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Kohelet Summary Sheets 

 

The following pages aim to encapsulate the main points of each individual section of the book of 

Kohelet, organizing the important flow of ideas from one section to the next. 

 

Underlying Assumption:  Kohelet is usually understood as a book full of contradictions.  We 

find very opposing views throughout the book.  These difficulties can be resolved, however, by 

looking at the book not as a monologue but as a dialogue or discussion between varying views 

on life, opposing opinions, each presented as a unique personality, and as part of the life of King 

Solomon. (Meiri) 
 
1) 1:1-11 - First Introduction 

 

4 cycles involving (a) generations, (b) rivers, (c) wind, and (d) the sun. These represent 4 states 

of nature: Earth, Water, Air, Fire respectively.  Metaphorically, these represent 4 aspects of the 

human being, and further represent the four main personalities in the dialogue of the book. 

 

Earth River Sun Wind 

Body Physical Life Wisdom Soul 

 God Fearer - ירא אלקים Philosopher - חכם Hedonist - נהנתן Builder - עמל

 

“The Futile Cycle” - if life always returns to the starting point, what is the point of the journey? 

 

2) 1:12-2:23 - Second Introduction 

 

The 3 “contrasting” personalities are introduced: 

(a)  עמל Creator, Builder  one who wishes to leave his mark on the world. 

(b) חכם Philosopher, planner  one who wishes to understand the world. 

(c)  נהנתן Man of Joy / pleasure  one who wishes to enjoy the world. 

(The 4th, the ירא, is introduced later, and he utilizes the world for a higher purpose) 

 

Each parallels a specific aspect of Solomon: 

Builder see I Kings 9:15-20 

Pleasure see I Kings 11:1-3 

Wisdom see I Kings 5:9-14, 10:1-13,23-25  

 

In Solomon's vision in Givon (I Kings 3), God offered Solomon to fulfil any wish.  Solomon 

asked to understand good and evil, reminiscent of Adam’s request to partake of the Tree of 

Knowledge.  He is granted three aspects of life which define worldliness - Wisdom, Honour, and 

Wealth.  But he is also told that all is meaningless without the Tree of Life, and that is 

conditional upon total adherence to the Will of God.  Without the Tree of Life, “death” will 

destroy all other achievements in the world. 

 
 יח-ב:טו

נִי  ... ֵ֔ ר  יִקְּ י  גַם־אֲנִִ֣ סִיל֙  הַכְּ ה  ֵ֤ ר  מִקְּ ים  ...  כְּ חַיִֵ֔ אֶת־הִַ֣ אתִי֙  נ ֙ שָׂ ל־עֲ ...  וְּ אֶת־כָׂ אֲנִי֙  י  ֵ֤אתִִֽ נ  שָׂ יוְּ לִֵ֔ מֶש    מָׂ ָּׁ֑ הַשָׂ חַת  תִַ֣ ל  ֵ֖ מ  עָׂ שֶאֲנִִ֥י 
י: ִֽ יִֶ֥ה אַחֲרָׂ ם שֶיִהְּ ֵ֖ דָׂ אָׂ נוּ לָׂ אַנִיחֵֶ֔  שִֶ֣
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This recurring frustration is also a reflection of the primary theme of the book, an effort to 

understand good and evil and life and death, the two anchor themes of the Garden of Eden’s Tree 

of Life and Tree of Knowledge –  החיים ועץ הדעתעץ .  Solomon’s mission to build the Temple was 

supposed to create a path for him (and mankind) back to the Tree of Life, the Torah.  But, like 

Adam, Solomon chose the path of the Tree of Knowledge instead. 
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 The Hedonist - הנהנתן  2:24-3:22 (3

 

Starting Point: The world of nature is perfect created and guided by God for man’s benefit, like 

chapter 1 of Genesis where mankind is created last, as the beneficiaries of Creation.  Man's 

function is to enjoy the pleasures which God has created for him.  All of life is ruled by God.  

Man dares not try to change the world, as he is but a guest in it. 

 
יִם ִֽ מָׂ חַת הַשָׂ פֶץ תִַ֥ ֵ֖ ל־ח  כָׂ ת לְּ ִ֥ ע  ן וְּ ָּׁ֑ מָׂ ל זְּ   ....(ג:א) לַכ ֵ֖
ל ִֽ מ  וּא עָׂ ר הִ֥ ה בַאֲשֵֶ֖ עוֹשֵֶ֔ ִֽ רוֹן֙ הָׂ וֹ... מַה־יִתְּ עִתָּׁ֑ ה בְּ פִֶ֣ ה יָׂ ֵ֖ שָׂ ל עָׂ  ( י-:ט)ג... אֶת־הַכ ִ֥

 

Problem: The world God created may be beautiful, but the world in which man lives – in which 

evil and injustice flourish - is deeply flawed.  But since man cannot influence or change it, he 

must rely on God to punish the evil in the next world! 

 
ה  מַעֲשֵֶ֖ ל־הִַֽ ל כָׂ עִַ֥ פֶץ וְּ ל־ח ֵ֔ כָׂ ת לְּ ִ֣ ים כִי־ע  אֱלֹהִָּׁ֑ ט הָׂ פ ֵ֖ ע יִשְּ שֵָׂ֔ רָׂ ִ֣ אֶת־הָׂ םאֶת־הַצַדִיק֙ וְּ ָֽׁ  ... ש 

 

Man becomes likened to the animals who cannot effect change in the world but live only on 

instinct and physicality. יִן... )ג:טז ה֙ אֵָׂ֔ מָׂ ה  ם מִן־הַבְּ ֵ֤ דָׂ אָׂ ר הָׂ יט( -וּמוֹתַַ֨  

 

 The Builder - העמל - 4:1-16 (4

 

Response: In a world filled with the “tear of the oppressed” one cannot sit back and simply 

