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CHAPT <R 1

A BRIEF SURVEY OF QOHELATH

There are few books which are as fascinating and
at the same time as puzzling as the book of Qoheleth
(#cclesiastes). This book has attracted the attention of
countless educated readers for centuries. Qoheleth,
through his complaints dealing with the ephemerality and
cruelty of life, conveys a theme which has special rele-
vance for every generation. Most every reader can read-
ily identify with the theme of Joheleth; vet this book
remains puzzling because of the style in which it was
written, It is also strange to find this book, that men=
tions nothing specifically of the God of Israel (yahweh),
in the canon of Holy Scripture, which testifies to

Yahweh's acts throughout history.

Theme

The basic theme of Qoheleth deals with the vanity
of life and the futility of striving to uncover life's
mystery. (ohzleth's observations on life lead him to con-
clude that the best thing in life is for man to enjoy the
fruits of his labor. A thorough study of Qoheleth isg es-
pecially difficult because of the text's apparent contra-
dictions and its puzzling structure., There are, therefore,

1




many interpretations of Qoheleth which range from view-
ing it as cynical and skeptical to emphasizing his ad-
vice to enjoy life., In truth, any reader may find what-
ever theme he wishes within the pages of Qoheleth,

Thoee who would interpret (oheleth as cynical or
skeptical ceem to be justified, for there are abundant
references to the evils which abound in the world. A
predominant theme with which Goheleth deals is the vanity
of man's labor in life and the insatiable appetite of man-
kind. The poem which opens the book demonstrates the van-
ity and redundance of life (1:3-11). yoheleth here notes
that even nature itself bears witness to the vanity of
life for "there is nothing new under the sun," The au=-
thor again emphasizes the vanity of life by recounting his
freat achievements, which he must leave to the man who
will come after him (2:18). This is thus a ma jor theme
with which Qoheleth deals; and it is a theme that every
reader must take to heart.

The problem of evil weighed heavily upon the au-

thor. Even the continuous labor of man is an evil that

depresses Goheleth (1:13%). Qoheleth deals with evil in

all of its ramifications: moral evil; chance; divine in-
scrutability; and deatn. It is because of these problems,
as Qoheleth notes, that man cannot find any satisfying
profit in all of his toil,

As Qoheleth looks at the problem of moral evil in

the world, it is interesting to note that he holds the




paradoxical views that man is evil because of his own free
will (7:29), and vet all things are ordained by God (9:1).
Those evils which Qoheleth considers are social injus=
tice (3:16; 4:1; 5:8; 6:2; 7:29; B:9; 10:5=6); the problem
of chance (2:15; 3:19; 6:12; 7:15; 8:7,14; 9:11-12; 11:
2=3); divine inscrutability (3:11,14; 7:14; B:16=17; 9:
15 11:5); and death (2:15; 3:19=2¢; 5:15-16; B:8; 9:.-6).
It is clear that the world is full of such evils and that
the problem of evil exerts a profound influence upon
Qoheleth, In his search for the meaning of life, (oheleth
continuously returns to a common theme, which exhorts the
reader to enjoy life as the gift of God (2:10,¢4; 3:12-
13,223 5:18-20; 8:15; 9:7-10; 11:8-10). The enjoyment of
life is the only good thing that Qoheleth can find in his
quest for meaning. It is important to realize that he
sees this as a gift to be enjoyed if and when one is able
to do so,

Though Qoheleth discloses himself as being skepti=-
cal about finding any ultimate meaning in life, he seems
to have no doubts as to the existence of God, It is per-

haps because of his background in the law and the prophets

that his belief in God seems so naturai.l For there seems

to have been no question in his mind about the existence
The striking characteristic of Qoheleth is that

God as the cause of all events and the one who

1gobert Gordis, Koheleth-The Man and His World,
5rd ed. (New York: Schocken Books, 1978), p. 122.




renders man's life vain. It is in this respect that
Gerhard von Rad holds that Qoheleth is different from the
older wisdom teachers.® His concept of God also possesses
4 universalism in that he makes no mention of the nation-
alistic God (yahweh); rather he uses the generic title
(elohim).

One may note two views of God which Qoheleth hold:
First, it is God who renders vain man and all of his ac-
tivities (1:2f.; 2:11,17; 4:4; 6:9). The second view
sees God as the one who summons man to happiness and ena-
bles him to enjoy life (%:12f.; 2:24f.; 5:18-20; H:’F-Lu).5
Even though (oheleth is certain that God produces all
events, the problem of finding meaning in life arises be-
cause of divine inscrutability. yoheleth notes that God
has set times for every event, but no man knows the ac-
tivity of God (3:11). Qoheleth is thus left with the
point of view that man must accept life as it comes to him
(7:14), For this reason, one might, and many do, inter-
pret Qoheleth as being fatalistic., Von Rad sums up
Joheleth very nicely when he notes the three basic in-
sights common to Qoheleth: A thorough examination of life
will not yield any satisfactory meaning; God determines

every event; and man is unable to discern these decrees

“Gerhard von Rad, Wisdom In Israel, trans. J. D.

Martin (Nashville and New York: Abingdon Press, 1972),
p. 232.

5?. N. Jasper, "Hcclesiastes: A Note for Our
Time," Interpretation 21 (July 1967):262-64,




of God in the world.d The only real flaw with this
mation is that it does not consider the exhortation to
enjoy life. Yet, it remains clear that many of the prob-
lems of life, for Qoheleth, revolve around divine inscru-
tability.

Qoheleth is not disposed to making any specula-
tions about either God or life after death., Coheleth's
approach tu life is strictly empirical; he comments only
on observable events. Thus Qoheleth seems skeptical
concerning divine retribution or life after death; for
concerning such speculation he says "who knows?" (3:21).
It is important to understand that in the ancient Isra-
elite religion there was no concept of life after death,
Thus in this respect Qoheleth could be described as a
congervative :;cholar.5

One may degscribe (oheleth's view of God as sub-
missive, for he says "and it is known what man is, and
that he is not able to dispute with one stronger than
he.," (6:10b), Perhaps then (oheleth's conclusion to enjoy
life is the only realistic conclusion that was open to
him. As he concluded that one should enjoy life, he made

it elear that this is a gift from God and that the one

who enjoys life is fulfilling the divine will {5:18).b

4‘.’cn Rad, Wisdom in lIsrael, pp. 227-¢8,

5Roland E. Murphy, "The Pensees of Coheleth,"
The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 17 (April 1955):311-312.

“Hohert Gordis, Poets, Prophets and Sages: Essays




Qoheleth possesses a richness unique to himsgelf
which seems to be a result of his backeround. He uses
traditional Hebrew wisdom and rhetorical questions which
seem to reflect Hellenistic as well as liebrew inf]uvntr.q
He goes beyond the traditional wisdom of Israel, with its

matter of fact style, and personally engapes in critical

and independent thought, which allows him those insights

[t . 8 ;
which are unique to himself. Woheleth wrestles with

life and all of its problems and leaves no area of life
untouched, His profound reflections on life lead him
to nis recurrent conclusion, "vanity of vanities" which
W. BE. Staples holds is best translated as "mystery of

C
myuterics.”)

Pext
The text of Qoheleth is especially difficult to
deal with because the Hebrew language is not suited to
the type of philosophical discourse that Goheleth pur-
sued. The type of Hebrew used by Qoheleth is also differ-
ent from that which is commonly found in the 0l1d Testa-

ment. Robert Gordis holds that Loheleth's style reflects

in Biblical Interpretation (Bloomington and London:
Indiana TnIversity Press, 1971.), p. 344.

Games G. Williams, "What Does it Profit a Man?:
The Wisdom of Koheleth," Judaism 20 (Spring 1971):179.

) 8Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 2 vols.
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974 , 1l:116.

qd. E. Staples, "Vanity of Vanities," Canadian
Journal of Theology 1 (Cctober 1955):143,




classical Hebrew, Mishnaic lansuage and Aramaic, which

: T : 0]
he holds was a late development of the Hebrew lanﬁuaﬂe.l

Another characteristic of Qoheleth is his confessional
style of speaking in the first person. goheleth's style
also consists of prose which may reve: t to metric line
and then back into prose. 3Such style aas this is also
common io the Hebrew prophets and adds to the richness
of this classic work,

A characteristic of Qoheleth that has presented
a problem to scholars throughout history is the presence
of contradictions. As was noted, Qoheleth's main con-
clusion is that one should enjoy life; vet this too he
calls vanity (2:11). «Qoheleth notes that God will judee
the righteous and the wicked (3:17); vet he notes that
there is no apparent divine retribution (8:14). How
then does one deal with such apparent contradictions?
William Johnatone has rightly pointed out that what the
apparent contradictions in (oheleth mean is that there
is an extreme need to be cautious in assessing this
work.ll It is characteristic of Qoheleth that he weighs
sayings from different points of view and balances say-
ings against each other., This characteristic should

explain any apparent contradictions. It @1so seems that

1URubert Gordis, "wWas Koheleth a Phoenician?",
Journal of Hiblical Literature 74 (January 1955):104.

11william Johnstone, "The Preacher as Scientist,"
Scottish Journal of Theology 20 (June 1967):211.




Woheleth may have written his book as he reflected on
the meaning of life, thus producing a book of reflec-

tions. Such an idea seems likelv in light of the

difficult structure of Qoheleth. Roland Murphy, who holds

“oheleth has no structure, believes that it fits into

" 17 .
the genre of Pascal's Pensees v 1.2., it is simply a

book of reflections on life.

As noted above the structure of yoheleth adds to
the difficulty in seeking a proper understanding of this
book, There have been many sugrested outlines, yet few
have been satisfactory. Addison Wright has pointed out

that in the past there have been two approaches to the

13

structure of Goheleth, The first position holds that
there is no planned structure. This approach views
Joheleth as a collection of proverbs and sayings and
holds that there was no structure intended. Many of
those who hold to this view also believe that there are
several authors involved in writing Wuhe]eth.ld The
several author theory also explains portions that are
believed to be contradictions, The second view is that
there is a structure to Qoheleth. But as Wright notes

these attempts have yielded disparate results; and the

1“Murphy, "The Pensees of Coheleth," p. 305,

13,ddis0n 6. wright, "The Riddle of the Sphinx:
The Structure of the Book of Joheleti,™ Catholic Biblical

guarterly 30 (July 1968):%14.

14Ibid.




lack of agreement on the structure lends credence to the

.
N 1 hJ
view that there is no planned eructnru.l

Professor Wright, in hias analysis of Qoheleth,
uses what he calls the "objective method," which studies

the work to gain insights from the author's language,

recurrent phrases and general 1d405yn0rwsivﬁ.l Through
his study of Qoheleth's recurring phrases and ideas he
has developed the fcllowing outline:

MTIPLE (1:1)

"POEM ON TOIL (1:2-11)

"T. (Q(oheleth's Investigation of Life (1:1¢-6:9)

"Double Introduction :12-15)
1A=18)

"Study of Pleasure Seeking Z2:1=11)
"Study of wisdom and Folly 112=-17)
"Study of the Pruits of Toil

One has to Leave Them

to Another (2:18=-26)
"One Cannot Hit on The

Right Time to Act (3:1-4:6)
"The Problem of A 'Second

One! (4:7=-16)
"One Can Lose All That One

Accumulates (4:17=6:9)

toheletn's Conclusions (6:10-12:6)
"Introduction (6:10-1¢): man does not know what God
has done, for man cannot find out what is good

to do and he cannot find out what comes after.

"A. Man Cannot Find Out what Is Good For Him to do

15Professor wWwright provides an interesting col-
lection of proposed outlines which demonstrate the
diverseness of those which have been suggested, pp.
315=-117.

161vi4., p. 318.




