actions are predictable i n human terms 

(though Kohelet conc ludes that God's ac t ions a r e i n fact unpredictable). 

This connect ion betwe en Kohel e t and Mesopotamian t hought does not 

constitute a causa l relationship but it can pr ovide a pers pec tive 

from which to vie11 the thought of both. One Mesopotamian development 

which para llels very c lose ly the thinking is in Gi lgamesh in the Land 

~ the Living. In this previous l y cited paosage, Gi l gamesh faced wi th 

the inevitability of death, which may have been seen as unjust, is 



advised to enjoy l ife (cf . Kohelet 9:7-9). Other passages do not 

make such comple te parallels with Kohe l e t. Though t hey come out 
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of the angu ish with the real difficulties concerning the difficulties 

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

on how t o cope. The Dialogue ? f Pessimism for exampl e concludes 

that suicide i s only good for the master to do . The author vas 

unab l e to go beyond his pessimism. The r easons for this are unknown 

but perhaps that which caused Kohelet t o seek an answer t o his question 

D1H'7 1nn., !!.!!. r athe r than just r eport his obse rvations was missing 

for this author. 

Egypt ' s wisdom li t erature instead of r eacting to a n unworkable 

conceptual iza tion of divine moral i ty is rooted i n the posi tive affirmation 

of such a r eality . The concept of Maat is central to all Egyptian 

wisdom l iterature. According t o llenri Frankfort , Maat can be 

defiued as "the divine or der erected at t he time of the cr ea tion ; 

thi s order is manifest in nature through the normal course of events; 

it is manifes t in socie ty as righteousness; and it i s manifest in the 

life of the individua l as truth. •• 18 Ernes t w·ur thwein in his article 

"Egyptian Wisdom and the Old Testament1119 foll ows up on this und er

standing of Maat acd its centrality to Egyptian wisdom. He charac t erizes 

Egyptian wi sdom's understanding of exis tence in the following manner. 

"First life proceeds according to a fixed or der. Second , t his order 

is teachable and l earna bl e. Third, man is ther eby handed an instrume nt 

with which to det~rm ine and secure his way through life. Because, 

fourth, God himse l f must pattern himself according to this order , 

this law. 1120 
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Kohelet, as Wi.irthwien notes, does not sharce this under standing. 

He is ~illing to accept the existence of a cosmic ordering of the 

wor ld. Cod's actions are ever lasting 0:14). Ea.ch act ion is done 

in its correct time (3: 1- 11). Yet wisdom, the wa·y one might t hink 

to gain an understanding of this order is power l ess to puzz l e it ou t . 

niH1~1 nhJn ny1, 'l~-nH 'nnl 1~NJ 
n~ '~ll 01,l OA 'J Y1Nn-~y n~yJ 1~H l'JYn-nN 

o ,n~Hn n~yn-~J-nH ,n,N11 1nN1 lll,N l'l'Yl nJ~ 
n~yJ 1~N n~ynn-nH Nl~D~ D1Hn ~Jl ' N~ , J 

Hin, H~l ~Ul ' 01Nn ~DY' 1~N ~~l ~n~n -nnn 
:Nin~ ~Jl ' H~ r.y1~ DJnn i nNl-DN DAl 

When I appl ied my mi nd to know wisdom and observe 
the business which is done on earth for neither 
day nor night one finds rest, I observed the 
work of Cod in that man cannot discover the deed 
done under the sun. No matter how much a man work 
to discover i t , 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 human perspective this 

cosmic order. Death ends al l ranking. 

In my opinion Kohelet's and Egypt's attempts to define a cosmic 

order , like Mesopotamia ' s attempt to assign human moral qualities t o 

the gods, is evjdence of their common effort to use their intellects 

to comprehend existence within their given worlds. Yet Kohelet rises 

above the temptation to order creation . Observing the harsh amor al 

realities of existence he does not claim to complete ly comprehend 

it all . The most obvious of the realiti es, death, i s for Kohelel 

the border of his knowledge of the cosmic order. 



The writers of Mesopotamia also speak out of thP.ir angu ish 

over what they observed as the unfa i r suffering of the right eous. 

However they wer e unab l e t o t ake the next step. Kohe l et within thi s 

troubling r eality seeks value for man. This value he finds in 

pleasure. Even in the passage quoted above wher e Gilgamesh is 

advised in the face of death to enjoy, which paralle l s 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. 