“enjoy life.”  ם נַח ֵ֔ הֶם֙ מְּ לָׂ ין  ֵ֤ א  וְּ ים  קִִ֗ עֲשֻׁ ת הָׂ עִַ֣ דִמְּ ִ֣ה׀  הִנ  )ד:א(  וְּ .  One cannot ‘enjoy’ the world and leave 

injustice for God to handle, for then life itself loses all meaning.  In such a world it would be 

better not to be born at all! 
חַת הַ  ה תִַ֥ ֵ֖ ר נַעֲשָׂ ע אֲשִֶ֥ ֵ֔ רָׂ ה הָׂ ה֙ אֶת־הַמַעֲשִֶ֣ אָׂ א־רָׂ ר ל ִֽ ָּׁ֑ה אֲשֵֶ֤ יָׂ א הָׂ ן ל ִ֣ ת אֲשֶר־עֲדֵֶ֖ ִ֥ ם א  יהֵֶ֔ נ  טוֹב֙ מִשְּ מֶש:וְּ ִֽ  (ד:ג) שָׂ

 

Challenge: 2 problems identified with human effort: 

1. “For whom do I toil?” ה שִי֙ מִטּוֹבֵָׂ֔ ר אֶת־נַפְּ ֵ֤ חַס  ל וּמְּ מ ִ֗ י׀ אֲנִִ֣י עָׂ מִִ֣ ( )ד:ח וּלְּ  

In ch. 2, the עמל felt he was toiling for himself alone.  Here he wants to toil for someone else.  

“But after I die - what is left?”  Perhaps there won’t be a continuation? 

2. “Why do I toil?” - ּהו ָּׁ֑ ע  ר  יש מ  אַת־אִֵ֖ יא קִנְּ י הִִ֥ )ד:ד( כִִּ֛  

Jealousy! What good can come from something inherently negative? 

 

Two problems – one solution: Society - )ק )ד:יד ִֽ ת  ה יִנָׂ ֵ֖ רָׂ ה  א בִמְּ ש ל ִ֥ לֵָׂ֔ שֻׁ מְּ הַחוּט֙ הִַֽ  וְּ
=> Toil for community, for society lives forever. 

=> Common goals for everyone in that society. 

Two are better than one; three are better than two… A society is better than an individual, and 

the King / leader of the society can take responsibility for the solution of the problems of 

injustice and evil in the world. 

 

Failure:  Experience proved the failure of this approach.  Solomon himself tried and failed. 
וֹד ר עִֽ ֵ֖ ה  הִזָׂ ע לְּ דִַ֥ ר ל א־יָׂ יל אֲשִֶּ֛ סִֵ֔ ן֙ וּכְּ ק  לֶךְ זָׂ ם מִמֵֶ֤ ָּׁ֑ כָׂ חָׂ ן וְּ ֵ֖ כ  וֹב יִֶ֥לֶד מִסְּ  ( ד:יג) טִּ֛

 
The poor child who emerged from jail to take over and lead the path to justice (Jeroboam), for all 

his noise and promises of a better future, fared no better than the “old” king who could no longer 

take care of himself (Solomon or Rehoboam). 
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 The God Fearer - ירא האלקים - 4:17-5:11 (5

 

Response: 

a) To נהנתן - Don't complain so much against God -  ים אֱלֹהִָּׁ֑ ִ֣י הָׂ נ  ר לִפְּ ֵ֖ בָׂ יא דָׂ הוֹצִִ֥ ר לְּ ִּ֛ מַה  ךָ֧ אַל־יְּ לִבְּ ( ה:א)וְּ  
b) To עמל - Don't promise so much - ם ִֽ שַל  א תְּ ל ִ֥ וֹר וְּ ר מִשֶתִדֵ֖ א־תִד ָּׁ֑ ר ל ִֽ וֹב אֲשִֶ֣ (ה:ד ) טֵ֖  
 
To the עמל’s claimed that the King was solely responsible for justice in the world, e.g. Solomon, 

Jeroboam: He says: “Don't promise to achieve - who says you are capable?  Who gave you the 

power to control the world?” 

 

Meaning of Work: 

 

Man is not exempt from working, from trying to develop and advance this world, but not as  עמל 

= toil that only has value if it is successful, but rather as עבודה = work and service which has 

intrinsic value! 
ד ִֽ ה נֶעֱבָׂ דֵֶ֖ שָׂ לֶךְ לְּ ד... (ח) מִֶ֥ ע ב ֵ֔ נִַ֣ת הָׂ ה֙ שְּ תוּקָׂ  ( יא)... מְּ

 
Response to the נהנתן: Man must work, he must strive to achieve; he cannot throw responsibility 

on to the “shoulders” of God and walk away to enjoy this world. 

 

Response to the עמל: Whether one sees results from his actions or not is irrelevant.  Ultimately 

one must work with faith that he will succeed, with God's help.  The very process of trying is 

mankind's responsibility.  Yet he is not solely responsible for the world; God is. 

 

Role of Temple Sacrifices: 

 

Ultimately, the world is controlled through a hierarchy, or partnership between God and man:  

 
י  פֶץ כִִ֣ ָּׁ֑ הּ עַל־הַח  מֵַ֖ ה אַל־תִתְּ דִינֵָׂ֔ ה בַמְּ אִֶ֣ דֶק֙ תִרְּ צֶ֙ ט וָׂ ֵ֤ פָׂ זֶל מִשְּ ג ַ֨ ש וְּ שֶק רָָׂ֠ ראִם־ע ִ֣ ַּ֙ שֹׁמֵֵ֔ הַּ בֹֹׁ֙ ל ג  ַ֤ הַּ מֵעַּ בֹֹׁ֜  (:ז)ה.... ג 

 

The central focus of the Temple is not man's actions (sacrifices) but rather God's Voice 

(obedience).  One comes to the Temple bringing sacrifices, but these remain “outside”.  They are 

not the central element: ָּׁ֑בַח זָׂ ים  סִילִֵ֖ הַכְּ ת  ִ֥ מִת  עַ  מ ֵ֔ לִשְּ וֹב  רִ֣ קָׂ  It is better to listen than to bring the - וְּ

sacrifices of fools. 