"Critique of Traditional wisdom on the
Day of Prosperity
and Adversity
"On Justice and Wickedness
"On Women and Folly =24
"On the Wise and the King (8:1-17)

9)

Man Does Not Know what will Come After Him

"He Knows He Wili Die the

Dead Know Nothing (9:1-6)
"There is no Knowledge in

Sheol (9:7=10}
"Man Does Not Know His

Time (9:11=1¢)
"Man Does Not Know what

will Be (9:13-10:15)
"He Does Not Know what

Evil wWill Come (10:16=11:¢)
"He Does Not Know what

Good Will Come (11:3-6)

"POSZM ON YOUTH AND OLD AGE (11:7=-12:8)

" SPTLOGUE (12:9-14) 017
To date, this is the best outline of Qoheleth that

has been suggested. The strength of Wright's outline

lies in the fact that it is objective and exposes all

facets of Qoheleth's thought. The strength of this out-

line may also be noted in the fact that the only disa-

greements concerning it are minm‘.lﬂ Thus Wright's out-

line seems to have done justice to the thought of Qoheleth

and should add to the reader's ability to correctly under-

stand Qoheleth,

7

171t 1a important to understand that Professor
Wright divides (joheleth into two parts (1:12-6:9 and 6:10-
11:0) because of the recurring phases found in each.
Part one contains the recurring phrase "vanity and a chase
after wind"; and part two contains the recurring phrase
"do not know/no knowledge." His outline of Qoheleth may
be found, pp. 325-26.

lgﬂobert K. Johnston believes that Wright is




As was noted above there have been attempts to
demonstrate that yoheleth is the product of several
authors, At this time, however, mcst scholars agree that
«oheleth is best dealt with as a mity. Robert Gordis
points out that it may be difficult tc demonstrate the
unity of Qoheleth, but it is even more difficult to deny
j.:.!lu One may also note from Wright's outline that there
is a basic unity to Qoheleth., 1t is certain that the epi-
logue (12:9-14) is not the work of the original author.
but rather the work of a later editor, This is evident
because it is obviously written by someone
is providing a description of the original author (9-10);
and the remaining verses are perhaps the work of another
editor who is reacting to what appear to be impious
thoughts, <" The title as well is probably the work of
an editor,

The content of Qoheleth reveals that it is the

product of an intelligent man wrestling with the problems

mistaken in his inclusion of 11:7-8 with the concluding
pPo.... This disagreement may be fow.. in his article
"'Confessions of a Workaholic' A Reappraisal of
voheleth," The Catholic Bibliecal Quarterly 38 (January
1976 ):19.

19G0rdis, Koheleth, pp. 72-73.

Uﬁerald T. Sheppard in his article "The Epilogue
to Coheleth as Theological Commentary," The Catholic
Biblical Quarterly 39 (April 1977): 182-89, divides
the epilogue into three parts: a description of Qoheleth
(9-10); a generalization of the words of the wise and
wisdom sayings (11) and a warning against more unneeded




of life, 1t is this profound wrestling with life's prob-
lems, the welghing and investipgating that make the struc-
ture difficult to deal with. As noted above, it appears
to be a set of notes that the author jotted down as he
reflected on life, Perhaps one might descrite his ap-
proach to the meaning of life as Socratiec.

The author of (oheleth is unknown, as is common
with most Biblical material, The author is described as
Qoheleth (which has been translated as "rreacher"), the
son of David, King in Jerusalem (1:1), The autobiograph-
ical sketch (1:12-2:11) reflects the glory of Solomon
(1 Kgs, 4:21-34), For these reasons (oheleth has tradi-
tionally been attributed to Solomen. It is commonly held
by scholars today, however, that Solomon did not compose
this book because of its late date of composition and the

reflections that criticize the bureaucratic structure of

the government (5:8=9), which could hardly be those of a

king. It is important to realize that pseudonymity was
a characteristic of late Jewish writing and was used to
increase the effect of the document. Indeed, (oheleth
was attributed to Solomon in order to give more force

to the argument. The Midrash Rabbah on (oheleth 3:11

wisdom (12); and a statement of the law and divine
restitution (13%-14)., He believes that the epilogue is

an adaptive commentary or thematizing of Qoheleth in
order to make the text sound more pious. He also,
interestingly, notes that verses 1%-14 are quite similar
to the ideas found in Sirach 17:6-15, If then the editor
knew of Sirach, the date of the epilogue would be con-
silerably later than the rest of Qoheleth.




13
states: "I might have said that this man who never owned
two farthings in his life makes light of the wealth of the
world and declares 'vanity of vanities'; but for Solocmon
it was appropriate to declare 'vanity of vanities'
cause of him it is written, 'And the king made silver to
be in Jerusalem as stones' (I Kgs. lU:J?).“fl The fact
that Qoheleth was attributed to Solomon was also a factor
in Qoheleth's admission into the 0ld Testament canon, "

All that can be learned of the author is to be
found in the epilogue (12:9-10). It thus seems that the
author was a scribe who perhaps taupght in an academy in
Jerusalem., His attitudes and thoughts reflect an upper
class background. Gordis holds that this can especially
be observed in 4:17-5:6, which deals with religious eti-
quottw.”j Being a scribe, it would be expected that he
was from an aristocratic vackground, for only the wealthy

could afford to engage in such work.

Date
As noted above the date of (joheleth is believed
to be late. Today it is generally agreed that yoheleth

was written in the third century B.C. There are several

"lﬁ. Freedman and Maurice Simon, eds., Midrash
Rabbah vol. VIII: Ruth scclesiastes, trans. L. Rabinowitz
(Tondon: The Soeino rress, 1939), pp. 86-87.

“p. =, salters, "Qoheleth and the Canon," The
Zxpository Times 86 (August 1975 ):340.

»

ﬁUoriiﬁ, Koheleth, p. 164.




reasons for dating Qoheleth at this time. First, the

language of (oheleth with its strong Aramaic coloring
. 24 T

suggests a late date of composition. The references

to the rich oppressing the poor and the omnipresent power

; ; = ; 25
of the king may reflect the Ptolemai period, One

may also point to what are felt to be traces of Greek
influence as evidence that it was written after the
conquests of Alexander the great (333 B.C.) Because

it does not demonstrate any knowledge of Maccabean
revolt (167-16% B.C.), one must place the document some=
where in the third century B.C. Perhaps another indicator
of a late date of composition is the reference to
Qoheleth's work as a scribe. It was only in post-exilic
times that scribes became prominent, Thus, for this rea-

son also one may date this document after the exile,

Interpretation

As was noted above, there are many different atti-
tudes toward Qoheleth, How does one go about interpreting
such a document? what should be emphasized, his skepti-
cism or his urge to enjoy 1life? There are indeed senti-
ments in (oheleth which could hardly be described as pious
(ef. 1:13; 8:14). Thus, it was only because of the type
of exegesis used by the Rabbis that Qoheleth was admitted

into the canon, For the Rabbis used techniques to make

Jd”ﬂngel, 13115,

)6
“?Ibid,
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impious passages sound pious. In a similar way the

early Christian Church interpreted (oheleth as a critique

£

of material life, which demonstrates that true meaning

can only be found in Jesus Christ,
Interpretations of Loheleth have run the gamut

from pessimism to joy. James Crenshaw believes that

woheleth was a man who had experienced the "religious
bankruptey of life and was emptied of trust i :uw."'7
Crenshaw has also described yoheleth's mood as that of
"tragic pessimism" in holding that God is totally indif-

¥

. s ) . ; g

ferent to men,® Another view is that Qoheleth possesses
i N 29

an "ethical cynicism" based on the fear of the Lord.

#hat is meant by "ethical ecyniciam" is that Loheleth is

cynical concerning his view of humanity (%:18-/1); yet he

‘”Jalters, "Goneleth and the Canon," p. %41; J.
Stafford Wright in his essay "The Interpretation of
Ecclesiastes," in Classical svangelical kssays in 01d
Testament Interpretation ed. Walter C. Kalser (Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1972), p. 134, notes that Jewish
expositors used three nethods in interpreting Uoheleth:
“picurean passages were read as a question; a legend was
adopted that 3olomon was driven from hi= throne for his
disobedience to God and wrote this document in his period
of estrangenent; and unorthodox statements were para-
phrased to be orthodox.

“{Jnmes L. Crenshaw, "In Search of Divine Pres-
sence: Some Hemarks Preliminary to a Theology of wisdom,"
Heview and Expositor 74 (Summer 1977):3%61,.

“®1dem, "The Hternal Gospel (scel. 3:11)," in
pssays in 0ld Testament Kthics, J. Philip Hyatt
Festschrift, eds. J. Crenshaw and J. willis (New York:
KTAV, 1974), pp. £8=3%0,

i C

“Jparl H. shank, "Qoheleth's World and Life View
as Seen in His Recurring Phrases," destminster Theological
Journal 37 (Fall 1974 ):57.




16
8till encourages righteousness and reverance for God (8:
12). Goheleth has also been called a gentle eynic and
realistic. Thus the interpretations of Qoheleth range
from strong to mild skepticism and cynicism.

Other interpretations which deal with Loheleth
emphasize his admonition to enjoy life. One can see
from Professor Wright's outline that the emphasis of
‘oheleth is that man should simply enjoy life, because
one can master it. Though it is easy to point to
Uoheleth's emphasis on the enjoyment of life, one must
consider: does Qoheleth emphasize a hedonistic enjoyment
of life or a practical enjoyment based on the fear of
the Lord and on what is best for man? There have been
interpretations which emphasize both of these views.
Joheleth has also been interpreted as presenting an
answer to man's feeling of alienation from the world by
exhorting men to be open to the world in the fear of

ﬂnd.ﬁu

Thus not only has Coheleth been interpreted in
ways that emphasize the joy to be found in 1life, but he
has been interpreted existentially as well,

Goheleth is clearly subject to many different
interpretations. Shoula it then be said that Qoheleth is
all things tec all people? Surely there is a proper means
by which one may go about interpreting Qoheleth. Perhaps

a proper understanding of Qoheleth may be reached through

5

Owilliams, p. 181,




17
an investigation of the author's use of tradition. It
has been noted that there are traces of Greek influence

to be found in Qoheleth. 1% is almost certain that

Qoheleth grew up with a knowledge of lIsraelite religion

and traditio'. Thus it seems that an investigation into
the sources behind Qoheleth might yield fruitful infor-
mation that would be helpful in understanding the author's
intention., The traditions that need to be dealt with are
the Biblical traditions (wisdom, Pentateuch, history and
prophets) and foreign influences (Greek and Ancient Near
Eastern).

Indeed Qoheleth does possess a special relevance
for all ages because of the topics with which he deals,
Perhaps Qoheleth would then be even more meaningful if
one had some knowledge of his intention. Thus, a study
of Qoheleth's use of tradition may be helpful in under-
standing his intention and, in turn, lead to a proper

understanding and appreciation of this timeless classic.




VOHELETH AND 1} W TRADITION

The book of (Joheleth presents a shocking con-
trast to the other books in the 0ld Testament. For
Woheleth presents what appears to be a skeptical outlook
on God, man and life, while most other 0ld Testament books
Seem more certain in their knowledge of these areas.

One is then justified in questioning the relationship
between Qoheleth and the rest of the scriptures, if in-
deed there is any relationship. Because Qoheleth was
probably composed sometime in the third century

he was hier to the Pentateuch and the prophets, both of
which were most likely by that time canorized., HKHe was

also hier to much of the rich tradition of lsraelite

.isdom.1 One is perhaps safe in holding that (oheleth

was probably familiar with these Hebrew traditions, even
though there may seem to be an absence of any specific
references to them in the text. As a Jewish scribe
living in Palestine it is likely that (oheleth was
reared under the Pentateuch and Prophets as well as in

J
the wisdom tradition.“ If Qoheleth was familiar with

1

z

Gordis, "Was Koheleth a Phoenician?", p. 103,
“ldem, Koheleth, p. 70.
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the other scriptures, it then seems that he would betray
some knowledge of them in his work. Moreover, an inves-
tigation into the traditions of Israel and ~oheleth's use
of those traditions might yield helpful insights into
Loheleth's intention in writing this document. It is

this that we now turn.

