Ecclesiastes
Title
1:1 The words of the Teacher, the son of

David, king3 in Jerusalem:4
 tn The meaning of ( קֹהֶ לֶ תqohelet) is somewhat puzzling.
The verb ( קָ הַ לqahal) means “to assemble, summon” (HALOT
1078-79 s.v. )קהל, and is derived from the noun ( קָ הָ לqahal,
“assembly”; HALOT 1079-80 s.v. )קָ הָ ל. Thus  קֹהֶ לֶ תmight mean:
(1) convener of the assembly, (2) leader, speaker, teacher, or
preacher of the assembly, or (3) member of the assembly.
Elsewhere in the book,  קֹהֶ לֶ תis used in collocation with statements about his position as king in Jerusalem (Eccl 1:12), his
proclamations about life (Eccl 1:2; 7:27; 12:8), and his teaching of wisdom and writing wise sayings (Eccl 12:9-10). Thus,
 קֹהֶ לֶ תprobably means “the leader of the assembly” or “speaker of the assembly.” (See also the following study note.) Rabbinic literature treats  קֹהֶ לֶ תas a traditional surname for Solomon, that is, “Qoheleth,” relating it to the noun קָ הָ ל. For example, this explanation is found in rabbinic literature (Qoheleth
Rabbah 1:1): “Why was his name called Qoheleth [ ?]קֹהֶ לֶ תBecause his words were proclaimed in public meeting []קָ הַ ל, as
it is written (1 Kgs 8:1).” The LXX rendered it ἐκκλησιαστής
(ekklhsiasths, “member of the assembly,” LSJ 509), as was
the custom of relating Greek ἐκκλησία (ekklhsia, “assembly”) to Hebrew קָ הָ ל. The book’s English title, “Ecclesiastes,”
is simply a transliteration of the Greek term from the LXX.
Symmachus’ παροιμιαστής (paroimiasths, “author of proverbs,” LSJ 1342 s.v.) is not a translation of  קֹהֶ לֶ תbut refers to
his authorship of many proverbs (Eccl 12:9-10). In terms of
the participial form,  קֹהֶ לֶ תis used substantively to designate
the profession or title of the author. The term is used in 12:8
with the article, indicating that it is a professional title rather
than a personal surname: ( הַ ּקוֹהֶ לֶ תhaqqohelet, “the Teacher”).
Substantival participles often designate the title or profession
of an individual: ( ּכֹהֵ ןkohen), “priest”; ( ֹרזֵןrozen), “ruler”; ׁשֹטֵ ר
(shoter), “officer”; ( נֹקֵ דnoqed), “sheep-breeder”; ( ׁשֹפֵ טshofet),
“judge”; ( יֹצֵ רyotser), “potter”; ( ּכֹרֵ םkorem), “vine-dresser”; ֹיגֵב
(yogev), “farmer”; ( ׁשוֹעֵ רsho’er), “gate-keeper”; ( צוֹרֵ ףtsoref),
“smelter”; and ( רֹפֵ אrofe’), “doctor” (IBHS 614-15 §37.2a).
In terms of its feminine ending with a male referent, Joüon
1:266-67 §89.b suggests that it is intensive, e.g., מוֹדַ עַ ת
(moda’at) “close relative” from ( מוֹדָ עmoda’) “kinsman.” The
feminine ending is used similarly in Arabic in reference to a
male referent, e.g., Arabic rawiyat “a great narrator” from rawi
“narrator” (C. P. Caspari, A Grammar of the Arabic Language,
1:233c). So  קֹהֶ לֶ תmay mean “the leader/teacher of the assembly” from the noun קָ הָ ל. When used in reference to a male
referent, feminine forms denote a professional title or vocational office (as in Arabic, Ethiopic, and Aramaic), e.g., סֹפֶ רֶ ת
(soferet), “scribe”; ( ּפֹכֶ רֶ תpokheret), “gazelle-catcher”; ( ּ ֶפ ָחהpekhah), “provincial governor”; and ( ְּפרָ עוֹתpÿra’ot), “princes”
(GKC 393 §122.r). Occasionally, a professional name later
became a personal name, e.g., the title “( סֹפֶ רֶ תscribe”) became the name “Sophereth” (Ezra 2:55; Neh 7:57), ּפֹכֶ רֶ ת
(“gazelle-catcher”) became “Pokereth” (Ezra 2:57; Neh 7:59),
and perhaps “( קֹהֶ לֶ תassembler”) became the surname “Qoheleth” (HALOT 926 s.v. ) ּפֹכֶ רֶ ת הַ ְּצ ָביִים. Many translations render  קֹהֶ לֶ תas a professional title: “the Speaker” (NEB, Moffatt),
“the Preacher” (KJV, RSV, YLT, MLB, ASV, NASB), “the Teacher” (NIV, NRSV), “the Leader of the Assembly” (NIV margin),
“the Assembler” (NJPS margin). Others render it as a personal surname: “Koheleth” (JPS, NJPS) and “Qoheleth” (NAB,
NRSV margin).
sn The verbal root  קהלmeans “to assemble; to summon”
(HALOT 1078-79 s.v. )קהל. It is used of assembling or summoning various groups of people: “all Israel” (1 Chr 13:5;
15:3), “the elders of Israel” (1 Kgs 8:1; 2 Chr 5:2), all the