 

Summary: The basic tenant of the God Fearer can be summed up in the key phrase גבה מעל גבה  
 ,”Higher than high”, a pictorial description of the relationship between the two “palaces“ ,שמר

the palace of the King of Israel, over which towered the palace of the King of Kings.  Man is 

required to work (“ עבודה”) in this world, and try to perfect society, to bring justice, and in that 

context to bring sacrifices to the Temple.  But God is above him, guiding his efforts, whether he 

sees the success or not.  The primary agenda, then, is to heed the word of God: 

 
ים  אֱלֹהִֵ֔ ית הָׂ ִ֣ ךְ֙ אֶל־ב  ל  ר ת  ךִ֗ כַאֲשֵֶ֤ לְּ ר רַגְּ מ ִ֣  שְּ

ָּׁ֑בַח ים זָׂ סִילִֵ֖ ת הַכְּ ִ֥ עַ מִת  מ ֵ֔ וֹב לִשְּ רִ֣ קָׂ  )ד:יז( וְּ
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 The Builder - העמל - 5:12-6:12 (6

 

The third and final time we find the עמל: 

(a) 5:12-19 Final attempt to find meaning. 

(b) 6:1-12  Failure, and despair. 

 

(a) 5:12-19 “One Last Try” 

 

The Problem (5:12-16): The loss of all wealth in one's life, the futility of toiling and having 

nothing to show for it, nothing to give over to the next generation: 
 

ה וּמָׂ אִֽ וֹ מְּ יָׂדֵ֖ ין בְּ ִ֥ א  ן וְּ יד ב ֵ֔ הוֹלִִ֣ ע וְּ ָּׁ֑ יִַַ֣֣ן רָׂ עִנְּ וּא בְּ שֶר הַהֵ֖ ע ִ֥ ד הָׂ בִַּ֛ אָׂ א  : )יג( וְּ ָּׁ֑ שֶבָׂ כֶת כְּ לֵֶ֖ וּב לָׂ וֹם יָׂשִ֥ רִּ֛ וֹ עָׂ טֶן אִמֵ֔ א֙ מִבִֶ֣ ר יָׂצָׂ )יד( כַאֲשֵֶ֤
וֹ:  יָׂדִֽ ךְ בְּ ֵ֖ וֹ שֶי ל  לֵ֔ א בַעֲמָׂ ִ֣ ה֙ ל א־יִשָׂ א֙וּמָׂ  וּמְּ

 

In describing man ending up exactly where he started – going from the grave (= womb) to the 

grave with nothing to show for the journey – we repeat the futile ‘cycle’ of nature with which the 

book began! 
וּחַ: רִֽ ל לָׂ יַעֲמ ֵ֖ וֹ שִֶֽ וֹן לֵ֔ רִ֣ ךְ וּמַה־יִתְּ ָּׁ֑ ל  ן י  ִ֣ א כ  ֵ֖ ת שֶבָׂ מִַ֥ ל־עֻׁ ה כָׂ ה חוֹלֵָׂ֔ ִ֣ עָׂ ה֙ רָׂ גַם־ז   )טו(  וְּ

 
Yet we also see a maturing process in the עמל.  Looking at the question of an heir: 

 ?egocentric – why should I work for somebody else - לאדם שיהי אחרי 2:18-20 •

 ?No heir – caring - he wants to work for others, but for whom - גם בן ואח אין לו  4:8 •

• 5:12-16 Nothing left – desperate – after a lifetime of toil – nothing to show… 

 

Conclusion (17-19): If all attempts to toil for the future fail to provide meaning, then enjoy the 

fruits of that toil now, before death.  Live for the moment. 

 
וֹ׀ לִ֣ ל־עֲמָׂ כָׂ ה בְּ וֹת טוֹבָָׂ֜ אַ֨ לִרְּ תוֹת וְּ לִשְּ אֱכוֹל־וְָּ֠ ה לִֶֽ פִֶ֣ וֹב אֲשֶר־יָׂ יא  ...טִ֣ ים הִִֽ ת אֱלֹהִֵ֖  ... מַתִַ֥

 

(b) 6:1-12 Rejection, Despair 

 

What happens if a person cannot even enjoy the fruits of his labour here in this world?  What 

about the person who loses everything, who doesn't even have a “burial plot”?!  The “stillborn” 

is better off, for at least he has a grave (the womb)! 

 
נוּ  ל מִמֵֶ֔ אֱלֹהִים֙ לֶאֱכ ִ֣ ִֽ נוּ הָׂ לִיטֵֶ֤ א־יַשְּ ל ִֽ ִֽפֶל... וְּ נוּ הַנָׂ וֹב מִמֵֶ֖  ג(-:א)ו טִ֥

 

It is better not to be born than to live life as a meaningless cycle that achieves nothing. 

 

Kohelet extrapolates this as the existential crisis of every person, because nobody is ever really 

“satisfied” from physical pleasures.  The more one achieves, the greater the appetite for more.1 
א  ִֽ ל  א תִמָׂ גַם־הַנֵֶ֖פֶש ל ִ֥ יהוּ וְּ פִָּׁ֑ ם לְּ ֵ֖ דָׂ אָׂ ל הָׂ ל־עֲמִַ֥  ( ו:ז) כָׂ

 

But since “not to be born” is not a solution to the meaning of life, the עמל has failed in his task. 

 
1 Chazal famously countered this philosophy with the statement in Ethics of our Fathers: “Who is wealthy?  One 

who is satisfied with their (allotted) portion… ֹקו חֶלְּ חַ בְּ מ  שִיר, הַשָׂ יזֶהוּ עָׂ )אבות ד:א( א   
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The “cycle” in the Introduction: 

 

In the  עמל’s final words, he repeats the same metaphor of nature as symbols of the futility of life 

with which the book opens. 

 

Earth – 5:15, 6:6, Wind - 5:15, Sun - 6:4, and Water 6:7. 