Qoheleth and the Wisdom Tradition

The Purpose of Wisdom

Before one can compare (;oheleth to the wisdom
tradition one must first ask about the purpose and ap-
proach of the wisdom 1.1*;1(11tion.]J The book of FProverbs
18 the best known wisdom book in the Bible; but also
included in the category of wisdom literature are Job,
song of Songs and some of the Psalms. The traditional
wisdom, such as that found in the book of Proverbs, seems
very matter of fact. The sayings and beliefs found here
have their roots perhaps in the beginnings of the
liebrew people themselves, Hebraic wisdom deals with
diverse traditions which aim at how to best understand
life. These traditions are in agreement with Qoheleth
that it is God who shapes the courses of lives and

controls the outcome of all endeavors.d Thus a motive

SA thorough study of the purpose of wisdom is
beyond the scope of this study. For this reason no

exhaustive study will be attempted.

4Crenshaw, "In 3Search of Divine Presence,"
P. 353; cf. Ps. 73, Prov. 3:9-6; 16:1-4,33,
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behind this tradition is to give glory to God, because
the world is under His cnntro].ﬁ Wisdom then seeks to
know God and how man should behave before God. As James
Crenshaw points out, a characteristic of all segments of
Israelite society is the belief in the efficacy of good
works, i.e., that God rewards the riahteous.ﬁ This claim
is one which may easily be substantiated from the wisdom
tradition (cf., Prov, 10:1-5). It is thus clear that
the major concern of wisdom is man's conduct before God.

In Israel, wisdom had a particular affinity to
the command of %od, which one can see from Proverbs 1:7
which says: "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of
wisdom," The connection between the Law and wisdom,
however, was a gradual development that only iater lead
to an identification of wisdom with Law (5ir. #4). Here
again one may note that wisdom is concerned for the
proper conduct one should have before God, walther
Zimmerli has noted that concrete wisdom sought to know

where man had the right to wait for the blessing of God,

i.,e., wisdom seeks to know the ways of God.T He then

£oes on to note that the primary aim of wisdom is the

5
Staples, p. 144,

bCrenshaw, "Popular Questioning of the Justice
of God in Ancient Israel," Zeitscrift fur die Altesta=-
mentliche Wissenschaft 62 (1970):383.

IWalther Zimmerli, "The Place and Limit of the
Wisdom in the Framework of the 0ld Testament Theology,"
Scottish Journal of Theology 17 (1964):154,
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art of steering through life with the goal of mastering

8 . " )
it. Yerhaps one should question whether the aim of

wiadom is mastery of life or steering through 1life.
For there is a distinction between these t ideas;
mastery of life implies one can be able to control hi
life, while steering merely implies makins the best
one's life as it is cnnrronteﬁ.j

In dealing with Lyoheleth it is certain that he
did net hold to the concept that one could master life,
as is clear from his concept of fate overcoming every-
one (9:11)., If then the aim of wisdom is to master life,
woheleth is definitely assaulting traditional wisdom,

Un the other hand, yoheleth would be within the wisdom
tradition if its goal is to steer through life. Thus the
greatl question to be answered, which is not without con-
troversy, concerns the aim of wisdom,

Yerhaps one could present a convincing argument
for either position. Thus whatever the answer to this
question, it must remain tenative, It has long hbeen
held that wisdom's goal was the mastery of life, Robert
Johnston has noted that walter Brueggemann and Gerhard
von Rad have broken somewhat out of this tradition to

view wisdom as steering through life in the asthetic

HZimmerli notes that wisdom was grounded in
creation, and that in creation man is commanded to sub-
due the world (Gen. 1:28), It is thus believed that the
#oal of wisdom for man was the mastery of life, p. 149,

UJohnuLon, pp. 26=.8.
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1 Yet it seems that wisdom's aim is to steer

demension,
through life as a whole. 1In order to confront this prob-
lem it may be helpful to call attention “o the limits
of wisdom, as seen within the wiasdom tradition.

Crenshaw has pointed out that the limits of
human wisdom can be seen even inr Proverbs (16:19; 19:21;
20:24; 21:3%0; 27:1; jU:x-dJ.ll As would be expected
such ideas on the limits of human wisdom may be seen
in Job as well (5:9; 11:7-1¢; 28:20-23). Von Rad, in
concurrence with Crenshaw, also notes that wisdom was
well aware of its limitations and that God's activities
are unknownblo.l" It is interesting to note that within

the wisdom tradition there was thus a paradox: that one

should make every effort to be wise; yet one could never

be certain.lj One may find such ideas as this in FProv-

B

erbs: "Do you see a man who is wise in his own eyes?
There is more hope for a fool than for him." (26:12 cf.
14:12), There is thus a certain amount of skepticism
within the wisdom tradition, which should cause one to
question the purpose of wisdom, disdom certainly seeks

to find insights into problems which deal with God and

101p14., pp. 26-27.

llCrenshau. "The eternal Goepel," p. 42,

1é\.’on Rad, #Wisdom in Israel, pp. 97-110.

ljﬁurphy, "Qohelet's 'Quarrel' with the Fathers,"
Yaper presented at the aumml meeting of the Society of
Biblical Literature, New Orleans, La., November 1978,
p. 3.
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his ways. DBut does wisdom claim to know the ways of Tod?
Murphy holds that wisdom was aware of its limits, yet
maintained a positive attitude towards the intellipgi=-
bility of divine dneda.lA such ideas as this may also
be found in Proverbs: "He stores up sound wisdom for the
upright; He is a shield to those who walk in integrity,
guarding the paths of justice, and preserving the way
of his saints." (2:7-8). Thus, it does seem that the
wisdom tradition held a positive view toward discerning
the ways of God, holding that He takes care of the right-
eous and wise. Such an attitude as this could hardly

found in Qoheleth, for he contends that nothing can

known about God.

Though one may find positive attitudes toward
knowing the ways of God he must keep in mind that wisdom
was well aware that God's ways cannot be defined. If
then wisdom was aware of its limitations, one should
not expect that the aim of wisdom was the mastery of
life. It therefore seems that an effective argument
can be made for the belief that the purpose of wisdom is
merely to steer through life rather than to seek mastery
over life,

Une may note that wisdom literature such as

Proverbs offers practical advice as to how to deal with

life, 1In the same way (oheleth too offers good,

141v3id., pp. 7-8.
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practical advice. As noted above the efficacy of good
works was a common Israelite belief (cf. Frov. %:9-10).
With such a belief @oheleth could not agree; yet he still
encouraged righteousness (8:1¢). There seems to have
been a running discussion within the Wisdom tradition
concerning divine rewards and punishment. This may be
observed in the book of Job as well which confronts any
ideas on the safety of the righteous. Thus one may
observe two beliefs within the wisdom writings that the
Lord watches over all the righteous and takes care of
them and that God allows the righteous to suffer. It
seems certain that there was a wrestling with the prob-
lem of the righteous suffering before (oheleth, as one
may clearly see from the book of Job (ca. 450 B.C.). It
is thus possible that there were two factions within the
wisdom tradition; one faction holding that God's ways
may be known and the other which wis not in agreement.
Joheleth is a part of the latter group, attacking the
idea that man can know the ways of God. He supports
this contention, not with mere hypothesis, but with his

own careful observations (1:14; 2:12; 3:10; 3%:22; 4:1,4,

7, 15; 5:18; 7:15; 8:9,17; 9:11,1%; 10:7).1°

Should one then conclude as does Crenshaw that

15Johnstone notes that observation had to be a
key tool of the wisdom tradition, as one could see from
the Solomon narrative (I Kgs. 4:3%3 f.) as well as other
portions of wisdom literature., 1In this respect it
appears that {oheleth was well grounded within the wis-
dom tradition, p. 213.
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~oheleth viewed human wisdom as hankrnpl?l woheleth

does maintain that man cannot know the ways of God or
the future. One may find statements which sound as if

he views wisdom as usele (2:15), Though such a refer-
ence may be found, one should not use it to conclude

that Coheleth viewed wisdom as bankrupt. For (oheleth
also holds a very positive view toward the wise, because
the wise are better able to steer through life (2:1%-14;
4:;13; T:1-19; 8:1,5).

Qoheleth provides a realistic view of life and
wisdom, It is the apparent absence of any divine jus-
tice in the world that does not allow Qoheleth to appeal
to the law and revelation of God (3%:16=-19; 7:15; 9:11
f.). Such mysteries as the ways of God are evidence
of God's majesty and freedom, Zimmerli therefore believes
that (oheleth fulfilled the task of limiting wisdom in
Biblical theology. Zimmerli notes the idea that "the
fear of the Lord is the beginning of wiadom" maintains
that it is God and not man who is in control.l? There=
fore in this respect Qoheleth is within the wisdom tradi-
tion, for he maintains that one should fear God, not for
reward but because it seems better to do soj; and the

wise man is equated with the one who does s0 (3:14; 5:1-7;

6Cr‘enshaw, "Popular Questioning of the Juatice
of God," p. 389,

17

Zimmerli, pp. 157-158.




Job may have perhaps been a great influence on
Goheleth because both are concerned about the same ques=
tions concerning man and his relationship to God,
woheleth differs from Job in one ma jor respect, Joheleth
holds a more submissive view toward God. He does not
attack God but rightly notes that man cannot contend

witn one who is stronger than himself (6:10). Could this

9«
be a reflection on Job (cf. Job 58-4216 )27 Charles

Forman holds that (joheleth goes further than Job in

holding that God is hostile toward men and that wisdom
13 inaccessible, Perhaps yoheleth may have held that
true wisdom is inaccessible (B8:17), but Forman does not
seem justified in holding that Qoheleth saw God as hos-
tile. 4#hat of the repeated refrain throughout yoheleth

that it i2 God's will for man to enjoy life?

woheleth's Use of Traditional Material
oheleth's relationship to the wisdom tradition
may also be seen in his use of traditional material.
At times straightforward quotations are used to buttress

an argument (10:18; 11:1). At other times the better

18390rwe R, Castellino, "Qohelet and his Wisdom, "

The Catholic Biblical gyuarterly 30 (January 1968):26.
13u. 5. Rankin, Israel's wWisdom Literature,
(“dinburgh: T. and T, Clark, 1936: New York: Schocken
Rooks, 1969), p. 95.
Ve, . Forman, "The Pessimiam of Hcclesiastes,"
Journal of Semetic Studies % (October 1958):341-42,
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similarly seldom used at all.”s

what may then be said of (oheleth and his rela-
tionship to traditional wisdom? Von Rad has described
Woheleth an "outsider, free of tradition, one who
swims against the stream." There are also many others
who would agree with von Rad on this point, Yet there
is an equally, perhaps more convincing argument for the
belief that yoheleth stands in the center of the wisdom
tradition. From what has been noted Qoheleth is much
in line with traditional wisdom, both in regard to its
purpose and in his varied use of its materials., It is
therefore the view of this author that Qoheleth is not
"swimming against the stream," but rather is critiquing
wisdom as one who stands inside the tradition. Robert
Johnston holds, in concurrence with Zimmerli, that
Qoheleth may be calling the wisdom tradition back to a
central focus which is the enjoyment of life rather than
its mastery.d? If then this is the case, perhaps one
might find that Qoheleth is more true to the wisdom

tradition than most scholars, at present, care to admit.

Joheleth and the Pentateuch

In dealing with Qoheleth's relation to the

Pentateuch, one muat proceed with extreme caution.

®5Gordis, Koheleth, p. 32.

6 ;
E“Von Rad, Wisdom in Israel, p. 235.
27

Johnston, p. 15.
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are very few similarities between Qoheleth and the books
of the Law, which were so important to ancient Israel,
It seems strange that one who most likely was educated
in the Law does not make any explicit reference to it,
But such is trpical of the wisdom writers prior to Sirach.
#hile there seems to be little relation between Qoheleth
and the Law it has been recognized that woheleth is
grounded in a theology of creation. Charles Foreman has
noted that the first eleven chapters of Genesis are the
single most important influence on Uoheleth's ideas
regarding nature and the destiny of man.gg

In reading Qoheleth, for example, it is very
important to realize that he viewed life from the per-
spective of an 0ld Testament believer, understanding
life in the reality of God's curse placed upon life, as

€
seen in Genesis Chapter '.‘hrerz."'J

Coheleth is thoroughly
fgrounded in creation as was perhaps the wisdom tradition
itself, For creation was understood as being under the
Authority of wisdom (cf, Prov, 8:22-}1},5U and man was
viewed as carrying out the mandate to subdue the world
through wisdom, as was symbolized by Adam as he named

the animals (Gen., 2:19-20).