elders of their tribes” (Deut 31:28), “all the princes of Israel” (1 Chr 28:1), “your tribes” (Deut 31:28), “all the house of
Judah” (1 Kgs 12:21; 2 Chr 11:1), “the people” (Deut 4:10;
31:12), “the whole congregation” (Lev 8:3; Num 1:18; 16:19;
20:8), “all the congregation of the sons of Israel” (Exod 35:1;
Num 8:9), “the assembly” (Num 10:7; 20:10), and “your assembly” (Ezek 38:13). The verb is often used in reference
to summoning/assembling people for a religious occasion
(Exod 35:1; Lev 8:3-4; Num 8:9; Deut 4:10; Josh 18:1; 22:12;
1 Kgs 8:1; 2 Chr 5:2-3), a political occasion (2 Sam 20:14),
a military occasion (Judg 20:11; 2 Chr 11:1), or a judicial occasion (Job 11:10). The Hiphil stem is used to describe the
action of the leader (usually a single individual who possesses/commands authority) summoning the people, e.g.,
Moses (Exod 35:1; Lev 8:3; Num 20:10), Moses and Aaron
(Num 1:18), Korah (Num 16:19), King David (1 Chr 13:5;
15:3; 28:1), King Solomon (1 Kgs 8:1; 12:21; 2 Chr 5:2),
and King Rehoboam (2 Chr 11:1). In almost every case, he
who assembles the people is a person invested with authority; he makes a public proclamation or leads the nation in an
important action. The Niphal stem is most often used to describe the people assembling at the direction of the leader
(e.g., Lev 8:4; Josh 18:1; 22:12; 1 Kgs 8:2; 2 Chr 5:3). The
root  קהלis a denominative derived from the noun ( קָ הָ לqahal,
“assembly, contingent”; HALOT 1079-80 s.v. )קָ הָ ל. The noun
has numerous referents: the congregated nation as a whole
in the wilderness, assembled for ceremonies and instruction
(Exod 16:3; Lev 4:13, 21; 16:17, 33; Num 10:7; 14:5; 15:15;
16:3; 17:12; 19:20; 20:4, 6, 10, 12; Deut 9:10; 10:4; 18:16);
the congregation of Israel assembled for divine worship (Pss
22:23, 26; 26:5; 35:18; 40:10; 107:32; 149:1; Lam 1:10);
the postexilic community assembled to hear the Torah and instruction (Neh 13:1); a military contingent assembled for warfare (Num 16:3; 20:4; Judg 20:2; 21:5, 8; 1 Sam 17:47; 2 Chr
28:14); people summoned to court (Ezek 16:40; 23:46-47);
judicial authorities (Jer 26:17; Prov 5:14; 26:26; Sir 7:7). The
term is often used as a designation for Israel: “the assembly
of Israel” (Lev 16:17; Deut 31:30; Josh 8:35; 1 Kgs 8:14, 22,
55; 12:3; 2 Chr 6:3, 12-13; Sir 50:13, 20), “the assembly of
the congregation” (Exod 12:6); “the assembly of the congregation of the sons of Israel” (Num 14:5), and “the assembly
of God” (Neh 13:1). The related noun ( ְק ִה ּ ָלהqÿhillah) means
“assembly, community” (HALOT 1080 s.v. ) ְק ִה ּ ָלה, e.g., in the
idiom ( נ ַָתן ְק ִה ּ ָלהnatan qÿhillah) “to hold an assembly”: “I called
a great assembly to deal with them” (Neh 5:7).
 tn Heb “son of David” or “a son of David.”
 sn While 1:1 says only “king in Jerusalem” (ירוּשלָ ִם
ָ ׁ מֶ לֶ ְך ִּב,
melekh birushalayim), 1:12 adds “king over Israel in Jerusalem” (ירוּשלָ ִם
ָ ׁ שרָ ֵאל ִּב
ׂ ְ ִמֶ לֶ ְך עַ ל־י, melekh ’al-yisra’el birushalayim).
The LXX adds “Israel” in 1:1 to harmonize with 1:12; however,
the MT makes sense as it stands. Apart from David, only Solomon was “king over Israel in Jerusalem” – unless the term “Israel” (שרָ ֵאל
ׂ ְ ִי, yisra’el) in 1:12 is used for Judah or the postexilic
community. Solomon would fit the description of the author
of this book, who is characterized by great wisdom (1:13,
16), great wealth (2:8), numerous servants (2:7), great projects (2:4-6), and the collection, editing and writings of many
proverbs (12:9-10). All of this generally suggests Solomonic
authorship. However, many scholars deny Solomonic authorship on the basis of linguistic and historical arguments.
 sn The form of the title is typical: (1) “the words of [the writer],” (2) his family name or name of his father, and (3) his social/political position in Israel (e.g., Prov 22:17; 24:23; 30:1;
31:1). Sometimes, the writer’s qualifications are given in the
introduction to an OT book (e.g., Jer 1:1; Amos 1:1). Qoheleth
lists his qualifications at the end of the book (12:9-12).
map For location see Map5-B1; Map6-F3; Map7-E2; Map8F2; Map10-B3; JP1-F4; JP2-F4; JP3-F4; JP4-F4.
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Introduction: Utter Futility