 
ךְ , ו:ו ה:טו  הארץ ן י ל  א כ  ל עֻׁמַת שֶבָׂ ךְ  ...כָׂ ד הַכ ל הוֹל  קוֹם אֶחָׂ  אֶל מָׂ
רוּחַ     ה:טו  הרוח רוֹן לוֹ שֶיַעֲמ ל לָׂ  וּמַה יִתְּ

כֻׁסֶה   ו:ד  השמש  מוֹ יְּ ךְ וּבַח שֶךְ שְּ א וּבַח שֶךְ י ל  ה :כִי בַהֶבֶל בָׂ אָׂ  ...גַם שֶמֶש ל א רָׂ
א   ו:ז  המים ל  גַם הַנֶפֶש ל א תִמָׂ פִיהוּ וְּ ם לְּ דָׂ אָׂ ל עֲמַל הָׂ  כָׂ

 
In addition, the עמל himself has come full circle, ending with the same question with which he 

started: What is the meaning of the needless toil in the world? 
 

 ו:יב
עֵַ֩   י־יוֹד ֵ֩ מִִֽ י  יֵֵּ֥יכִִ֣ ר יְמֵי־חַּ ַּ֛ ים מִסְפַּ יִִּ֗ חַּ ָֽׁ ם בַּ ד ֹ֜ א  ָֽׁ וֹב ל  ה־טֹ֙  הֶבְל֖וֹ  מַּ

חַת   תִַ֥ יו  ֵ֖ אַחֲרָׂ יִֶ֥ה  מַה־יִהְּ ם  דֵָׂ֔ אָׂ ִֽ לָׂ יד  י־יַגִִ֣ מִִֽ אֲשֶר֙  ל  ָּׁ֑ כַצ  ם  ִ֣ יַעֲש  וְּ
מֶש׃ ִֽ  הַשָׂ

 ב:ג
ה֙   מָׂ חׇכְּ בִַֽ ג  ֵ֤ נ ה  י  לִבִִּ֞ וְּ י  רִָּׁ֑ שָׂ אֶת־בְּ בַיֵַַ֖֣יִן  וֹךְ  שִ֥ לִמְּ י  לִבִֵ֔ בְּ תִי  רְּ תִַ֣

ה   אִֶ֗ ד אֲשֶר־אֶרְּ וּת עִַ֣ לֵ֔ סִכְּ ז בְּ לֶאֱח ִ֣ םַּ֙ וְּ ד  א  וֹב לִבְנֵַ֤י ה  ה טֹ֜   אֵי־זֶֹ֙
יִם  מֵַ֔ חַת הַשָׂ ר יַעֲשוּ֙ תִַ֣ םאֲשֵֶ֤ יֵיהֶָֽׁ י חַּ ר יְמֵֵּ֥ ֖  ׃ מִסְפַּ

 

In both form and content, the  עמל has achieved nothing in his quest – and essentially has ‘written 

himself out of the remainder of the script.’ 

 
 

PART II: 

 

Two significant changes are noticeable in the second half of Kohelet: 

• The עמל disappears and is replaced by the  חכם 

• The focus of the discussion shifts from ‘good and evil’ to ‘life and death’, or from the   עץ
 .עץ החיים to the הדעת

 

While the  ירא is consistent throughout, his response to the question of ‘good and evil’ is a 

worldly centered response – since the problem is a societal problem the solution must lie in a 

partnership between God and man, namely   עמל גבהגבה בודהע , , and partnership and ultimately in 

the Temple-Palace relationships. 

 

In the second half of the book, the focus is on the existence of death, and the question of Divine 

retribution in a finite world.  To that question the ירא by necessity focuses on accountability 

before God in the world after this one, the world of the spirit.  אלקים אשר נתנהרוח תשוב אל הוה . 
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 The Philosopher - החכם - 7:1-22 (7

 

In this section, the חכם responds to each of the previous personalities according to each one's 

unique approach. 

 

Framework:   (זה)... מ(זה)טוב  - “This is better than that...” e.g.   וֶת מִיוֹם יוֹם הַמָׂ ם מִשֶמֶן טוֹב וְּ טוֹב ש 
דוֹ  לְּ  A good name (eulogy) is better than good oil (birth oil) and the day of death (is better)“ - הִוָּׂ

than the day of birth.”  This is a direct response to the question posed at the end of the previous 

section of the book:   ...ֹלו חַי י הֶבְּ י  מ  פַר יְּ ם בַחַיִים מִסְּ דָׂ אָׂ עַ מַה טּוֹב לָׂ (ו:יב)מִי יוֹד   - “Who knows what is 

the good that mankind should pursue all the futile days of his life...?” 

 

(a) 7:1-8(a) - Response to the נהנתן: 
The world is not so “wonderful” when you recognize the death! You cannot just “enjoy” life.  

You must look death squarely in the eye.  It is far more meaningful to come face to face with 

mortality, than to bury oneself in ephemeral pleasures of the moment. 

 

(b) 7:8(b)-14 - Response to the  עמל: 
One does not have the ability to change the world, or perfect the distortions in it.  Who can fix the 

distortions that God has created? - ?ֹתו עִוְּּ אֲשֶר  ת  א  ן  תַק  לְּ יוּכַל   ,Do not be so angry (v. 9-10)  .מִי 

because the world does not run according to your wishes.  Ultimately, you have no control over 

what happens, so learn to live with what exists.  Learn to live with the world's greatest עוות = 

flaw, or distortion, namely the existence of death! 

 

(c) 7:15-22 - Response to ירא: 
Don't be too righteous because every person is flawed and imperfect.  We all sin.  Why eat 

yourself up?  On the other hand, don't be too wicked because “crime doesn't pay”, “why should 

you die before your time?”  ?עִתֶך ל א  בְּ מוּת  תָׂ ה  מָׂ  Righteousness will get you nothing except  .לָׂ

disappointment living in a world where man is cruel, and where your own slave will one day stab 

you in the back, and curse you.  Learn, therefore, to live with all the imperfections in the world - 

including your own! 