There is much further evidence within Qoheleth

2
'BForman, "Koheleth's Use of Genesis," Journal
of Semitic Studies 5 (July 1960):263,

agshank. p. 61.

OCrenshaw, "The Eternal Gospel," p. 3
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that the author knew of and accepted book o: Genesis.
Foreman points out that both Genesis and Joheleth see an
)

x
order to the natural world which is fixed by God,~

woheleth's most interesting subjeet in nature is

course man. Foreman has noted that pe ps Qoheleth may
be making a word play 118 use of

(habel), which is the root of the name Abe

Adam and Eve, The man Abel typifies

toils with nature and is typical of man's

ence.3‘ The name of Adam also reveals

"Adam" comes from "Adamah" which is the grou e Gen.

This is reflective of (oheleth's haunting words

r

"and il is known what man gutnﬂ is," by which

implies that man is but dust! 3By noting that man
is of the earth and will return to it, both Genesis
and Qoheleth reject any hope of the soul's immortality.

As Qoheleth acknowledges the problem of evil
9:3), he seems to reflect the Genesis account

of the origin of evil (Gen., 3: Loheleth acknowl=-
edges that man was created upright, by God, but man re=-
sorted to many devices (7:29). Thus he notes that man
of his own free will resorted to evil and his wording
seems to be reflective of Adam and Eve's eating of

the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and

jlZ-‘orman, "Koheleth's Use of Genesis," p, 257.

321b1d., p. 258.
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evil, ;oheleth also maintains a low opinion of women

in regards to the problem of evil (7:26-28). Though he
does not have a high regard for women he exhorts the
reader to "enjoy life with the wife whom you love" (9:9).
He also holds companionship in high regard (4:9=1¢), which
is reflective of Genesis 2:18 as God created kve as a
companion for .“ul;.ur..j'.‘L

Goneleth's recurring theme on what is good for
man may be in agreement with the creation motif of the
creation being pronounced good by God (Gen. 1:51).jh
(oheleth eBpecially seems to reflect this as he states,
"Go then eat your bread in happiness and drink your wine
with a cheerful heart; for God has already approved your
works." (9:7). In this way it seems that Qohcleth is
placing more force in his argument, that God wants man
to enjoy life!

The existence of God is asaumed by (oheleth,
He does not doubt the existence of God, and he seems to
hold that God is known without any appeal to such reve-
lation as the acts of God in Israelite history.36
Qoheleth perhaps takes the same view as did the apostle

Paul regarding the knowledge of the existence of God

31via., p. 259,

35

jdibid.. pp. 259-60,

Johnston, p., 22,

50J33per‘ p. 268.
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being manifest in the visible creation {(Rom, I).” what
woheleth does doubt is that man can have any knowledge
about God beyond what is seen in creation. 1In holding
such a view he is consistent with the Genesis account
that %od does rot want man to have any knowledge (Gen,.
2:15 ff 5:22; 11:6), FPerhaps it is for this reason
that Qoheleth never refers to the divine name (yahweh)
but always uses the generic title God (elohim). 1In this
woheleth views God as a transcendent, remote, and inscru-
table deity who keeps man from learning of His wayﬁ.ju
Thus Qoheleth holds that one should fear (stand in awe
of ) God because God is too dangerous for man to deal
with (5:1=7).

It i3 widely accepted that yoheleth is grounded
in Genesis and that it was a major influence on him,
as has been demonstrated. Wwhat then is the relationship
between yoheleth and the remaining books of the
Fentateuch? As was noted there seems to be in woheleth
hardly any relationship to the Law which was a major
part of Israelite life. During the period in which
<oheleth lived the educated community of scribes

(sopherim) became prominent. These scribes were Known

q
for interprecing the Law as well as dealing with wiadom.jJ

fjhank, p. 63.
3
5LF0rman, "Koheleth's Use of Genesis," pp.

5qﬂnrdis, Poets, Prophets, and Sages, p. 331,




From what can be known of Loheleth one may agsume that
he was a part of this movement which would imply that

waad well aware of the books of the Law (1£:9-10}).
A. F, Rainey has offered a possible solution to the

abserce of the Law in QJoheleth, Rainey notes that at
the “lephantine garrison the Jews never made any refer-
ence to the Law or sacred scriptures Thus he believes
after the diaspora many of = Jews did not make
& g ) & o bnals o procom o B
of the Law but used wisdom books nstead. Juch
4 solution may be possible, but it is more likely that
the document was composed in Jerusalem, as it claims.
One may note ti the sage uses the Law to
demonstrate man's helplessnessg in an unknowable and
uncontrolable universe as e reflects on tne commanud not
to add to or take away from Cod's Law (3:14; cf. Deut.
vy 41 o .
2 .oheleth also seems reflective of the Law as
he holds to the idea that God must remain free and that
man cannot define the ways of God. Concerning the aspect
of God's freedom he seems to be mindful of Exodus 3%:19,
"I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious and will

)
¥ e

show mercy on whom 1 will show mercy." In dealing with

making vows before God, Joheleth seems to hold an

cuﬁ. F. Rainey, "A Study of Ecclesiastes,”
Concordia Theological Monthly %6 (December 1965 ):155.

4
1Gordis. Koheleth, p. 43,

4

KMurphy, "(Qohelet's 'Quarrel' with the
Fathers," p, 9,
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affirmative view of the Law. For he warns against making
vo~s and exhorts people to take seriously their vows, as
does the Law 4=5 cf, Deut, 23%5:2¢=-¢5; Lev. 5:4).

at first seem that the author is
times critical of the Law, For example, {oheleth

idejoice O young man in your youth, and let your
heart cheer you in the days of your youth; walk
in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes.
But know that for all these things God will bring
you into judgement. (11:9).
This would appear to be an assault upon the commandment
of God, "not to follow after your own heart and your own
eyes which you are inclined to go afier wantonly." (Num,

15:39). But one should realize in dealing with this

passage that (oheleth doec not prescribe hedonism; rather

. : 43 Z
he warns against asceticism, ” Goheleth should also be

taken seriously as he qualifies this statement with the
warning to remember that God will bring everyone into
Judgement for these things; for this warning is con-
sistent with his exhortatior to fear God,

QJoheleth seems to hold an aloofness toward the
priestly cult as prescribed in Leveticus. The reason
for this aloofness is the spectacle of hypocritical

priests and others who were associated with the cult

45H. L. Ginsberg, "The Structure and Contents of
the Book of Koheleth," in wisdom in Israel and the
Ancient Near Bast, eds., M,”Noth and winton Thomas,
supplements to Vetus Testamentum, vol. 3 (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1955%), p. 147.
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(8:10)., Such an attitude seems to be that of a

precuarsor to the pharisaic movement which began to take
shape during the Hellenistic period of Judaism.

Qoheleth thus demonstrates a imowlay~ o and4 respect
o, but very little direct relationship to, the revealed
Law found in the Pentateuch., His theology is, instead,
firmly grounded in creation as has been demonstrated.
Thus when one reads the exhortation to fear God he is
not justified in holding that by fear of God (oheleth
means to keep the commandments, One might point to the
second epilogue (12:12-14), which advises readers to keep
the commandments of God, as evidence of his affirmation
of the Law, Headers should remember that the epilogue

is not a part of the original work; rather it was added
5

A
by a later scribe, perhaps a disciple of (oheleth,

Therefore, any meaningful relationship between {oheleth
and the Law has yet to be demonstrated. At this time all
that can be demonstrated, aside from Qoheleth's use of

Genecis, i that at least he knew of the law.

yoheleth and Israelite Histroy

Because Joheleth was a member of the Jewish
commurnity and most likely did live in Jerusalem, it seems
that a knowledge of the history of Israel would have

been a great influence upon him., As noted in the

441p1a,

l)i‘I«:enﬁel, 14128,




discussion dealing with {oheleth's relation to the Law,

however, he displays no knowledge of the salvation history
of Israel as found in the books of the Law. He does,
though, demonstrate a thorough knowledge of Israel's
political history in his attributing the work to solomon,
The reason for this, a ‘as noted, was to increase the
force of his argument,

Uoheleth's use of history is done very skillfully,.
He begins in 1:12 by stating that he had been king over
Israel in Jerusalem. His use of the name goheleth,
whieh has to do with a congregation, may have been taken
from I Kings 8;] where Solomon is described as assem-
bling the leaders of Israel together in Gwrunalvm.dﬁ
Joheleth then draws attention to his wisdom and wealth
which he notea was greater ' who preceeded him
in Jerusalem (1:16), As he recalls his accomplishments
and experiences he reflects the glory of solomon, which

time had long been lost, His wisdom, noted in

2:12; 2:15, reflects 1 Kings 4:29-

54, which states that God gave Solomon wisdom and great
discernment and knowledge beyond measure and that he
surpassed all the wisdom of the east and Egypt. Thus
voheleth prudently chose the wisest man in all the world

as the author of his document, which would naturally

lend support to the validity of his arpument.

AJtherL Henry Pfeiffer, Introduction to the 01d
1t (New York:; Harper and Row Publishers, 1948),




Qoheleth also reflects the glory of King Solomon
as he recalls his projects (2:4-9). He mentions several
undertakings which he did, such as bullding houses,
planting gardens, trees and vineyards and gathering great
wealth., Solomon was especially known for his great wealth
which was given to him by God because he had requested
that God grant him wisdom, when God told him to make one
request (I Kgs. 3%:13%; 10:27) jolomon was alsc known for

the great buildineg projects which he undertook, such as

building the temple (I Kgs. 6), his palace and other

buildings (1 Kgs. 7). Another reference which reflects
Solomon is the note that he had many concubines (2:8), for
Solomon is said to have had seven hundred wives and three
nundred concubines (I Kgs. 11:3).

«oheleth so skillfully used his knowledge of the
freatness of the 3olomonic age that the document was
attributed to Solomon, though 3Solomon's name is never
mentioned! His use of the historic tradition demon-
strates that he was very familiar with Israelite history,.
His use of Solomon in his document adds force to the
argument concerning the vanity of life, for who should
know better than the wisest and wealthiest man that
ever lived! Qoheleth also adds further force to his
argument when he says:

1 hated all my toil under the sun, seeing that I
must leave it to the man who will come after me;

and who knows whether he will be a wise man or a
fool? Yet he will be master of all for which I




38

toiled and used my wisdom under thz sun, This also
is vanity. (2:18-19),

Here yoheleth clearly reflects the sobering fact that
thouszh Solomon had wealth and wisdom beyond measure,
his son, Rehoboam, foolishly lost most of his kingdom
to Jeroboam (I Kgs. 12:1-20) and most of his wealth to
the king of Egypt (I Kes. 14:25-28). Thus even the
wisest and wealthiest of men has no assurence of what
will come after him,

woheleth also demonstrates his familiarity with
the history and traditions of Israel by his exhortations.
woheleth states: "Even in your thought, do not curse the
king, nor in your bed chamber ~urse the rich; for a bird
of the air will carry your vVoice, or some winged creature
tell the matter." (10:20). As Uoheleth advises the reader
not to curse the king or a rich man, he advises one to
be careful even in his bed chamber (chamber of your bed).
This statement is very similar to 11 Kings 6:12, whicn
states: "Elisha the prophet who i in Israel, tells the

king of Israel the words which you speak in your bed

chamber @hambﬂr of your bed}.“ There is thus a clear

similarity between these two passages concerning being
careful, even in one's bedroom, The similarity may even
f#o farther than this, fer Qoheleth says, "some winged
creature will tell the matter." The word used for
creature is baal which refers to a deity., 1In this case

perhaps it is possible that Qoheleth has in mind that
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some incorporeal being would make known the matter, just
a3 1in II Kings it is infrred that God is the one who
revealed the matter to Elisha. Gne camilol be certain
what is meant by this reference to "baal," but it does
geem to reflect Qoheleth's knowledge of this story.