Futility Illustrated from Nature

1:2 “Futile! Futile!” laments the Teacher,




“Absolutely futile! Everything is futile!”






 tn Heb “says.”
 sn See the note on “Teacher” in v. 1.
 tn Heb “futility of futilities.” The phrase “absolutely futile”

(הֲב ִלים
ָ הֲבֵ ל, havel havalim) is a superlative genitive construction (GKC 431 §133.i). When a plural genitive follows a singular construct noun of the same root, it indicates the most
outstanding example of the person or thing described. Examples: ( קֹדֶ ׁש הַ ּקֳדָ ׁ ִשיםqodesh haqqodashim, “holy of holies”), i.e.,
“the most holy place” (Exod 26:33); ירים
ִ ( ׁ ִשיר הַ ׁ ִּשshir hashirim,
“song of songs”), i.e., “the most excellent song” (Song 1:1);
’( אֱ לֹהֵ י הָ אֱ ל ִֹהים וַאֲ ֹדנֵי הַ אֱ דֹנִ יםelohe ha’elohim va’adone ha’edonim,
“the God of gods and Lord of lords”), i.e., “the highest God
and the supreme Lord” (Deut 10:17). See also R. J. Williams,
Hebrew Syntax, 17-18, §80; IBHS 154 §9.5.3j.
 tn Although ( ּכֹלkol, “everything, all”) is often used in an
absolute or comprehensive sense (BDB 481 s.v.  ּכֹל1), it is
frequently used as a synecdoche of the general for the specific, that is, its sense is limited contextually to the topic at hand
(BDB 482 s.v. 2). This is particularly true of ( הַ ּכֹלhakkol, BDB
482 s.v. 2.b) in which the article particularizes or limits the
referent to the contextual or previously mentioned topic (e.g.,
Gen 16:12; 24:1; Exod 29:24; Lev 1:9, 13; 8:27; Deut 2:36;
Josh 11:19 [see 2 Sam 19:31; 1 Kgs 14:26 = 2 Chr 12:9];
21:43; 1 Sam 30:19; 2 Sam 17:3; 23:5; 24:23; 1 Kgs 6:18; 2
Kgs 24:16; Isa 29:11; 65:8; Jer 13:7, 10; Ezek 7:14; Pss 14:3;
49:18; 1 Chr 7:5; 28:19; 29:19; 2 Chr 28:6; 29:28; 31:5;
35:7; 36:17-18; Ezra 1:11; 2:42; 8:34-35; 10:17; Eccl 5:8).
Thus, “all” does not always mean “all” in an absolute sense or
universally in comprehension. In several cases the context limits its reference to two classes of objects or issues being discussed, so  הַ ּכֹלmeans “both” (e.g., 2:14; 3:19: 9:1, 2). Thus,
 הַ ּכֹלrefers only to what Qoheleth characterizes as “futile” (הֶ בֶ ל,
hevel) in the context. Qoheleth does not mean that everything
in an absolute, all-encompassing sense is futile. For example, the sovereign work of God is not “futile” (3:1–4:3); fearing God is not “futile” (2:26; 3:14-15; 11:9–12:1, 9, 13-14);
and enjoying life as a righteous person under the blessing of
God is not “futile” (2:24-26; 11:9-10). Only those objects or
issues that are contextually placed under  ּכֹלare designated
as “futile” ()הֶ בֶ ל. The context of 1:3-15 suggests that 1:2 refers to the futility of secular human endeavor. The content
and referent of 1:3-15 determines the referent of  הַ ּכֹלin 1:2.
 tn The term ( הֶ בֶ לhevel, “futile”) is repeated five times within the eight words of this verse for emphasis. The noun הֶ בֶ ל
is the key word in Ecclesiastes. The root is used in two ways
in the OT, literally and figuratively. The literal, concrete sense
is used in reference to the wind, man’s transitory breath,
evanescent vapor (Isa 57:13; Pss 62:10; 144:4; Prov 21:6;
Job 7:16). In this sense, it is often a synonym for “breath” or
“wind” (Eccl 1:14; Isa 57:13; Jer 10:14). The literal sense lent
itself to metaphorical senses: (1) breath/vapor/wind is nonphysical, evanescent, and lacks concrete substance thus,
the connotation “unsubstantial” (Jer 10:15; 16:19; 51:18),
“profitless” or “fruitless” (Ps 78:33; Prov 13:11), “worthless”
(2 Kgs 17:15; Jer 2:5; 10:3), “pointless” (Prov 21:6), “futile”
(Lam 4:17; Eccl 1:2, 14; 2:1, 14-15), (2) breath/vapor/wind
is transitory and fleeting – thus, the connotation “fleeting”
or “transitory” (Prov 31:30; Eccl 6:12; 7:15; 9:9; 11:10; Job
7:16) and (3) breath/vapor/wind cannot be seen thus, the
idea of “obscure,” “dark,” “difficult to understand,” “enigmatic” (Eccl 11:10). See HALOT 236-37 s.v. I  ;הֶ בֶ לBDB 210-11
s.v. I הֶ בֶ ל. The metaphorical sense is used with the following
synonyms: ּ( ּתֹהוtohu, “empty, vanity”; Isa 49:4), ( ִריקriq, “profitless, useless”; Isa 30:7; Eccl 6:11), and ( לֹא הו ִֹעילlo’ ho’il,
“worthless, profitless”; Is 30:6; 57:12; Jer 16:19). It is parallel to “few days” and “[days] which he passes like a shadow”
(Eccl 6:12). It is used in reference to youth and vigor (11:10)
and life (6:12; 7:15; 9:9), which are “transitory” or “fleeting.” The most common parallels to  הֶ בֶ לin Ecclesiastes are
the phrases “chasing after the wind” (רוּח
ַ  ְרעוּת, rÿ’ut ruakh) in
2:11, 17, 26; 7:14 and “what profit?” (ה־י ְִתרוֹן
ּ  ַמ, mah-yyitron)
or “no profit” (יִתרוֹן
ְ  ֵאין, ’en yitron) in 2:11; 3:19; 6:9. It is used