I n conc lusion, on the l eve l of literary forms as exempl ified 
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by the use of prove rbs, little may be said with certainty about a 

connection be t ween Kohe l e t and Ancient Near Eastern wisdom. Pa rallels 

do exis t but do not necessarily indicate influence . Such i nf luence 

may indeed have existed bu t our knowledge of the natur e of wisdom, 

especially in r egard to Israel , prevents us from saying more. 

When speaking of the perspec tive from which t his wisdom was 

writt en we can say more. Kohe let's perspec t i ve i s fundamenta lly 

different from t he view of Egyptian and Mesopotamian wisdom. Kohe let, 

like other sages, begins with an intellec t ua l ization of reality. 

However we are unable to ident ify a sour ce of influence (or t his 

universal activity. Regard l ess Kohelet's own pers pective goes 

beyond this. He r ecognizes the limits of his mind and yet goes on 

to seek value for man. Kohelet in this r espect stands a l one. 



CHAPTEP. V 

NOTES 

1 See above 50- 52. pp . 

2 See a bove pp . 31-46. 

3 See a bove 63-64. pp . 

4 See a bove 63. pp . 

5 ",:l"-L1 ,1 n'7ilj7 '71:7 ,DNL11!J1PDil Yj7lil" ,191:'1 llilN 
. 246- 250 D, !J1 • ( T"Jrin) n '7NlEP-yiN 

6 
Gilgamesh in the Land of the Living, J. Pritchard, Ancient 

Near Easter n Tex t s <Princet on: Pr inceton Univer sity Press , 1955), 
~47-50. 

7 
'" ,1:'1'11:'11lil uinn • ll i7fl '7y n 1r.11n nlY,1 '" ,l!J l:'I llilN 

.159- 160 D, !11 , (T"Jl:'ln) .£. ,'5'Hlri, :y:»i 

8 
" , J,_L1 .1 !l'7il j7 '11:'1 ,DNL11!JlD , flil Yi7lil" ,l!Jl:'I llilN 

. 247 q1 ( T" Jrir.) !!_ ~,:y,-i( 

9 The Epic of Gi l gamesh, J. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern 
Texts (Princeton: Princeton University Pr ess , 1955), p. 90. 

lO Bib l ica l and Other Studies, Ed. A. Altmann (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard Universi t y Pr ess, 1963), pp. 47-59. 

11 ~Song of!!!.£_ llarper , Tr ans. J. A. Wilson. In J . Pr itchard , 
Ancient Near Eastern Text s (Princeton: Princeton lfnivers i ty Pr ess, 1955), 
p. 467. --

12 W. G. Lambert, Babyl onian Wi sdom Litera t ure (Oxfor d: Oxford 
University Press, 1960), pp. 107-109. 

13 Ibid., pp . 139- 149. 
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14 Ibid., 1-20. pp. 

15 Ibid. , l. p. 

16 Ibid., p. 7. 

17 Ibid. 

18 Ancient Egyptian Religion (New York: Haper, 1948), p. 63. 

19 Studies in Ancien t Israelite Wisdom, Ed. J . L. Crenshaw, 
(New York: l<tav,l976), pp. 113-133, (originally published as 
"Die Weisheit Kgyptens und das Alte Testeament; Rede zure Rektorat
siibergabe arm 29 . November 1958," Schriften der Philips-Universitat 
Marburg, Volume VI (Marburg: N. G. Elwer Verlag, 1960) . 

20 Ibid., p. 119. 



CONCLUSION 

Kohelet wa s a per cep t ive observer of life. His observations 

show his un i que abilities to see the wor l d without recourse to rose 

co lored glasses. Yet the root cause of his dire out l ook was a 

general dissatisfaction wi t h a world which failedl t o 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 pl~asure. Yet this advance in biblical 

thought comes out of his desire to fulfill the sage's traditional 

role to provide a proper way for men to live. 

The szme is true for his use of literary !forms and styles. 

His too l s are t~~ traditional tools of the sages. However Kohelet 

forges with these y!ln ~ a 11 his own. The beauty of his words 

show an artistry rare in a sage. l<ohelet combin1es the mun of the 

poet ~ith that of the sage. 

Therefore Kohelet is unique but not without ties to his 

world and its past. HP stood a l one yet others stood behind him. 

After all it was he who said, 'There is a il1 about which someone 

says, 'See this is something new!' Behold it has existed for 

generations 1.1hich were before us." Kohelet's wo rds arP ynn ~and 

yet they existed for eenerations. 
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