In summary, (oheleth grounds little or any of
his argument on the 3alvation history of Israel though
he knows this tradition. Moreover, he only uses his
knewledge of the political history of Israel illustra-
tively, in order to advance his argument. Again one
should keep in mind that Joheleth is grounded in Genesis,
80 that he makes no appeal to special revelation. It is
perhaps for this reason that he makes no reference to
the salvation history. «oheleth does demonstrate a good
k ledge of the history of Israel which was important
to all Jews, One may therefore note that this knowledge
of Israel's political history had a great effect upon

him and perhaps the conditions prevailing at that time

prompted him to write his treatise a3y he reflected upon

the lost glory of Israel.

Qoheleth and the Prophets

Uf all the sections of the 0ld Testament in
wnich one might wish to find connections with Qoheleth,
the prophets present the most interesting similarities,
As a Jew living in the third century B.C., Qoheleth was
most likely familiar with the prophets whose writings

were already in circulation. 1t seems that the prophets
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may have exerted a great influence upon the thinking of
Woheleth, for he presents some of the same ldeas as did
the propheta, Qoheleth confronts men in much the same
way as did the prophets. He attacks the certainty of
the wise, notes men's short lives compared to God's
eternity, speaks out against social injustice and attacks
those who feel they know the ways of God. Thus, a study
of Qoheleth's similarities to the propheis may yield
helpful insights into his background and intention.

There seems to have been some wisdom influence
upon the prophets, though this subject is not without
controversy. The prophets do supply some interesting
insights into wisdom itself, for they resemble wisdom in
style, and many times they speak of the wise, That the
prophets had been influenced by the wisdom tradition
may be noted in their use of the parables, allegories,
proverbial expressions, comparisons, similes and metaphors
which were common to wisdom (cf. Isa. 5:28: Hos, 647105
Isa, 10:15; Am. 6:12; Mich, 6:6t.,; Hag., 2:10ff.: Mal,

1:7; Isa. 10:15).%7

It is for such reasons as these that
many scholars hold that the prophets were influenced by
the wisdom tradition. Also typical of the wisdom school
in the prophets is the comparison of the righteoucs and

the wicked concerning rewards and punishments. Isaiah

4

7Johannes Lindblom, "Wisdom in the 0ld Testament
Prophets," in Wisdom in Israel and the Ancient Near East,
ed, M, Noth and Winton Thomas, Jupplements to vetus
Testamentum, vol. 3 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1955), p. 201,




especially believed to digj
wisdom school. His vocabulary
#£rown up in the wisdom school.’ n contrast to
the prophet Amos i3 held to be reflective of Israel’
folk wisdom, which is a differert source of wisdom,
logical reasoning and sayings seem to be distinctive

A
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folk wisdom, but this too is not without debate,"”

The prophets do reflect many characteristics of
the wisdom tradition and it should be expected that such
men who were aware of current events would be familiar
#ith the wisdom tradition. The extent of influence of
the wise upon the prophets is subject to much debate,
but that the prophets were aware of and influenced by
wisdom is beyond doubt. Az was noted, the prophets
supply some information about the wisdom school. The
prophets make it clear that they were familiar with for-

eign wisdom and a class of wise men in Israelite society

[ =
(cf. Jer. 49:7: Ob. 8; 1sa, 1‘~3:11ff‘.)."U

From one perspective the influence of the wisdom
school upon the prophets seems to have been largely
negative, for often the prophets are found to be speak-

Ing against the wisdom of the wise. This conflict with

seems to have begun in the royal court, where

8 '
4 Ronald Ernest Clements, Prophecy and Tradition
(Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1975), pp. T4-75.

491vi4., pp. 77-78.

ULindhlom, p. 193,
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wise men acted as counselors to the king (cf. 11 3am.
15:31=-37: 1 s 2; ! To support the belief that
wise men were present in the royal court one may also
note much wisdom material which deals with the proper
conduet in the royal court (ecf. Prov. 25:2-7; Qoh. 10:4-6;
16-17). There is thus much evidsnce within the historieal
narratives and wisdom material to suggest the use of
wise men as counselors in the royal court, It appears
that it is primarily this wisdom which the prophets
attack,??}

From what can be learned from the prophets there
seems to have been a misuse of wisdom in lsrael which

the prophets attack. In his book The Message of the

Prophets, Von itad notes that a new element of eighth
century prophecy was the idea of divine judgment upon
Israel. This idea was new because the people seemed

to believe that their Yahwistic traditions insured sal-
vation.s” Jchannes Lindblom has suggested that Jeremiah
denounces a special class of the wise who are specialists

in the Law and who instruet the people in its applica-

tion. This Law they held to be true wisdom (cf. Jer.

8:8f.; U:uzf.).SB The prophets, then, attacked those

who believed that because they had the Law of the Lord,

5101ements, pp. 82-83,

2%

’“Yon Rad, The Message of the Prophets, trans.
D. M. G. Stalker (New York: Harper and Row Publishers,
1967), pp. 147-49,

53

Lindblom, p. 195.




they were 1 danger, It seems tha the prophets
reacted against this wisdom becauac presum
people knew the activity o ohweh The prophets
point out that Yahweh acts as He will, not as the people
He will (Isa
A great di n ti prophets and those
who believed themselves to be wise is that the prophets
were theocentric, while 1¢ latter were anthropocentric.
These wise men believed : hey were wise and knew
the best ways to go about politiecal affairs. The wisdom
of those who abused wisdom was set up outside of ‘ahweh;

P

thus the prophets called for a return to God.-

example of this kind of wisdom,

in the Law, i3 that of the kinyg of Assyria, who
that through } own power and wisdom he was in
The prophet Isaiah in response to the

notes that it is God who is in control of
affairs (10:%-11; 10:15). There were also such political
leaders in lsrael and Judah who had rejecsed the guidance
of Yahweh for their own wisdom (Isa, 5:21; 19:11; Jer.
49:7). The prophets also seem to attack the flexiability
of the old wisdom which contributed to corruption of the

#overnment, with bribery which wisdom observed as being

54 .. i " n 12
’*4illiam McKane, Prophets and #ise Men, Studies
2iblical Theology, no. 44 (Naperville, Ill.: Alec R.
Allenson Inc., 1965), p. 67.

LIy =
’?Ibid., p. 66,




helpful (Prov, 17:8; 19:6; 21:14 c I 52 9:120);

i

e prophets continually speak of the wisdom of

the wisge being put to shame because 1t 18 not based in

God (cf. Isa. 19:11; Jer, 49:7)., 1t is also interesting

to note that the prophets sperk out against

of wisdom not only in Israel but in other natians,

Tyre (2z., 2B:2ff,). is therefore interesting to
compare the attitude of (oheleth to that of the prophets,
For though he is seperated from the prophets by several
centuries, (Qoheleth holds much the same view toward the
wise (7:23; 8:17). Juoheleth not only holds that no one
can attain perfect wisdom, but in the same way as the
prophets he holds that no one can know the ways of fiod
(3:11; 8:17; 9:12; 11:5). 1t is very interesting to
note that the prophets speak out against those who

believe they know about the activity of God or that

possession of the Law is insurance against misfortune.
Could it then be that (oheleth was confronted with such
an abuse of wisdom? (oheleth's language certainly seems
as though it could be aimed at the audacity of the wise,
Further, if yoheleth is confronting such beliefs, this
would explain his lack of reference to the Law of Moses
or the divine name yYahweh,

Une cannot be certain, at this point, about what
~oheleth was confronting; but the idea that he confront-

ed a misuse of wisdom is one that should not soon be

ruled out. Derek Kidner has called Uoheleth "a critique
1




of secularism and of secularize ligion. Kidner holds
that Loheleth speaks as : prophet in pressing for reality
Thus,
Joheleth was
more forceful
secularism.

Joheleth contains other similarities to the
prophets besides his critique of wisdom, For (oheleth's

view of man is consistent with the prophets, ie calls

men to realize the brevity of their lives in
Lo the eternity of God. In the same
"All fles is grass" (40:6f, cf.
Woheleth and the propheta call
in the proper perspective,
Perhaps it was the prop 8 gave yoheleth the
to speak out against social
called for social justice and denounced
(3:16; 4
+ Lam. 35: Am, 5:7,11f.:
1:4; ZYech. 8:16), Though uoheleth seems
to indicate that the prophets had left their mark on him
in regard to justice, (oheleth lacked the drive of the

prophets to change existing evils and their optimistic

'®Derek Kidner, A Time to Mourn and a Time to
Dance (Downers Grove, I11,: Intervarsity Press, 1976)
pPpP. 2%,52=53%,

IJilliams, p. 192.
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view of the inevitable triumph of righteousness,

efore very likely that (Loheleth was
well aware of the prophets and that they exerted a power-

ful influence over him, especlally regarding their atti-

tude toward wisdom. James ihaw has stated his belief

that it was the unfulfilled promises prophets

concerning the messianic ape that 2ad to a "vol
eruption™ in Job and ~Joheleth, questioning the righteous-
ness of God.>? Such a belief is possible, but this study
has demonstrated that the prophets most likely had a much
more profound influence on (oheleth 1 1 of a tragic
disappointment which triggered a pessimistic treatise,

It is then clear that joheleth was not far re-
moved from the aditions " his people. ie stands
within the wisdom tradition exhorting men to enjoy life
as long as it is possible to do 50, for this is the only
practical advice one can give, If Coheleth swims against
the current of wisdom, it i3 the current of

Not only is Qoheleth firmly grounded in the wisdom tradi-
tion, but he aloo stands ina theology of creation as found

in Genesis, Though he never refers specificly to the

Moszic Law he never refutes it, and he exhorts men to fear

od, (oheleth is also very familiar with Israelite

(=
H’:ordis, Poels, Prophets and Sages, p. 340;
Koheleth, pp. 80-8T,

'quenshaw, "Popular Questioning of the Justice
of Pp. 384=86,




history and the message of the prophet

is grounded in Israelite tradition it is a mistake to
pre judge Qoheleth without first becoming familiar with
his use of that tradition.