1:3 What benefit do people get from all

the effort
which they expend on earth?10

in reference to enigmas in life (6:2; 8:10, 14) and to the future
which is obscure (11:8). It is often used in antithesis to terms
connoting value: ( טוֹבtov, “good, benefit, advantage”) and י ְֹת־
( רוֹןyotÿron, “profit, advantage, gain”). Because the concrete
picture of the “wind” lends itself to the figurative connotation
“futile,” the motto “This is futile” (זֶה הֶ בֶ ל, zeh hevel) is often
used with the metaphor, “like striving after the wind” (ְרעוּת
רוּח
ַ , rÿ’ut ruakh) – a graphic picture of an expenditure of effort in vain because no one can catch the wind by chasing it
(e.g., 1:14, 17; 2:11, 17, 26; 4:4, 6, 16; 6:9). Although it is the
key word in Ecclesiastes, it should not be translated the same
way in every place.
sn The motto Everything is futile! is the theme of the book.
It occurs at the beginning (1:2) and end of the book (12:8),
forming an envelope structure (inclusio). Everything described in 1:2–12:8 is the supporting proof of the thesis of
1:2. With few exceptions (e.g., 2:24-26; 3:14-15; 11:9-12:1,
9), everything described in 1:2–12:8 is characterized as “futile” (הֶ בֶ ל, hevel).
 tn The term “profit” (י ְֹתרוֹן, yotÿron) is used in Ecclesiastes
to evaluate the ultimate benefit/effects of human activities,
as is ( טוֹבtov, “good, worthwhile”) as well (e.g., 2:1, 3). While
some relative advantage/profit is recognized (e.g., light over
darkness, and wisdom over folly), Qoheleth denies the ultimate advantage of all human endeavors (e.g., 2:11, 15).
 tn Heb “the man.” The Hebrew term could be used here
in a generic sense, referring to the typical man (hence, “a
man”). However, it is more likely that the form is collective and
that humankind in general is in view (note NIV “man”). Note
the reference to “a generation” coming and going in the next
verse, as well as v. 13, where the phrase “the sons of man”
(= humankind) appears. In this case the singular pronominal
suffix and singular verb later in v. 3 reflect grammatical agreement, not individuality.
 tn The use of the relative pronoun ש
ֶ ׁ (she, “which”) – rather than the more common ’( אֲ ׁ ֶשרasher, “which”) – is a linguistic feature that is often used to try to date the book of Ecclesiastes. Noting that  ׁ ֶשis the dominant relative pronoun in
Mishnaic Hebrew and that  אֲ ׁ ֶשרdoes not appear as frequently
(Jastrow 130 s.v. )אֲ ׁ ֶשר, many scholars conclude that  אֲ ׁ ֶשרis
early and  ׁ ֶשis late. They conclude that the use of  ׁ ֶשin Ecclesiastes points to a late date for the book. However, as SamuelKings suggest, the  ׁ ֶשversus  אֲ ׁ ֶשרphenomena may simply be a
dialectical issue:  אֲ ׁ ֶשרis commonly used in the south, and  ׁ ֶשin
the north. The use of  ׁ ֶשin Ecclesiastes may indicate that the
book was written in a northern rather than a southern province, not that it is a late book. This is supported from related
Akkadian terms which occur in texts from the same periods:
 אֲ ׁ ֶשרis related to asru (“place”) and  ׁ ֶשis related to sa (“what”).
 sn The Hebrew root עָ ָמל, (’amal, “toil”) is repeated here
for emphasis: “What gain does anyone have in his toil with
which he toils.” For all his efforts, man’s endeavors and secular achievements will not produce anything of ultimate value
that will radically revolutionize anything in the world. The term
“toil” is used in a pejorative sense to emphasize that the only
thing that man obtains ultimately from all his efforts is weariness and exhaustion. Due to sin, mankind has been cursed
with the futility of his labor that renders work a “toilsome”
task (Gen 3:17-19). Although it was not yet revealed to Qoheleth, God will one day deliver the redeemed from this plight
in the future kingdom when man’s labor will no longer be toilsome, but profitable, fulfilling, and enjoyable (Isa 65:17-23).
10 tn Heb “under the sun.”
sn This rhetorical question expects a negative answer:
“Man has no gain in all his toil.” Ecclesiastes often uses rhetorical questions in this manner (e.g., 2:2; 3:9; 6:8, 11, 12;
see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 949).
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1:4 A generation comes and a generation


