Ecclesiastes or Qoheleth 


The book of Ecclesiastes is sometimes also referred to as Qoheleth (spelling variable) after its author.  It fits squarely into the model of wisdom literature but, like Job, asks more questions than it answers.  The author of Ecclesiastes observes that the answers provided by  Proverbs and other traditional wisdom are not in accord with his experience of the world. He sets himself a task to ‘discover wisdom’, to try to find an answer to the questions raised from his experiences.  The conclusion to which he will come is well outside of the  mainstream theology of his day.


The author of the book is introduced as the ‘Preacher’ (Qoheleth or Koheleth, meaning more specifically one who speaks in the assembly – hence the Greek title of Ecclesiastes). He is referred to as the son of David, making an allusion to Solomon, who was known for his wisdom. It is not considered likely that this book was written by Solomon for two reasons – the general overall dating of the book falls into the mid-3rd century BC, and the devise of royal self-reference disappears after the pursuit of wealth is concluded in the first chapter. Indeed, in the remainder of the book the author seems to have no authority to affect the situations which he confronts. 

The first verse after this introduction is part of an inclusion with 12:8, stating the theme of the work. The word vanity (Hb. hebel) is repeated 37 times in the book – the numerical value of the word in Hebrew (in which each letter of the alphabet has a numerical equivalent) is also 37.  According to the New Jerome Biblical Commentary, this is part of a pattern in the structure of the book of Ecclesiastes. The author of the article in the NJBC, Addison Wright, accepts a rigid structure for the book. He finds in it three ‘units’, ch.1-6,7-8, 9-11, each distinguished by specific phrases.  He also provides further details on the numerical structure of the book which are beyond the scope of our current concern.


The author is focused upon what he perceives as the transitory and cyclic nature of all things (vanity). To him, this contradicts the conventional wisdom concerning the benefits of wisdom, the penalty for folly, and the justice which God metes out upon the good and the wicked. He does not see that the good are rewarded and the wicked punished. Nor does he find the benefits in labor or in wealth for their own sakes.  He delineates his concerns by relating his experiences (real or  fictitious) in pursuit of the virtues espoused by traditional wisdom such as Proverbs.


His first pursuit is that of pleasure, which he carefully tells us he sought without loss of wisdom, that is, discipline. He accumulates wealth which he spends upon wine, objects of beauty, food and slaves.  These things do not satisfy. “Then I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had spent in doing it, and behold, all was vanity and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the sun.”  ( Ecc. 2:11)


The ‘Preacher’ next considers the fate which comes to the wise man and the fool and determines that as they both die, that even remembrance of them soon fades, there is no tangible value in wisdom. All is vanity – transitory. He determines therefore that  “There is nothing better for a man than that he should eat and drink, and find enjoyment in his toil.”(2:24)


The narration of his experiences thus far leads him to quote a poem, possibly his own, on the cyclic nature of all things concluding with the question  “What gain has the worker from his toil?” (3:9) He acknowledges the beauty of God’s creation while at the same time expressing his frustration with its transitory nature. He views the inequities of human relationships and determines that if anything is proven thereby, it is only that humanity is no better than the beasts, they all die. He refers to a number of proverbs (some seem to allude to specific one from Proverbs) only to express his disagreement with their facile affirmations and the conventional equation of wealth and piety. Yet, within all this the Preacher maintains two traditional values – that God will judge all things ( only he does not understand the time-frame in which God works) and that one must still ‘fear God’.  He repeats the conclusion which he will hold throughout this volume, to enjoy one’s work and be content with one’s lot. He also has a moment of contentment in noting the benefits of companionship (4:9-12).

The author continues his task of analyzing traditional proverbial wisdom and finding that it does not provide a sure path to happiness, for even the best it has to offer is not permanent. Even the highest aspirations – long life, a good name, and abundant children, are all uncertain and transitory. The author is obsessed with the nature of death and pursues some extreme comparisons on the certainty of  death. Yet, he concedes that wisdom is better than folly, but it is not enough. Perhaps when joined with wealth (7:11-12) its benefits are more  recognizable.  Then he falls back to an argument reminiscent of Job: “Consider the work of God; who can make straight what he has made crooked?  In the day of prosperity be joyful, and in the day of adversity consider; God has made the one as well as the other, so that man may not find out anything that will be after him.”  (7:13-14) 

The next object of the author's consideration is the improbability of being truly wise – there is no such thing a one who never sins, therefore it is fruitless to strive for such perfection.  The focus of these musings is found in 7:29 “Behold, this alone I found, that God made man upright, but they have sought out many devices.” He now makes his first conclusion. He has sought all the paths of wisdom, he has tried the avenues of virtue and of vice and ha s found that while ‘all  is vanity’ it is still somehow directed by God. He has not lost faith despite his wanderings and occasional despair.  He also renews his theme which will be emphasized in the next few chapters – to enjoy what life has to offer, being neither overly industrious or foolishly indolent.


It is on this theme that the author preaches in chapter nine, advocating enjoyment of what life brings- both its labors and its rewards. He reasons, “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might; for there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.” He muses further on some of the advantages of wisdom, but recognizes that much good can be undone by little evil. He perceives the elements of chance which are at work in the world, as well as the paradoxes of labor as noted in a succession of maxims in chapter 10.  Having noted these, he advocates action. The opening verses of chapter 11 are a call to action, to taking a chance upon what might come to you, for if you stop to consider every possibility  you will never do anything.

As Qoheleth nears the conclusion of his writing he puts aside the morbidity which has pervaded so much of it and determines that one must act, take a chance upon what will happen, and trust in God that all will be well. Nonetheless, his conclusion is the same as his premise : “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher; all is vanity.” Yet, he has answered with a positive voice the question with which he began: “What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?” What he gains is a chance at happiness if he can put trust in God and accept with joy the vicissitudes of life. Every moment should be savored, for there is no knowing what will happen next nor how brief one’s life might be.

The remaining six verses are considered to be the work of editors. Verses 9-12 that of a follower praising his teacher , 13-14 of an orthodox editor reminding the reader that the  fear of God is the paramount duty. This last is not surprising. The book of Ecclesiastes was not readily admitted to the rolls of Hebrew Scripture. There was much debate prior to the formation of the canon in 90 AD as to whether such a non-traditional book should be included. That it was written in Hebrew, not Greek, was one point in its favor. Its ascription to Solomon also weighted heavily in its favor.  Even after it was included in the canon, the debate continued, notably between the schools of Hillel and Shamai. The pursuit of pleasure which Qoheleth advocates is glossed in Midrash as a reference to enjoyment of Torah. Its inclusion in canon made such arguments moot, preserving for future generations a text which would otherwise have been consigned to the genizah. It is in Ecclesiastes that we can see the shift in focus of Jewish theology from the nation, to the individual. 

The remaining two books of wisdom literature in the Catholic Bible, the Wisdom of Solomon and the book of Sirach, were not included in the canon of 90 AD because of their obviously late date and the fact that they were written in Greek . Yet, they were held in enough esteem by the early Christian communities that they were preserved to be included in the canon of the Roman Catholic church. They provide us with the reaction of the traditional wisdom schools to the troubling questions of Qoheleth.

Discussion  Questions

1. What is your initial reaction to reading Ecclesiastes? Is it merely reflective, or do you find it unsettling? How? Why?

2. What are some of the difficulties Qoheleth has with conventional Jewish wisdom?

3. What world-view does he espouse and why?

4. How does Qoheleth’s struggle with his faith relate to contemporary life? Does he offer any encouragement?