8. Because (oheleth



FORZIGN INFLUENCE

There has been a popular tendency to interpret
<oheleth as being heavily influenced by foreign ideas.
Many scholars have found traces of Greek and Near Bastern
thought in (Qoheleth, These theories have attempted to
explain the strangeness of Loheleth and his view of life
within the Hebrew canon, . W. Jkehan holds that at best,
woheleth's contacts with popular Hebrew writings are

. 1, e .
3lender. Zven though this has been a popular belief and

helps to explain the apparent skepticism of (joheleth, is
this a soli hesis? A brief investigation of such for-
eign ideas, that seem to be in -oheleth, may perhaps shed
light on his meaning and how the document is best ap-
proached.
There are some good reasons to believe that

“oheleth was familiar with ideas from Greece and the

Bast. BHecause it is most likely that Qoheleth
was a scribe, it is likely that he had traveled exten-

sively. The reason one might believe that Qoheleth

1rarti:k 4illiam Skehan, The Literary Relation-
ship Hetween the Book of wWisdom and The Protocanonical
v1sdom Hooks of the Old Testament (¥ashington, D.C.:
The Tatholic University ol America, 1938), p. 9.
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Joheleth and Greek Thought

Hellenistic ideas have long been held to have
had the most profound influence upon the thirking of
Uoheleth, This theory has been the most popular and
perhaps for good reasons, given the spread of Greek
thought at that time. One is pe s safe in holding
that Qoheleth was familiar with Hellenistic thought
whether or not he ngsed n ideas msciously. For today
MOost people are familiar with such terms as "existential-
ism" or "elass struggle" even though they may not use
such terms, 2 It is in this way that 4, K. Staples holds
that Greek ideas are found in yoneleth. staples believe:
that either consciously or unconsciously (oheleth used
Hellenistic ideas for his own ,ﬂ‘il‘pO.,\t’:‘..“ This may sound
convincing as one Polnts to such passages as
Hellenistic thought, but its soundness remains to be
proven,

There have been theories that Qoheleth contains
many Greek words and pirezses. The belief that there are
Hellenistic phrases in Qoheleth has even Eiven rise to
the theory that Qoheleth was originally written in Greek,
Yet this theory is without foundation.% One may point to

different words and phrases in Qoheleth, such as "chance,"

jdzapleu, P. 142; Gordis, Koheleth, p. 5u.
4

Staples, p. 142,

5}-‘orman, "The Pessimism of Ecclesiastes,"
PP. 337-38,
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"under the sun" or "there is nothing better for a man"
as being evidence of Greek influence. )

Uswald Loretz in

his book (oheleth und der Alte Orient has noted that

these words and phrases are not necessarily foreign

to the 0ld Tes‘ament and that in Loheleth there is not

= o~ . b
one unique Greek word or phrase, Une should remember

that Qoheleth is ration which may explain

such phrases as 18t is good" and "unde he sun.,"

"he word Testament,

for it may be found in more traditional portions of
scripture (cf. I Sam. 6 20z 2¢ Thus the belief

that oheleth wrote in Greek or contains Greek

without substantiation and do 8 not warrant

have looked for fGreek influence
themes ¢ 2leth addreasses. (oheleth's
"Golden Mean" (7:14-1B), for example, has been the sub-
Ject of much speculation concerning Greek irfluence.
ocheleth does supgest that one should not ke over
righteous or over wicked. ™Mhis may be held to be ethical
advice on how to conduct one's self, as Aristotle stated

it, Yet in contrast to the classical, ethical mean,

~o0heleth held the "Colden Mean" in a unique way. Rather

than being ethical adviece it is advice on how to best

t 4
’Oswald Loretz, Qohelet und der Alte urient

\#len: Herder, 1964), pp, 35-48.
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other cultures The interest

It seems that

idea of life after death when he

the breath of man ascends upward and the

beast descends downward to the earth?"

perhaps be attackin he Flatonic notion

ascends

impossible that (joheleth

urphy, The Book of EHcclesiastes and the
Canticle of Canticles, Pamphlet S1bDle Series, no, 38
\New York: Paulist Press, 1961), pp. 17-18; Ernest
Horton Jr., "Koheleth's Concept of Opposites," Numem
19 (April 1972):1-¢; Gordis, Koheleth, p. 57.
], )
Hengel, 1:123%,
a o~
H, Louis Ginsberg, Studies in Koheleth (New
York: The Jewish Theol

Pe 45,

dently

between

is

ogical Seminary of America, 1950),




attacking thi
upon Johe le

(ef.

recognized
man ascending upward may
nce, Ye Rankin h is that " 3 more
Joheleth was influenced by he Astral Religion
13t because like the Astra igion he accepts
ietermini: and re}j afte A‘f,.‘ The belief
heleth was i t the Astral Religion may
possibility, ut 8 not likely. Throughout
Testament one may see that the Israelite relimion
loped its view of determinism (ecf,
1id not hold » an after 14
consideration that the belief in an after 1if became a
problem for Judaism only after the spread of Hellenism.
It is therefore more likely that (oheleth was reacting

1

to Hellenism,
Some interesting comparisons between (ohelz2th and

Hellenistic thought may be found in the New Comedy of

Menander, For Menander s ] "The gods (help) the bad

“YIbid,; It is interesting to compare sirach
(Ecclesiasticus) and yoheleth on their views of life
after death, Jt is almost certain that one of S5irach's
primary purposes was to attack Hellenistic beliefs,
which had become dominant in Jewish culture at that time
(ca, 190 B.C., cf, Hengel, 1:162)., One is therefore
led to believe that (oheleth too intended to refute
popular Hellenistic beliefs.

lkankin, pp. 140-41,




but we (although we are food) bring nothing rood to pass,

" o i : 12 s
no one who 3 3t gets rich quickly.! This statement

1s very similar to yoheleth's complaint that the rignt=
eous are rewarded as the wicked and the wicked are
rewarded as the righteous (3:14)., Menander
the problem that wealth does not necessarily bring
happiness.
I used to think the wealthy did not groan or toss
.9

up and down in the night but enjoyed s5lumber. But
now I see that you so called happy ones suffer
5

like us. (frag. 28lk; cf., 5:12

2)s
Menander also displays characteristics of Lohelieth as
he notes that the wisdom of the poor man is not heard.
poor man is not believed even when he speaks the
? = 14
856k; cf. 9:16)." Just as yoheleth
similar to Menander one may fin

Joheleth and Scphocles. For jophocles states: "Not
be born at all is (ef, 4:13),1°
¥ith ex 5 8uch ag these, it seems clear that
some similarities between Qoheleth and Greek
Comedy and Tragedy. But does thls warrant the conclusion
that Loheleth used such sources? Such observations may

be made of any culture, for these statements are typical

o)

s}

lﬁﬁenander quoted in Hergel, 1
1%
““Menander quoted in Ginsberg, Koheleth,
Pp. 45-44,

141 bid,

lhﬁophoules Oedipus at Colonus, Loeb Classical
Library, p. 261.
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the belief that (oheleth was influenced

Lewis Ginsberg has pointed out that egteem of

:5) and misogyny (7:28) are further examp

eek influence, " nay be true t youth were

regard and women were held in low esteem

llenistic culture; but czan one point to this ir

oheleth as Greek influence? surely such ideas were

commo
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yny

also

les

n to Jewish culture as well. One may point to the

teuch for examples of what might be called misog-

such as Eve's disregard for God's commandment (Gen.

and God's curse upon women (3:16). Yet it should

be noted that yoheleth is not misogynous, for he

Book

16, s | P ] + Yt he
".11.;::nzr;‘,, "The Structure and Contents of the
of Koheleth," p. 148; Koheleth, p. 44,
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advises his readers to 3 L-Jf wit} > if »f their
youth (9:9), Moreover, the aste 1 of in yoheleth
is not necessarilv an id 2 n of the ye 24 HKather

1 advice 1joy one's youth before old

accept

One m Also point to the individualism found
oheleth as an example of Hellenistic
it Joheleth presents a more individuali
approach than other portions of the ©ld lestament
deal with people more collectively. Yet perhaps,
not wise t ( 11s as Hellenistic influence, For one
may note that t} proverbs contain a certain amount of
ndividualism., It should also be expected that in
academic milieu, such as the wisdom school, a certain
amount of individualism would develop, Therefore, this
seems to be a natural development of a society rather than
that of a foreign influence.
There have been many theories that ‘oheleth
eals the influence of Greek philosophy. The most
popular theory is that (oheleth was strongly influenced

by Epicurus., (oheleth's view of pleasure seems on first
P

reading similar to that held by Epicurus. Yet Qoheleth

found no gratification in light hearted pleasure but

only in that which comes from contentment in connection




L7

with one's work. There are also ideas which were

expressed by disciples of Epicurus which sound similar
to Joheleth. ] Metrodorus believed that wealth was
good only when t did not bring more trouble than joy.

such ideas as this sound similar to some of those held

by Qoheleth; but apgain all they show is a parallel devel=-

opment in ught, which could probably be found in any
culture, uch similarit e do not indicate
a dire borrowing. Ag Oswe Loret nas noted: any
real relationship between (oheleth and Spicurus remains
1

to be seen.*

Charles Forman has noted that the Greeks and
Hebrews developed along the same lines, with the Greeks
developing in civilization and the Hebrews developing
in religion. They both held to = universalism, in t
there was a creation and f: B 2y differed
their concepts of man, God and the meaning of
In their concept of history th ireeks held that i
no meaning, while the Hebrews saw history as being
directed by God. Q(oheleth uniquely held that the mean-
ing of history was beyond man's comprﬂhenslon.au Thus

according to Forman there is nc direct relationship

lvjtuplos, pp. 148-40,

‘1innberﬁ, Koheleth, p. 43.

19
Loretz, p. 50,
20, - — - £
Forman, "The Pessimism of Fecclesiastes
pp. 338-39,
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flood stories, history of Israel itself reveals that
Israel had relations with the various cultures of the

Moreover, earlier Israelite wisdom has

being influenced by the
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international charact
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is interesting to compa
wisdom, for there are many similarities,
chapters: " yoheleth are similar to the
oheleth 5 ' resembles
the encycloj liats Egyptian and Mesopotamian
~#isdom literature.’ eth also reflects Egyptian
wisdom as he note his successor can only do what
he has already done ’312). For in "The Instruction for

King Merikere" it is stated:

For of what lue is a man coming after the king
vho can only repeat what he has alrecady done., 1
would fain see a brave man that equaleth me

therein and doeth more than I have done.<

'renshaw, "1n 3Search of Divine Presence,"

jordis, Koheleth, p. 10,

"Ibid., p. 11l1; Crenshaw, "The =ternal Gospel,"

iordis, "Was Koheleth a Phoenician?", p. 113.
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#hat is more important than similarities between
juotations 19 I 3imilarit) tween Loheleth and other
work
works
vant," which i3 an Assyri document, and "A Dispute
over suicide In t 1 of these documents emphagis 1
placed on the vanity of 1lif human misery and the

evitability of death, Hoth documents come
conclusion in answer to the question dealing

Zzood for man The servant

wha t

nye nmM

simistic Dialopgue between Master and Jservant H To

reak my neck, your neck, t both into the river that

o] - 2 : . g .
good." This presents striking difference from
r

<oheleth, For as (oheleth considers
he returns to his recurring theme that
is good, for 1T 1is ¢ om Yahweh.

Roland M hy has pointed out that in these
documents there 1i: 11 problem posed or solved, for
there is only resignation to death,’ 1 One might also

from this literature it lacks the profound

James B, Pritchard, ed,, Ancient Near Fastern
Texts, ¢nd ed. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1955), p. 438,

rphy, "Introduction to #isdom Literature,"
in Jerome Biblical Commentary, eds. Raymond £, Brown,
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realistic views and ac % 1 I other reason than

Ancient Near Eastern wisdom is valuable, for it

the reader a greater appreciation of oheleth's

Babylonian wisdom literature presents further
interesting parallels to (oheleth. For the "Gilgamesh
Eple," also known as the "Babylonian .oheleth," reveals
that Loheleth probably used it as a source. The
"Gilgamesh Epic," like (oheleth, deals with the ultimate
meaning of life and the problem of death, The hero of
the story, Gilgamesh, was in search of eternal life when

Siduri the barmaid said:




ead be washed;
the 1it » one
thy spou deli

task of mankind!?¢

§

the same fashion .ohele

Go, eat your bread
wine with
approved what you do, Let your
white; 2 n e king on
life T
your ife which he has n you
sun, \ ortion in
your t at u i under
The similarities iee2n these
juite evident. Both statements present
though one might note that (joheleth 1s more theocent
in his advice, for according
from God, The idea that man'
jod does not seem to be present in
important that this parallel would indicate the
ioheleth was most likely familiar with the "Gilgames!
Though .oheleth appears to agree with the advice
given to Gilgamesh, it is interesting to note that he
does not indicate any knowledge of why God has reserved
immortality for himself as the "Gilgamesh Epic" seeks
to expla this.

is also interesting to note that Loheleth

disagrees with the conclusion of the "Gilgamesh Epiec."

28, . .
3 Pritchard, p. 90.




to galn
which
accom=
consulat
contrast » thiz Qoheleth takes no 1 y 3 accom=-
lishments, because
will come after him
occur in the future
ohele nay ave been fam lar h and
esh as source, - is also evident the
did use "iilgamesh B h t creatively
own
so developed
like those of Egy ich } » been mention-
Dialogue about
are
offer no solutions Muctl ike Egyptian works
Rabylonian document deals with divine inscrutability,

the problem of evil and death. This document, like
literature, does not f a solution to the
problems found in life but rather resigns to death.