goes,
but the earth remains the same through
the ages.
1:5 The sun rises and the sun sets;
it hurries away to a place from which it

 tn The participle ( הֹלֵ ְךholekh, “to walk, to go”) emphasizes
continual, durative, uninterrupted action (present universal
use of participle). The root ( הָ לַ ְךhalakh) is repeated in this section (1:4a, 6a, 6b, 7a, 7b, 7c) to emphasize the continual action and constant motion of everything in nature. Despite the
continual action of everything in nature, there is no completion, attainment or rest for anything. The first use of  הָ לַ ְךis in
reference to man; all subsequent usages are in reference to
nature – illustrations of the futility of human endeavor. Note:
All the key terms used in 1:4 to describe the futility of human
endeavor are repeated in 1:5-11 as illustrations from nature.
The literary monotony in 1:4-11 mirrors the actual monotony
of human action that repeats itself with no real change.
 tn The participle ( ּ ָבאba’, “to go”) emphasizes continual,
durative, uninterrupted action (present universal use of participle). The term is repeated in 1:4-5 to compare the futility
of secular human accomplishments with the futile actions in
nature: everything is in motion, but there is nothing new accomplished.
 tn The participle ’( ע ָֹמדֶ תomadet, “to stand”) emphasizes
a continual, durative, uninterrupted state (present universal
condition). Man, despite all his secular accomplishments in
all generations, makes no ultimate impact on the earth.
 tn The term “the same” does not appear in Hebrew, but is
supplied in the translation for clarity and smoothness.
 tn The term ’( עוֹלָ םolam) has a wide range of meanings:
(1) indefinite time: “long time, duration,” often “eternal” or
“eternity”; (2) future time: “things to come”; and (3) past time:
“a long time back,” that is, the dark age of prehistory (HALOT
798–99 s.v.  ;עוֹלָ םBDB 761–63 s.v. III )עלם. It may also denote
an indefinite period of “continuous existence” (BDB 762 s.v.
III  עלם2.b). It is used in this sense in reference to things that
remain the same for long periods: the earth (Eccl 1:4), the
heavens (Ps 148:6), ruined cities (Isa 25:2; 32:14), ruined
lands (Jer 18:16), nations (Isa 47:7), families (Ps 49:12; Isa
14:20), the dynasty of Saul (1 Sam 13:13), the house of Eli (2
Sam 2:30), continual enmity between nations (Ezek 25:15;
35:5), the exclusion of certain nations from the assembly
(Deut 23:4; Neh 13:1), a perpetual reproach (Ps 78:66).
 tn The Hebrew text has a perfect verbal form, but it should
probably be emended to the participial form, which occurs in
the last line of the verse. Note as well the use of participles
in vv. 4-7 to describe what typically takes place in the natural
world. The participle ( זוֹרֵ ַחzoreakh, “to rise”) emphasizes continual, durative, uninterrupted action (present universal use
of participle): the sun is continually rising (and continually setting) day after day.
 tn Heb “the sun goes.” The participle ( ּ ָבאba’, “to go”) emphasizes continual, durative, uninterrupted action (present
universal use of participle): the sun is continually rising and
continually setting day after day. The repetition of  ּ ָבאin 1:4-5
creates a comparison between the relative futility of all human endeavor (“a generation comes and a generation goes
[ )”] ּ ָבאwith the relative futility of the action of the sun (“the sun
rises and the sun goes” [i.e., “sets,” )] ּ ָבא.
 tn Heb “hastens” or “pants.” The verb ש ַאף
ָ ׁ (sha’af) has a
three-fold range of meanings: (1) “to gasp; to pant,” (2) “to
pant after; to long for,” and (3) “to hasten; to hurry” (HALOT
1375 s.v.  ; ׁשאףBDB 983 s.v. I ) ׁ ָש ַאף. The related Aramaic root
 ׁשוףmeans “to be thirsty; to be parched.” The Hebrew verb is
used of “gasping” for breath, like a woman in the travail of
childbirth (Isa 42:14); “panting” with eagerness or desire (Job
5:5; 7:2; 36:20; Ps 119:131; Jer 2:24) or “panting” with fatigue (Jer 14:6; Eccl 1:5). Here  ׁ ָש ַאףpersonifies the sun, panting with fatigue, as it hastens to its destination (BDB 983 s.v.
I  ׁ ָש ַאף1). The participle form depicts continual, uninterrupted,
durative action (present universal use). Like the sun, man
– for all his efforts – never really changes anything; all he accomplishes in his toil is to wear himself out.