 

Contrast: 

נהנתן:  “The world is perfect”. 

 ”The world is not perfect as long as death exists“ :חכם

 

 ”Man is perfect“ :עמל

 ”.Man is not perfect - for the greatest imperfection is death“  :חכם

 

 ”Man must strive for perfection“ :ירא

 ”.Mankind is inherently imperfect, and sin is unavoidable“ :חכם

 

Attitudes towards death: 

 .Ignores death - live for the moment נהנתן

 .Fights death - attempt to immortalize mankind עמל

 !Resigns himself to death - live with it חכם
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 The God Fearer's Response - ירא האלקים - 7:23-29 (8

 

The  ירא responds by rejecting the axiom and underlying premise of the Philosopher outright.  He 

questions the very validity of חכמה (wisdom) as defined by the חכם, namely wisdom based on 

human intellect and empiricism alone, without faith in - and fear of - God.  This is discussed at 

greater length in the opening chapters of משלי (Proverbs). 

 

Proverbs chapters 1,2,7,8,9. 

 

Proverbs 1:20-24 - חכמה is described metaphorically as a woman calling out to the fool, seeking 

to help him. 

 

Proverbs Ch. 7,8: Two women represent ‘wisdom” - the “harlot”, the alien evil woman, who 

can be found in the streets, stalking her prey, and the woman of ‘valor’ and wisdom, who can be 

found connected to the house or the gates of the city. 

 

Wisdom is compared to a woman, and the attainment of wisdom is metaphorically described in 

sexual terms:  ה  אֱמ ר מָׂ כְּ תְּ   אֲח תִי  לַחָׂ ע   אָׂ ה   וּמ דָׂ א  לַבִינָׂ רָׂ ך(  ה)  :תִקְּ רְּ מָׂ ה  לִשְּ אִשָׂ ה  מ  רָׂ (ה-ז:ד)...  זָׂ  - “Say to 

wisdom you are my 'sister' (or betrothed!), and call knowledge your 'intimate', to protect you 

from the alien woman...”. 

 

The uniqueness of Proverbs is its distinction between these two types of wisdom: “good” 

wisdom and “evil” or “dangerous” wisdom.  “Good wisdom” is rooted in the Fear of Heaven, 

and comes from God, through the revelation of Torah. 

 
ןה'   כִי ה  יִת  מָׂ כְּ ה דַעַת  מִפִיו חָׂ בוּנָׂ  )משלי ב:ו(  :וּתְּ

God grants wisdom, from His mouth comes knowledge and understanding. ” 

 

Good wisdom is rooted, connected to the “house”, to the “beginning”, the source from which it 

comes – namely God, and is revealed through Torah.  That is the deeper meaning of the end of 

Proverbs as well, the chapter of חיל  But “evil wisdom” is based only on personal  .אשת 

experience and is at once more tempting and more dangerous.  God's wisdom came even before 

the world was created! (see Proverbs 8:22-35).  Only the wisdom of God can be used to truly 

understand life in all its facets! 

 

Kohelet 7:23-29 

(23-27) The wisdom as presented by the חכם is false for true wisdom is “farther” “deeper” than 

the superficial vision of mortal man, it predates creation itself.  (see Proverbs 8:22-35). 

(25-26) “Having gone in search of חכמה, I have found the wrong Woman!!”  Kohelet has found 

the “Evil Wisdom/Woman” of משלי, the false wisdom, rather than the אשת חיל, the True 

Wisdom based on the Fear of God. 

 Kohelet is feminine! Because Kohelet represents the Wisdom which is - ”אמרה קהלת“ (27-28)

based on Fear of God, the “Good Woman”, the אשת חיל. 

(29) Conclusion: God created man straight!  The distortions are the product of man's own 

doing, not God's.  (This becomes the starting point for the next discussion.) 
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 The Philosopher and the God Fearer - החכם והירא - 8:1-13 (9

 

In this section two voices are speaking, vying for primacy: 

(1) The חכם attempts to speak: ?מי כהחכם - Who is like the Wise man? 

 .חכם who then continues his rejection of the ,ירא I am!” interjects the“ - אני! (2)

 

8:2-9: Position of the ירא: 
 

(3) One cannot run away from God - ְך ל  יו ת  נָׂ ל מִפָׂ ה   In  .(see Psalms 139:7 and Job 10:8-22) אַל תִבָׂ

what context is this said?  God is the ruler (4) in the most fundamental sense - life and death.    ין א 
וֶת יוֹם הַמָׂ טוֹן בְּ   .There is no mastery on the day of death” – or there is no mastery over death“ - שִלְּ

Man cannot escape it.  The fear of death is ultimately what most focus us on our subservience to 

God.  It is what constantly reminds us that God exists.  That is precisely why God expelled 

Adam from Eden “Lest he send forth his hand and take of the Tree of Life and eat, and live 

forever,” lest man eliminate the last existing boundary between himself and God: mortality. 

 

יו  (6,8) לָׂ עָׂ בְּ אֶת  רֶשַע  ט  מַל  יְּ ל א  ט  ,”The wicked cannot escape their master“ - וְּ פָׂ וּמִשְּ ת  ע  י ש  פֶץ  ח  ל  כָׂ  לְּ

“For everything there is a time and a judgment.”  One cannot escape from God because 

ultimately God will catch up with him at death!  Then the wicked will be forced to stand before 

God in judgment.  The world does not end at death.  On the contrary, there is judgment and 

accountability after death.  Man must live his life focusing on what must be achieved to succeed 

in that judgment. 