Again one may see that the tone of this Babylonian docu-

is one of tragic pessimisr Thus (joheleth may

evidence some similarities such as his complaint about

the existence of evil and the problem of death; but on

o]

“Ibid., pp. 438=440,




the whole, when one cons ders his profound wre
#ith life and his practical conclusions,

from his counterpart:

literature

As was mentioned above Lohel¢
the Hebrew creation story (Genesis),
similarities to the Babylonian and Mezopotamian creation
and flood stories, Because thi

creation could be in some areas

Babylonian ecreation stories, . oheleth would then
directly connected to Babylonian thought through
tion. Creation seems to acce mt for (Qohele

that the universe is in a cyelic order

"there is a time for all

is nothing new" (1:9) 2cause such of
universe may be found in Genesis, the belief that
cheleth was dependent on the 3abylonian creation ig

not impressive,
nteresting similarities include the com-
the divine mind is remote, This is one
which is found in "A Dialogue about Hu-

man Misery This was a common belief in Ancient

Babylon. For even La (the god of wisdom), who was known

for helping man, deceived Adapa in order to keep him

30,

staples, p. 147




lonian
)

illpames:

nougt

ison
reveala johele

a comparison also affords the reader some ins

a proper understanding of yohelet!
documents, the realistic

character of (oheleth is highlighted.

Another ait which y 1 ay foreign influence

iifferent sort may be noted in Qoheleth's descrip-

the political bureaucracy. (oheleth's critique
governing officials ( 8-9) may reflect the govern-

ment structure of the old Persian Empire, The Persain

21
‘*4illiams, p. 183; This may ba found in the
"Adapa" in Pritchard,




fovernment was made up

of whom t higher was

5atrap was in charge of

tors over the Satrap and
58ible that Joheleth was

fovernment, yet this have applied

to any number of govern

Mitchell Dahood

reflect

:rnment of a Phoenician city and the

riles i e Carthagenians his reference to ter

vaern
But again, (oheleth's

description of the government could apply to many nations.

Thus such theories have little solid fo indation, Dahood

strongly holds 1at Loheleth was a Fhoenician and

such ideas as casting one's bread upon the t p (1ledfs)

i watlers
34
4

as reflecting Phoenician Maritime trade,

bahood's
also rests on linguistics as well as thought.
present time Dahood's thesis is unimpressive, for
Robert Gordis has noted, these parallela

ture may be found to have Hebrew par

One should also take into consideration that

‘idner, pp. 54-59%; HRainey, p. 151.

tchell Dahood, "Qoheleth and Recent Discov=
blica 39 (1958):3%15,

PP. 315-16.

"Was Koheleth a rhoenician”", Pp.
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ancient Israel had extensive contacts with Phoenicia.
It should therefore be expected that there would be

some similarities between Hebrew and Phoenician culture,

The search for foreign influences in ;oheleth

*ould T t what such parallels indicate, in

the main, is parallel develo ment. 'here are many
L} . B

subjects which have developed in various cultures ir
pendently of each other, Among these subjecis are
eroticism and various religions beliefs. Dominant
subjects in all cultures are those of death, evil and
the desire for hoppiness, Thus it should not be strange
to find that 7oheleth deals with a subject of universal

eCL

interest. WEven in instances where Qoheleth seems to be

directly related to foreign cultures, his use of those
materials is found to be original. (oheleth cannot be
understood solely in terms of parallels, Yet as has
been noted, these parallels do highlight Qoheleth's

thought which may lead to a deeper understanding of

his purpose,




found in
necessary for one to be either
enjoy the continuing relevance of oheleth,
reason, however, there is a tendenc
read into the text from his own world,
spiritualize : 2 hile a stics
book a
responsible interpretation of yhele ‘¢ jects both
approaches. Inatead, it requi : ne ve familiar
with the world of which the author was Just
an individual can better appreciate
something of the background and character of
(oheleth, too, is best understood against

background. t is Joheleth's use of the tradition
L]

which was handed down to him that helps aid in under-

+

standing his intention. There are no definite conclu=-
to which one may come, and perhaps there never
et, through such a study, one m
significant insights inte the author's intention
to properly understand fjoheleth.

68




be dated hir 10 I 15 valuable

“now the t, for
lisht on
The third century waus a dar perios I he history of

the Jews, because those who had ve » exile had

been disappointed by t prophet

nises

of coming new age This wi Ame of growing Greek

influence an 1is gratior f mo 3 among

classes. 1 ror

most likely a
foreign powers as
perh 8 8 time when,
ing peoples were hostile
I1f such conditions persiust in Palestine
of Coheleth, then the.e conditions would expl:
complaints as the problem of foreigner enjoying some-
one else's wealth (6:1-2 3 tnerefore likely that
.oheleth was confronted with e problem of e
very concrete way,

15 moat probable that (oheleth was raised in

an environment of economic well=-being, because only the

wealthy were able to pursue the acholarly work in which

1 7

“Gordis, Poets, Prophets and sages, p. 330;
Eduard Lohse, The New Testament snvironment, trans.
John E. S3teely (Nashville: Abingdom, 1976), pp. 19-2¢,




10

~oheleth obviocusly took part.° One may observe from

this document some of the things that were most mean=
ingful to Qoheleth. It seems clear from the text that
voheleth loved truth, for he spent much time in this
futile search (ef, 1:17; 2:1-3,1.) woheleth must ha
loved justice as well, for he continually points out
injustices for which there is no cure {ef. 4:1:
6:1f,). It seems that above all things .oheleth loved

life and the joys that can be found in life Lef. 2:

3:12f,; 5:1Bff,). These three things seem to stand out
in Joheleth as his primary concern He realized,
however, that ultimate truth was beyond his grasp and
that there was no real solution to injustices.

oheleth rightly held on to the joy
.oheleth was most likely familiar with traditions
foreign to Israel., Yet a close study of
reveals that he did not use Aas his authority
hat were foreign to Hebrew thought. He

'enty an approach to life and religion that goes

2

: vl 3.
o the earliest times of Israelite History.- For
lear that (oheleth was well aware of Hebrew
ong and used those traditions (wisdom, creation,

te Listory, and the prophets) to state his point.

iordis, Poets, Prophets and Sages, p. 332,

14 iper, p 61,




In the

other

lefinite
influence
oheleth i
tradition whi
it remains to be anawered
roncerns the intention th had in mind

prepared this document Apparent that

*d to call his readers Away from their

strug ing with life to the enj

113 article "The Pessimism of Ecclesiastes n
charles Forman holds that there are two pPos=
to the source of _oheleth's thought:
"luences, which were sullying the clear waters
orthodoxy or (oheleth was true to oriental
4 tnought.," Forman holds (oheleth was true

thourht.

Koheleth, p
Saomsesl




in line with the wic m radition
which seems to have been concerne } teering
life rathe han maste r it For wisdom, at
too well aware of its own limitations to
to master 1life. Thus if t i is e central

1T

concern of wisdom, Uoheleth cannot be said to

be

ing against the current of wisdom. Yet perhaps (ohel

was

standing against the current l.e the popular

current of the misuse of wisdom.

It has already been pointed out in Chapter Two

1at in tne prophets there is evidence that there had
been a misuse of wisdom in Israel, «#hat thi
that there was a certain class of politicall
individuals, known as the wise, who beli

knew how to master life and provide good counsel,
is also possible that this group of the wise even used
the Mosaic Law to validate their wisdom and understand
the ways of God., As noted, the prophets took a hard
line against these individuals, who were wise only in
their own eyes, holding that their wisdom would be turn-
ed to foolishness., The prophets also noted that God's
ways were not within man's reach (Isa, 55:8f.).
woheleth seems to take a similar stand against
wisdom by holding that try as one may he cannot find out
s of God or find ultimate wisdom (3:11, 8:17).
With the incoming of Greek Philosophy and thought many

Jewish people turned to Hellenistic methods to fain




wisdom from the Mosaic Law through didactic conversation
and debate to clarify the divine nl]l.ﬁ Perhaps then
Hellenistic influence lead to a miau f wisdom, and
woheleth represents a polemic against this influence,
It therefore seems plausible that Loheleth's concern
was tc call wisdom back to its rightful place, that
of steering through life rather than seeking to master
|k

A cecond possible intention that .oheleth could
have had in mind was to encouraye the people of
day to accept their current situation., As was pointed
out, after the exile the Jews were disillusioned by the
condition of i state For the Jews of the fourth
century there was : ague remembrance of the former
temple and its glory which most likely became pgreater
as 1t receeded farther into the past., The people were
pernaps anxious for political autonomy since they
remained subject to the Persian authorities, Thus it
i8 understandable that the remnant of Israel would look
back on the past g£lory of such monarchs as David and
50lomon with a desire for its revival,

is likely that such conditions persisted into

the third century, for even though the Jews were no

longer under the Persians they had come under the control

65 o
Lohse, p. 21.

%
"Johnston, p, 28




of the Greeks.
were messianic
antonomy, f
the
that h
reason for this
reflects the past
i0lomon's son Rehoboam

theme ¢ he shortness £ 21T ind the uncer-

the future, led him to exhort his reader

they received it,

purpose as he state

days better than the se

to be confronting 1 who dwelt on Israel

#lories, exhorting them not to dwell on the past

e i

toe enjoy their presen lives as well as could be done.
Opposed to any militant ideas of regaining Israel's lost
glory urges his readers to submit to God
the ruling authorities (B:¢). If this was
oheleth's intention it seems that he is con-
th the character of later Jewish Temple leaders,
Who were concerned in New itament times that there be
no trouble with the Roman authorities (ecf, John 11:47f,).
It thus seems possible that even though (oheleth
wd3 distressed by the injustices that were present, he

believed it was better to live with thase injustices




than to revolt,
Israel's glory
current situation
future, : bes isa unce
There is no way
intention and what, i ny 1 58 he was confronting
It is quite likely that ! #8838 concerned to confront
an abuse of wisdom; and
the political conditions
can know with s conf
interpreted a responsit
ist nor skep
realistic and con:
oheleth's primaz purpose i Lo encourage
life r¢ ¢ desperation,
For h h joy is the divine imperative, for
the theme to which he constantly returns.
te from Jright's ocutline of (oheleth that tne
iz on enjoyment of 1life rather than astery of
It has been previously noted that this is the only
realistie conclusion to which o may come,

«oheleth's credit that after seriously wrestling with

evil he resigns himself to enjoy the life which God has

£iven him, This ig especially the case as one considers

the fatalistic conclusions of Zgyption and Babylonian

F
‘Ibid., p. 18,




- ra wit]
works, witt

which

Yet even as

problem of evil,

from God,

uncertainties
One might

hardly

orthodox.

might believe.

7 God is

elgnty God has

10

ness, Qoheleth

righteousness

(11:

urges joy in life

respect (oheleth

4
L

God, for other

s activities

believes that no

Thus Qoheleth
questioning
of

other cultures

woheleth's credit,
blame for evil on

questions the

toheleth

he

of life (

For
that

given

in

are
man
believes

divine

woheleth most likely familiar.

had to deal concretely with the

still one could find happiness

Keep el ng on t

he

e

believe concept

Yet he may be more orthodox

all that “oheleth

in His creative power and sover=-

men the innate desire for happi-

also affirms that GCod encourages

9). It there ems that Joheleth

tempered by reverence for

rod,

no way sounds unorthodox in hig view

than these things Joheleth notes that

e

a total mystery woheleth

is in the place to question God,

one should submit to God without

justice. Agaln, in comparison to

the Ancient Near Fast this is

to

for other such documents place the

divine activity., &ven the book of

Justice of God more than Yoheleth,

q
“Ginsberg,

Koheleth,"

1

O, C
Gordis,

Hengel,

"The Structure and
p. 142,

Contents of the

Poets, Prophets and 339.