rises again.10

1:6 The wind goes to the south and circles

around to the north;
round and round11 the wind goes and on
its rounds it returns.12
1:7 All the streams flow13 into the sea, but
the sea is not full,
and to the place where the streams flow,
there they will flow again.14

 tn The verb ( זוֹרֵ ַחzoreakh, “to rise”) is repeated in this
verse to emphasize that the sun is locked into a never changing, ever repeating monotonous cycle: rising, setting, rising,
setting.
10 tn The word “again” does not appear in Hebrew, but is
supplied in the translation for clarity and smoothness.
11 tn The Hebrew root ( סָ ַבבsavav, “to circle around”) is repeated four times in this verse to depict the wind’s continual
motion: “The wind circles around (סוֹבֵ ב, sovev)…round and
round (…)סוֹבֵ ב סֹבֵ בits circuits ( ְס ִביב ָֹתיו, sÿvivotayv).” This repetition is designed for a rhetorical purpose – to emphasize that
the wind is locked into a never ending cycle. This vicious circle
of monotonous action does not change anything. The participle form is used three times to emphasize continual, uninterrupted action (present universal use of participle). Despite
the fact that the wind is always changing direction, nothing
really new ever happens. The constant shifting of the wind
cannot hide the fact that this is nothing but a repeated cycle;
nothing new happens here (e.g., 1:9-10).
12 tn The use of שב
ָ ׁ (shav, Qal active participle masculine singular from  ׁשוּב, shuv, “to return”) creates a wordplay
(paronomasia) with the repetition of ( סָ ַבבsavav, “to circle
around”). The participle emphasizes continual, durative, uninterrupted action (present universal use).
13 tn Heb “are going” or “are walking.” The term ה ְֹל ִכים
(holÿkhim, Qal active participle masculine plural from הָ לַ ְך,
halakh,“to walk”) emphasizes continual, durative, uninterrupted action (present universal use of participle). This may
be an example of personification; this verb is normally used
in reference to the human activity of walking. Qoheleth compares the flowing of river waters to the action of walking to
draw out the comparison between the actions of man (1:4)
and the actions of nature (1:5-11).
14 tn Heb “there they are returning to go.” The term ש ִבים
ָׁ
(shavim, Qal active participle masculine plural from  ׁשוּב, shuv,
“to return”) emphasizes the continual, durative action of the
waters. The root  ׁשוּבis repeated in 1:6-7 to emphasize that
everything in nature (e.g., wind and water) continually repeats
its actions. For all of the repetition of the cycles of nature,
nothing changes; all the constant motion produces nothing
new.
sn This verse does not refer to the cycle of evaporation or
the return of water by underground streams, as sometimes
suggested. Rather, it describes the constant flow of river waters to the sea. For all the action of the water – endless repetition and water constantly in motion – there is nothing new
accomplished.
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1:8 All this monotony is tiresome; no