 

5:10-121: Response of חכם - For justice to be an effective deterrent of evil it must be 

perceived.  Death as a system of justice and deterrent to evil will not work.  So many “dead” 

people are walking around!  ּאו בָׂ רִים וָׂ בֻׁ עִים קְּ שָׂ  !רְּ

 

5:122-13: Counter-Response of ירא - Contrary to what the חכם described, the world is not void 

of justice!  Rather, the ירא, in his first speech (chapter 5), has already established the existence of 

such a system:  אֶה צֶדֶק תִרְּ ט וָׂ פָׂ זֶל מִשְּ ג  ש וְּ ה אִם ע שֶק רָׂ מְדִינ  פֶץ כִי בַּ מַהּ עַל הַח  בֹׁ אַל תִתְּ ל ג  בֹׁהַּ מֵעַּ רג  הַּ ש מ   - “If 

you see oppression of the poor... in the country - do not be dismayed, for one “Higher than 

High” guards...”  The king, in partnership with God, effectively administer justice in this world!  

But for those individuals who manage to slip through the cracks, there is a “back-up” that is 

foolproof, namely judgment after death!    ע את בעליו מלט רשיולא !  
 

The חכם and the ירא agree in principle on the need for a system of judgment here in this world.  

The חכם, who believes only in what he sees, draws his conclusions from the exceptions, those 

who escape justice here, while the ירא, who has faith in what God tells him, proclaims his faith 

in the final judgment in the World to Come, from which there is no escape. 

 

Attitudes towards death: 

 .Ignores death - live for the moment נהנתן

 .Fights death - attempt to immortalize mankind עמל

 !Resigns himself to death - learn to live with it חכם

 !Utilizes death for a constructive purpose, and lets it direct his life constructively ירא 
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10) 8:14-9:16 The נהנתן - Summation 

 

8:14-17 - Response to the  אלקים  has already raised the question of the חכם While the - ירא 

wicked who prosper, the  נהנתן takes this further, suggesting a complete lack of any system of 

Divine retribution or justice, anarchy and chaos in the realm of Reward & Punishment.  By 

combining the two famous questions of the wicked who prosper with the righteous who suffer, 

he suggests that what exists is chaos. 
 

וְּ  ים  עִֵ֔ שָׂ רְּ הָׂ ה  ִ֣ מַעֲש  כְּ הֶם֙  אֲל  יעַ  מַגִֵ֤ ר  אֲשֶַ֨ ים  צַדִיקִִ֗ ִ֣ש  י  ר׀  אֲשִֶ֣ רֶץ֒  אָׂ עַל־הָׂ ה  ִ֣ נַעֲשָׂ ר  אֲשִֶ֣ ם  יֶש־הֶבֶל֘  הֵֶ֖ אֲל  יעַ  שֶמַגִִ֥ ים  עִֵ֔ שָׂ רְּ ִ֣ש  י 
בֶל ִֽ ה הָׂ תִי שֶגַם־זֵֶ֖ רְּ מַַ֕ ים אָׂ ה הַצַדִיקִָּׁ֑ ִ֣ מַעֲש   : )ח:יד( כְּ

 

In Tanach, whenever the prophets “question” God's justice, they do so to better understand God, 

to “emulate” God, learn from God, not challenge God.  They question if there is “too much 

mercy” in the world (Yonah), or “too much justice” (Abraham).  But they never combine them, 

for doing so would suggest anarchy. That is the נהנתן’s heresy. 

 

9:1-3 There is no point to righteousness, because the “end” of the righteous and the “end” of 

the wicked is the same – death.  There is nothing beyond the grave. 

9:4-6 Hold unto life as the only remaining reality.  Man is completely forgotten! 

9:7-10 Conclusion: If there is no “afterlife”, live this life with only physical pleasure and 

enjoyment.  Do all that is within your power.  There are no moral consequences!  (See 

Is. 22:14 - “Eat and drink for tomorrow we die, אכול ושתו כי מחר נמות) 
 

ה   ָּׁ֑ כ חֲךֵ֖ עֲש  וֹת בְּ ךִּ֛ לַעֲשִ֥ ִַֽ֣דְּ א יָׂ ָ֧ צָׂ ר תִמְּ ל אֲשֶַ֨  כ ָ֠
ה: מָׂ ִֽ ךְ שָׂ ִ֥ ה ה ל  ֵ֖ ר אַתָׂ וֹל אֲשִֶ֥ אַ֕ ה בִשְּ מֵָׂ֔ כְּ חָׂ עַת וְּ דִַ֣ בוֹן֙ וְּ חֶשְּ ה וְּ ין מַעֲשֵֶ֤  )ט:י( כִיֵ֩ א ַ֨

 
9:11-16 - Response to the עמל and the  חכם 

 

(11-12) Both the  עמל and the חכם will be defeated by death, the same way the ירא will be 

defeated by death.  One lives his life in the constant shadow of death. 

 

(13-16) The חכם may be stronger than the עמל, but he too is forgotten, because he is “poor”, and 

no one listens to him.  His words of soon forgotten. 

 

There are two who are “forgotten” 

• One who is dead -  ם רָׂ כַח זִכְּ ר כִי נִשְּ כָׂ הֶם שָׂ ין עוֹד לָׂ א  ה וְּ אוּמָׂ עִים מְּ ם יוֹדְּ ינָׂ תִים א  הַמ  (ה)וְּ  
• One who is poor -  עִים מָׂ ם נִשְּ ינָׂ יו א  רָׂ בָׂ זוּיָׂה וּדְּ ן בְּ כ  מַת הַמִסְּ כְּ חָׂ ( טז)וְּ  

 
The Stages in the נהנתן 
 
1. The world God created is good –  טובכי  - run by God; man's task is to enjoy as God's guest! 

Model: Yitzchak. 

2. World of man is evil. but man is powerless to change it because God is in total control.  God 

will judge man in the next world, שם.  For now, eat, as an animal.  Live for the moment. 

3. If this world is meaningless, on what basis is there judgement in the next world?  Anarchy 

here implies chaos there as well.  Therefore he rejects any existence of a spiritual existence 

beyond this one.  Physical enjoyment becomes the only “reality” left. 
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Model: Esav!  ה לי זה בכרה הנה אנכי הולך למות ולמ  
 

The נהנתן arrives at the same point of despair as the עמל, but from the opposite direction. 