1:120,




Roland Murphy notes Joheleth

is reduced to see God's

Judgement ¢ 1t t into worldly affairs, foheleth

way of testing
respect to oheleth's
know the ways of God he comes clos Testament
view of I one may note tha of John
holds a simil: ic of God and man's in 1 ¥ to know
His ways ith the
teachings o 1 ho ing that one uld ijJoy life
#ift from God rather than being concerned for the
which is uncerta (cf. Mat T ) It seems
oheleth is alaso in agreem with 1€ achings of
and Paul in that he does no spe late life
after but says "who knows?" 5121 ) In this respect

when speaking of life after death Jesus and Paul did not

speculate but left the people

not be fair in judgi 1e thought of
-oheleth to spiritualize his writings, nor would it be
to label this book as a pessimistic treatise,

only be adequately undersiood in terms

qurphy, } Pensees &f Coheleth," p, i89,

dgar Bruns, "Some Reflections on Coheleth
Catholic Biblical Quarterly ¢5 (October

A4

14} oward N. Bream, "Life Without HResurrection:
ectives from (oheleth," in A Light unto My

1d Testament Studies in Honor of Jacob M. Myers,




been demon:

.oheleth does not
13 also
there seem to be gtrongs
and he forthrightly makes use
One sihould also keeg
peints to situations in which evil is dominant,
is merely making obse t ns '} h i ividuals at
any time may f e e3e observations also add
forece to (oheleth's argument concerning the unknow-
ability of God and the world. ihen viewed along
the literature from other cultu
interesting parallels to yohelet
hold explains [oheleth's skepticism, But the many
parallels that have been found between Oheleth and the
from other cultures, there remains a great
oheleth resigns himself to enjoy
under > fear of God, rather than resigning him-
s3elf to death or unrestrained sensualism, One should

also keep in mind that it is n ur n for dirfer-

ent cultures to develop parallel thoughts independ-

ently of each other. Thus (yoheleth is found to be true
to Hebrew tradition, while attempts to connect (Qoheleth

with foreign traditions are difficult to maintain.

y W eim, ard C, A, Moore (Philadel-
ty Pre 1974), pp. 57-64,




#hen one reads Qoheleth
and tradition, some light will shed upon his inten-
ion. In light of his background and use of tradition
; 1

his intention is clearly to exhort his readery to enjoy

life rather than futilely to att ot to master it., Until

Woheleth is read and viewed against his background, thi

< |
book will remain an enigma and open to atomistic inter-
pretation, Yet when Qoheleth is understood in terms of
his use of tradition, readers, particularly in this

age of stress and incertainty, will find that his

bock retains a practical messag that is applicable to

people of all ages.




Lower case letters
comments on the Hebrew text
plays

such as (a) indicate additional

concerning idioms and word
that cannot ve appreciated in a translation,




wearying

)

i

e name lelet
r" is generally thouy;
which means to a m
be translated as reacner, "
the people, The are other
of ",oheleth such as the "Philoso-
Edward Ullendorff, in hi
of ndap ," Vetus Testamentum 17 (April
noted that (oheleth may be an Aramaic
h should be translated "the arguer," Anothe
> translation has been pointed out by ¥. Stapl
% aples believes (oheleth is best translated
who meditates," It would then be to the
the reader to keep in mind the possible mean-
name, which is not unambiguous to say the
Yy of these translations may fit nicely into the
d to its richness,

80




“lcn

seen

Zave

translations render this passage a:
" The word which is translate

wind. ;
fficult to translate, for it may be either
i The meaning of the Hebrew word i "to
here iranslated as hepherding,
dlc meaning remains, which deals with
of grasping the wind, It is also inter-
note that the word for wind (rua is used
spirit or breath as well (ef. 3:19). Thus it seems
oheleth speaks of chasing after the wind he

this to man's futile attemptc to magter

~ne




wisdom and knowledge, madnes
this also is a shepherding
is much sorrow

increasing pain.

I said to myself,
vou with rejoicing and with haj

tho was vanity, “0f laughter

madness.” and of re joicing, § 8 accomplish?"

» T ; ; "
1 1nvestigated with my heart h gt late my body

with wine, and my heart was concerne wlsadom, and
to take hold of 11y until I could e what is good for
the sona of man 1at which t 1 e he heavens,
umbered days of their 1liv
built buildings, and planted
#ardens and parks, and I plant in them all kinds of

fruit 2@ 3 ‘T made for myself ponds of water to

; ” i 7.
moisten a f of growing trees. 1 purchased male

female 3 s and 1 had sons of slaves born in my
houge. i 2150 had a herd of cattle and sheep, more thon
: . 8 T
tnose before me in Jerusalem, 1 also collected for
myself silver and gold and the property of kings and
provinces, I had for myself male and female singers
and the pleasures of the sons of man, many mistresses.
4 :
And 1 became great and I increased more than they who
~vere before me in Jerusalem; also my wisdom stood by
10

me ., And all that my eyes demanded I did not keep from

I did not withhold from my heart any merriment,




and my heart
portion from to all wOTkK
which my 1 da Hao

Lha na 1 inag
behold : is

there

was

consider wladom, madn

1aness

man do who comes after

already been

wlsdom

the fool rrceived that

vanity,"

mbrance or the fool,
to the extent the com all will be for-
sotten, man the fool!

done under
5un wag grievous vanity

pherding of
18, ! CEX nan v iz G :
And abor whien 1 had do:

must leave it to a man

(e)ms .
“/Thiz word
3 labor or toil
sinsberg,
ans not

(amal) which is usually translate
may have another meaning,
itudies in Koheleth,

K
p. 3, holds that
"to toll" bul "to gain or earn by toil,"
aning is not inconsistent
#ith what a

uch
with (Qoheleth's theme deal-

man receives from his toil,




after me, ='11:111 ‘ho knows
he will rule over al
which I have been wise und I aun Lven
turned ny 1} over to dispair over
toil which I had done under the sun, "If“m'
there is a man who toiled in wisdom, knowledge and
and he will hand over his portien to a man who h
tolled with them., This
““For what does a man recei
Striving which he labors ur
his toil is5 sad and griev
heart does not rest.
2

'Nothing is better

irinKk an L0 see good:

have aee is from the hand of 5ot ““Fo who can eat

" s § & 1ren 280 45 :
or find enjoyment without lim® For to a man who ig

good in his sight He grants wisdom, knowledge and Joy,

grants toi

the
give to the one w#ho is good before
vanity and a shepherding of wind,
ﬁ:lThero is a time and a season for every matter
under heaven;
time to give birth and a time to die;
time to plant and a time to root out what is
planted;
time to kill and a time to heal;

to tear down and a time to build;




time to weep

time to mourn

time to cast

"

L0 embrace:

Lo embrace and a time not
time ¢t time
time to keep and a time t throw away;
tC sew
together;
time to be silent =a
love and a

time for war ar E for peace.
I

hat profit

y0d pave h of men
thing, He has made appropriate
placed eternity in their nearts, yet man will not find

out t ictivity which God has done from the beginning

to the end. 1 I know that there is nothing better for

them than to rejoice and to do good in their lifetime,

13 : -
And also every man who will enjoy and drink and see

good in all his toil, this is Eiven from God, ld} know

that everythins which God does will be to eternity, He
leaves nothing to be added to it or seperated from it,
and God has worked so that they will fear before Him.

1500,

¢ which is was long ago, and that which will be

exlsted long apgo, and God seeks that which is past.




neart,

becauge

18

1 said in my heart

tested them to show

vehiold the tears

oppress they had n 2 Lo have comy
them, appresso

power, and there

interes note t t in this verse
ans d "mot" and the word used
"motar," i 5 the only occurrence of
for profit, for (oheleth

seems that (oheleth is
"mot" and it:
impli t death

aver

usually uses
playing on
3 similarity to "motar," by
is man's end |

no




one to have compassion on t hem, And 1 prai
who are already dead, more than th living
alive; Bt better than both the one who
has not lived, who has not see the evil acti
under the sun. “aind I saw that every “abor =
is because of man's envy of his neighbtor, mh
ind a shepherding of wind,

ﬁThu fool folds his hands an

“Hetter 13 a i full of rest than t
full of labor ana shepherding of wind,

7 i1 ind saw vani inder th
A

here i35 one no dependent or a son a

er, and there is no end to 11 labor, i
never satisfied with riche y ner do I :
whom am I toiling a f of go
vern t! vanity busine
ire pbet than one because they receive a
for } 1f they fall, the othe
his companion, ut woe to the one who falls
Outl a companion to raise him up! 1jﬁvon if t
down, two will keep warm, but how will one ke
!'Anﬁ if one may overcome one, two will be ab

4fainst him, and the cord of three

broken,

Retter is a poor and wise

old and stupid king,
1
ne came forth

parts

young

is

man

rot

the dead
: Bl tl
until
vity

= Tsl ¢c1 11
Kill
13 13 vanit
wo fist:
2 .
na no broth
1T
" -
“ o1
P an
q_
5 w0

tier reward

r rais

will

with=-

down

lie

hey

ep warm?

le to stand

quic

than

an

from the house of the rebellious to

&

who is no longer able to be advised,




ur heart
For God i
let your

and the

VO«

fool

n to vow

ssenger, "it iod be
your speech your hands?
a multitude of dreams and iner words are

T ad
100,

ations begin chapter 5
reason for this

verse 17
) | older

verses in chapter 4 and begin chapter
; the septuagint and the Masoretic

apter 4,
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darkness

exce

one'

Justice

shed

7.
1T you see oppressi

and 1
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over thi ter;
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king all the

land,

loves money

»
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Yinen

increase

laborer

stment;

born naked

50 he wil $0 a8

his labor which he can

en this a4 grievous

evi l 3
he

vhat

1€

profit

the Even all he eats

» and sorrow, suffering and anger are inereased,

fehold,

1
1

this is what I have seen to be good

llent: tc eat and to drink and to see

good in

labor which he does under the s

sun, the number




10
of the days of his life, which jod has given to ? for
; 18
nls portion, " Every man to whom God ha: glven richs
ana we :"!.. ind } iTiven 1T DOWE Lo enjoy them (
to be cheerful in hi portion and to e: his ibor,

. . 19
13 a g1t from Jod. He ill not len ¢
ber the da of hias life, for God orcupi him with the
' of
isg an evil which I have een under thi
, and it heavy : man 1o «ho ; i
wealth, richea a I or and hi oul lacks nothir 111
that he de Ire 3y but God ha ‘) vEeTred 1m t J0Yy
for ar lien devours them thisg i ranity and
P~y ;Il
in evil afflic n. f a man bege nundre
*hildr ‘T n ; ; ¥ . 5 . L 2B L i} v
dliaren n i iny vea i a iay C nii e
| but his soul is not 11 of geod thir and
15 not buried, ] t unti birth i tetter
than ‘For it comes in va ity and it goe in dark-
ness and in darkness its name is conceal ad; % iid not
av ce the Kl it did not know aunythling; yoet it

more rest than the other,

thousand years twice

does not enjoy

do not all go to one place?

of man's labor ig for his mouth, yet his

appetite is not satisfied. at advantage does the
wise have over the fool? 4hat advantage does the poor

have in understandi

how to walk before the living

Better is the sight of the eyes than the desire of




the soul. ven this

vady been named,
known what

w#ith one who is For there are many

words to increa vanity, dhat then is the advantage
) 1
for man? "“For who knows what man during

the number of the day

Ys of hi: 13 7 And } will
spend them as a shadow, Ao then ¢ Lo a man
what will be after him under

than good ointment:

is better than the

mourning

the end of all men,

#ill take it to heart,

] ; 3
jorrow is 2T than laughter,

for en ace i3 sad the heart will be
cheerful,
e heart of the wise is in the house of mourn-
ing and the heart of the foolish is in the
house of rejoicing.
is better to listen to the rebuke of a wige

man than to listen to the song of fools;

“Por as is the noise of thorns under the kettle,

30 is the laughter of the fool;




even
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than t

yYou a:

that

owner,

3 =
ienold

fort and in the d

one as well th

a3

out what will be
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