our time.12
one can bear to describe it:
1:11 No one remembers the former
The eye is never satisfied with seeing, nor
events,13
is the ear ever content with hearing.
nor will anyone remember14 the events
1:9 What exists now is what will be,
that are yet to happen;15
and what has been done is what will be
they will not be remembered by the fudone;
ture generations.16
there is nothing truly new on earth.
Futility of Secular Accomplishment
1:10 Is there anything about which someone can say, “Look at this! It is new!”?
1:12 I, the Teacher, have been king over
It was already10 done long ago,11 before
Israel in Jerusalem.17




 tn The word “this” is not in Hebrew, but is supplied in the
translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “the things.” The Hebrew term ( ְּד ָב ִריםdÿvarim,
masculine plural noun from  ּ ָד ָבר, davar) is often used to
denote “words,” but it can also refer to actions and events
(HALOT 211 s.v.  ּ ָד ָבר3.a; BDB 183 s.v.  ּ ָד ָברIV.4). Here, it
means “things,” as is clear from the context: “What has been
is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done”
(1:9). Here  ְּד ָב ִריםcan be nuanced “occurrences” or even
“[natural] phenomena.”
 tn Heb “is able.”
 tn The Hebrew text has no stated object. The translation
supplies “it” for stylistic reasons and clarification.
sn The statement no one can bear to describe it probably
means that Qoheleth could have multiplied examples (beyond the sun, the wind, and the streams) of the endless cycle
of futile events in nature. However, no tongue could ever tell,
no eye could ever see, no ear could ever hear all the examples
of this continual and futile activity.
 tn The term ( ָמלֵ אmale’, “to be filled, to be satisfied”) is
repeated in 1:7-8 to draw a comparison between the futility
in the cycle of nature and human secular accomplishments:
lots of action, but no lasting effects. In 1:7 ’( ֵאינֶנּ וּ ָמלֵ אenennu male’, “it is never filled”) describes the futility of the water cycle: “All the rivers flow into the sea, yet the sea is never
filled.” In 1:8 ֹא־ת ּ ָמלֵ א
ִ ( וְ לvÿlo-timmale’, “it is never satisfied”)
describes the futility of human labor: “the ear is never satisfied with hearing.”
 tn Heb “what is.” The Hebrew verbal form is a perfect. Another option is to translate, “What has been.” See the next
line, which speaks of the past and the future.
 tn The Hebrew verbal form is an imperfect.
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
 tn Alternately, “[Even when] there is something of which
someone might claim….” The terms ֹאמר
ַ ( י ֵׁש ּ ָד ָבר ׁ ֶש ּיyesh davar
sheyyo’mar) may be an interrogative clause without an introductory interrogative particle (GKC 473 §150.a). In questions,
 י ֵׁשoften implies doubt about the existence of something (BDB
441 s.v.  י ֵׁש2.b). The LXX rendered it as a question, as do most
English versions: “Is there anything of which it can be said…?”
(KJV, ASV, RSV, MLB, NEB, NASB, NIV, NRSV). On the other
hand,  י ֵׁשis used elsewhere in the book of Ecclesiastes as a
predication of existence (“There is…”) to assert the existence
of something (2:13, 21; 4:8, 9; 5:13[12]; 6:1, 11; 7:15; 8:6,
14; 9:4; 10:5). HALOT 443 s.v.  י ֵׁש2 renders  י ֵׁש ּ ָד ָברas “There
is something….” This view is taken by several translations:
“Even the thing of which we say…” (NAB), “Men may say of
something …” (Moffatt), and “Sometimes there is a phenomena of which they say…” (NJPS).
10 tn The perfect tense verb ( הָ יָהhayah) refers to a past
perfect situation: It describes an action that is viewed as a
remote past event from the perspective of the past. This past
perfect situation is brought out by the temporal adverb ְּכ ָבר
(kÿvar, “already”; HALOT 459 s.v. I  ; ְּכ ָברBDB 460 s.v. I  ; ְּכ ָברcf.
1:10; 2:12, 16; 3:15; 4:2; 6:10; 9:6-7). The expression ְּכ ָבר
+  הָ יָהconnotes a past perfect nuance: “it has already been”
(Eccl 1:10; see BDB 460 s.v.).
11 sn This does not deny man’s creativity or inventiveness,
only the ultimate newness of his accomplishments. For example, there is no essential difference between the first voyage
to the moon and the discovery of America (different point of
arrival, different vehicles of travel, but the same essential action and results).