 .Struggle with death leads to the conclusion: better not to be born - עמל •

 !Ignoring death leads to conclusion: better not to die - נהנתן •

 

Neither conclusion is plausible, or resolves the quest of Kohelet. 
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11) 9:17-10:19 - The חכם - Summation 

 

9:17-10:4 - Response to נהנתן 
 
The נהנתן made the accusation that the חכם is not heard (or perceived) in the world as much as 

the נהנתן is.  While admittedly true, the חכם responds with a rational: 

• 9:17-181 - Wisdom is still more powerful, and better, despite its silence in the world. 

• 182-10:1 - It is the very nature of perfection, and therefore the nature of Wisdom, to be more 

vulnerable to flaw or imperfection. 

• 2-4 - Nevertheless, the approach of Wisdom is preferred because of its potential perfection. 

 

Who should “rule” or control the affairs of this world? 

 

5-7 A world in which the נהנתן “rules” is an intolerable “error”, for which God is to blame.  

The “ruler” should be the חכם. 

8-10 The עמל is incapable of running the world without the guidance of Wisdom. 

11-14 Nor should the ירא אלקים run the world, for he is nothing more than a “fool”, who claims 

to know nothing of what will be in the future. 

15-19 Conclusion:  Woe is the nation whose rulers are “fools”, who “eat” before proving their 

worth.  Only the חכם is capable of ruling the world. 

 

As much as the חכם is the one who should be running the world, he is also the one who is 

constantly silenced, always forgotten, and never headed!  This is God's mistake! 

 

Ironically, the חכם began with the philosophy of total acceptance and resignation.  Resign 

yourself to death (נהנתן), resign yourself to the flaws of the world (עמל), and resign yourself to 

the flaws of mankind (ירא). 
 

This was broken by the question of Divine retribution, גמול.  The נהנתן had applied the theory of 

“resignation” to the question of reward & punishment, and totally rejected any notion of Divine 

retribution.  This forced the חכם to come full circle, as he could no longer resign himself to a 

world that makes no sense, and has no structure.  The world becomes a frustrating mistake, 

because he is not guiding it! 

 

10:20 - Response of ירא אלקים. 
 

It is precisely this inconsistency in the philosophy of the חכם to which the ירא responds, using 

the very same analogy of 'cursing' with which the חכם had earlier tried to dismiss the ירא אלקים 
(see 7:22).  Now the tables have turned.  “You, חכם, who was so willing to resign yourself to be 

cursed by others, now “curse” and complain yourself?”  It is your turn, now, to resign yourself to 

the fact that you are not the most powerful force in this world.  You must accept the existence of 

others who are more powerful, including the Almighty himself. 

 
יר  ) שִָּׁ֑ ל עָׂ ֵ֖ קַל  ךֵ֔ אַל־תְּ בְּ ִ֣ כָׂ י֙ מִשְּ ר  חַדְּ ל וּבְּ קַל ֵ֔ לֶךְ אַל־תְּ עֲךִ֗ מֶֶ֚ ִֽ מַדָׂ  כ( גִַ֣ם בְּ

ר  ִֽ בָׂ ִ֥יד דָׂ יִם יַג  פֵַ֖ נָׂ עַל כְּ וֹל וּבִַ֥ יךְ אֶת־הַקֵ֔ יִם֙ יוֹלִִ֣ מַ֙ וֹף הַשָׂ י עֵ֤  כִִ֣
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12) 10:20-12:7 - The ירא אלקים - Summation 

The third and final speech of the  ירא gives him a clear victory in this debate.  This is perceived in 

both content and structure! 

 

11:1-8 – Answer to עמל and  חכם 

 

A) 1-6 - Resolution of “Endless Cycle” - each cycle in the world has a purpose, and while we 

may not see that purpose, we must have faith it exists.  Water brings rain necessary for growth.  

Wind brings the seeds from place to place.  The dust returns to the earth as it was, but the spirit 

returns to God who gave it. 

 

B) 1-6, 9 - To עמל - You are not completely responsible for the world, because your knowledge 

is limited  )עַ֙ )ה ֙ ךֵ֤ יוֹד  ינְּ ִֽ ר א  ...כַאֲשֶַ֨ .  You don't know what will be, so invest in man, and in the world – 
ה  ו(  ) ר֙ הֲזִֶ֣ה אוֹ־זֵֶ֔ שָׂ י זֵֶ֤ה יִכְּ ִ֣ עַ א  ךַ֨ יוֹד ָ֜ ינְּ ִֽ כִיֵ֩ א  .  Your task is to work and achieve what you can, so you can 

stand firm and emerge victorious in ultimate judgement (9). 

 

C) 1-9 - To חכם - You, who claimed to know everything, and insisted on ruling the world: You 

know nothing.  The only thing you know for certain is that there is judgement (see 9) in the next 

world.  Therefore live this life with Wisdom indeed, but for the purpose of constantly reminding 

yourself of that judgement so that your life has more meaning. ( ט-ז  ). 
מֶש: ִֽ וֹת אֶת־הַשָׂ אִ֥ ינֵַַ֖֣יִם לִרְּ ע  וֹב לִַֽ טִ֥ וֹר וְּ אָּׁ֑ וֹק הָׂ תֵ֖ ט: ט( ...)  )ז( וּמָׂ ִֽ פָׂ ים בַמִשְּ אֱלֹהִֵ֖ יאֲךִ֥ הָׂ בִִֽ לֶה יְּ ִּ֛ ל־א  י עַל־כָׂ ע כִָ֧ דַָׂ֕  וְּ

 

11:9-12:7  - Answer to נהנתן 
 
A) 11:9-10 - There is room for enjoyment and pleasure in this world, as long is it comes with an 

awareness of purpose, and of ultimate judgement.  Particularly in the days of one's youth one 

should attempt to remember their Creator, and for all is judged.  )ך֙   )ט ךֵ֤ לִבְּ יבְּ יטִִֽ יך וִִֽ דוּתִֶ֗ יַלְּ וּר בְּ חִ֣ ח בָׂ מַָ֧ שְּ
ך  חוּרוֹתֵֶ֔ י בְּ ִ֣ ט... בִימ  ִֽ פָׂ ים בַמִשְּ אֱלֹהִֵ֖ יאֲךִ֥ הָׂ בִִֽ לֶה יְּ ִּ֛ ל־א  י עַל־כָׂ ע כִָ֧ דַָׂ֕ וְּ . 

 

B) 12:1-7 - The נהנתן claimed that death was “unseen”, and therefore irrelevant.  The  ירא 
counters: Death begins with the breakdown of the body in old age and continues in the grave.  

From there we learn that death is a reality.  You can see it, at least its beginning.  That is a 

constant reminder of what is to come.  So learn to live your youth more productively. 
יך  חוּר תֶָּׁ֑ י בְּ ֵ֖ יך בִימ  אֵֶ֔ וֹרְּ כ ר֙ אֶת־בִ֣ פֶץ )יב:א( וּזְּ ִֽ ם ח  הֵֶ֖ י בָׂ ין־לִִ֥ ִֽ ר א  ר ת אמֵַ֔ ים אֲשִֶ֣ נִֵ֔ יעוּ שָׂ הִגִִ֣ ה וְּ עֵָׂ֔ רָׂ ִֽ י הָׂ ִ֣ מ  אוּ֙ יְּ ר ל א־יָׂב ַ֨ ד אֲשֵֶ֤  עִַ֣

 
C) 12:7, 13-14 – Conclusion: the purpose of death is for the body to decay so that the soul 

can return to God for Judgement.  Therefore - Fear God, and keep His commandments, for 

there is ultimately judgement for all good and evil! 

 

Note: King David wrote a similar book to Kohelet, Psalms, in which he struggled with very 

similar issues, but with very different conclusions. 

 
 תהלים פרק כז 

ש   ִ֥ ק  הּ אֲבַַ֫ ָ֪ ק֘ אוֹתָׂ קוָֹׂ ת־יְּ א  ִֽ תִי מ  לְּ אִַ֣ ת׀ שָׂ  )ד( אַחֵַ֤
ַּ֑י  יַּ י חַּ ל־יְמִֵּ֣ ק כ  קוֹ  י בְבֵית־יְְ֭   שִבְתִִּ֣

וֹ:  לִֽ יכָׂ ה  ר בְּ ִ֥ בַק  ִ֗ק וּלְּ קוָֹׂ עַם־יְְּ֝ נ ִֽ וֹת בְּ  לַחֲזִ֥
 אהבת ה'

 קהלת יב 
ע ָּׁ֑ מָׂ ל נִשְּ ר הַכ ִ֣ ֵ֖ בָׂ וֹף דָׂ  : )יג( סִ֥

אַּ֙  ים יְר  אֱלֹהִַ֤ ם אֶת־ה  ִֽ דָׂ אָׂ ל־הָׂ ה כָׂ וֹר כִי־זֵֶ֖ מֵ֔ יו שְּ ִ֣ וֹתָׂ אֶת־מִצְּ  :וְּ
ה  עֲשֵֶ֔ ל־מִַֽ י אֶת־כָׂ ט  -)יד( כִֵ֤ ֵ֖ פָׂ מִשְּ א בְּ בִִ֥ ים יָׂ אֱלֹהִִּ֛  ...הָׂ

 יראת ה' 
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Kohelet's Search for the Meaning of Life & Death 

Sequence of Voices 

 

1:1-11   First Introduction - The Question: The endless/futile cycle of nature/life 

1:12-2:23  Second Introduction - The Problem: good vs evil, life vs death 

 

1;12-2:2 The Integrated Kohelet: Builder - עמל, Hedonist - נהנתן, Philosopher - חכם 

2:3-23 Integrated Solution: King Solomon - Trees of Life & Knowledge. 

 

Part I: Good vs Evil – עץ הדעת 
 

2:24-3:22  The (1) נהנתן Fatalism, a world with evil. 

 

4:1-16 The (1) עמל The communal solution - Society & Monarch 

 

4:17-5:11 The (1) ירא Response to עמל: Partnership / hierarchical responsibility 

 

5:12-6:12 The (2) עמל the heir, death, and ultimately failure (better not to be born) 

 

Part II: Life vs Death –  עץ החיים 
 

7:1-22 The (1) חכם Philosophy of Resignation 

 1-8(a)  To נהנתן - World with death is not “perfect” 

 8(b)-14 To עמל - Man who dies is not “perfect” 

 15-22  To ירא - Man who does evil can never be “perfect' 

 

7:23-29 The (2) ירא Rejection of Wisdom not based on God (evil woman) 

 

 (גמול ) Debate over Reward & Punishment - חכם and ירא 8:1-13
 1  The חכם calls out to be heard 

 2-9  The ירא - Ultimate Judgement comes after death. 

 10-12(a) The חכם - Death is not a deterrent to evil in this world. 

 12(b)-13 The ירא - Retribution does exist even in THIS world. 

 

8:14-9:16 The (2) נהנתן Anarchy in system of Divine Retribution - no Judgement. 

 

9:17-10:19 The (2) חכם Frustration that Wisdom does not rule the world. 

 

10:20-12:7 The (3) ירא Victory 

 Resolution of the Futile Cycle – faith! 

 Resolution of Death: Gives life meaning to prepare for Judgement. 

 

12:8-14 - Conclusion: 
 

ם  ד  א  ל ה  יו שְמוֹר כִי זֶה כ  א וְאֶת מִצְוֹת  אֱלֹהִים יְר  ע אֶת ה  כֹׁל נִשְמ  ר הַּ ב   סוֹף ד 
ה   עֲשֵֶ֔ ָֽׁ ל־מַּ י אֶת־כ  ט  -כִַ֤ ֖ א בְמִשְפ  בִֵּ֥ ים י  אֱלֹהִַּ֛  ה 