12 tn Heb “in the ages long ago before us.”
13 tn Heb “There is no remembrance of former things.” The

term אשֹנִ ים
ׁ ( ִרri’shonim, “former things”) is the masculine plural form of the adjective אשוֹן
ׁ ( ִרri’shon, “former, first, chief”;
BDB 911 s.v. אשוֹן
ׁ ) ִר. When used in a temporal sense, the singular denotes “former” in time (BDB 911 s.v. 1.a) or “first” in
time (BDB 911 s.v. 2.a). The plural form is only used to denote “former” in time: “former persons,” i.e., ancestors, men
of old (e.g., Lev 26:45; Deut 19:14; Job 18:20; Isa 61:4; Ps
79:8; Sirach 4:16) or “former things,” i.e., past events (e.g.,
Isa 41:22; 42:9; 43:9, 18; 46:9; 48:3). See BDB 911 s.v. 1.a,
which suggests that this usage refers to “former persons.”
This approach is adopted by several translations: “men of old”
(NEB, NAB, NIV, Moffatt), “people of long ago” (NRSV), “earlier
ones” (NJPS), and “former generations” (ASV). On the other
hand, this Hebrew phrase may be nuanced “former things”
or “earlier things” (HALOT 1168 s.v. אש) ֹו(ן
ֹ ׁ ) ִר. This is adopted
by some translations: “former things” (KJV, RSV) and “earlier
things” (NASB). Although future generations are mentioned
in 1:11, what they will not remember is the past events. The
context of 1:3-11 focuses on human achievement, that is, former things.
14 tn The term “remember” is not in the Hebrew text, but
has been supplied in the translation for clarity.
15 tn Heb “and also of the last things which will be.” The
term ’( ַאחֲ רֹנִ יםakharonim, “the future things”) is the masculine plural form of the adjective ’( ַאחֲ רוֹןakharon) which means
“coming after” (BDB 30 s.v.  ) ַאחֲ רוֹןor “at the back” (HALOT 36
s.v. ) ַאחֲ רוֹן. When used in a temporal sense, it may mean (1)
“later one; (2) “in the future”; (3) “last”; or (4) “at the last” or
“in the end” (HALOT 36 s.v. 2). The plural form may be used
in reference to (1) future generations, e.g., Deut 29:21; Pss
48:14; 78:4, 6; 102:19; Job 18:20; Eccl 4:16, or (2) future
events, e.g., Neh 8:18 (BDB 30 s.v.). BDB 30 s.v. b suggests
that this usage refers to “future generations,” while HALOT
36 s.v. 2.c suggests future events. As mentioned in the previous note, it probably refers to future events rather than future
generations.
sn The Hebrew terms translated former events and future
events create a merism (two polar extremes encompass everything in between). This encompasses all secular achievements in human history past to future things yet to be done.
16 tn Heb “There will not be any remembrance of them
among those who come after.”
sn According to Qoheleth, nothing new really happens under the sun (1:9). Apparent observations of what appears to
be revolutionary are due to a lack of remembrance by subsequent generations of what happened long before their time in
past generations (1:10-11a). And what will happen in future
generations will not be remembered by the subsequent generations to arise after them (1:11b).
17 map For location see Map5-B1; Map6-F3; Map7-E2;
Map8-F2; Map10-B3; JP1-F4; JP2-F4; JP3-F4; JP4-F4.
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1:13 I decided to carefully and thor



oughly examine
all that has been accomplished on earth.
I concluded: God has given people a
burdensome task

 tn Heb “I gave my heart” or “I set my mind.” The term ִל ִּבי

(libbi, “my heart”) is an example of synecdoche of part (heart)
for the whole (myself). Qoheleth uses this figurative expression frequently in the book. On the other hand, in Hebrew
mentality, the term “heart” is frequently associated with one’s
thoughts and reasoning; thus, this might be a metonymy of
association (heart = thoughts). The equivalent English idiom
would be “I applied my mind.”
 tn Heb “with wisdom,” that is, with careful reflection in
light of principles observed by the sages.
 tn Heb “to seek and to search out” ( ִל ְדרו ֹׁש וְלָ תוּר, lidrosh
vÿlatur). This is an example of a verbal hendiadys (the use of
two synonymous verbs to state a common idea in an emphatic manner). The terms are used because they are closely related synonyms; therefore, the similarities in meaning should
be emphasized rather than the distinctions in meaning. The
verb ( ּ ָדרַ ׁשdarash) means “to inquire about; to investigate; to
search out; to study” (HALOT 233 s.v. דרש
ׁ ; BDB 205 s.v. ) ּ ָדרַ ׁש.
This verb is used literally of the physical activity of investigating a matter by examining the physical evidence and interviewing eye-witnesses (e.g., Judg 6:29; Deut 13:15; 17:4, 9;
19:18), and figuratively (hypocatastasis) of mentally investigating abstract concepts (e.g., Eccl 1:13; Isa 1:17; 16:5; Pss
111:2; 119:45). Similarly, the verb ( ּתוּרtur) means “to seek
out, discover” (HALOT 1708 s.v.  ּתוּר1.c; BDB 1064  ּתוּר2).
The verb  ּתוּרis used literally of the physical action of exploring
physical territory (Num 13:16-17; 14:6, 34-36; Job 39:8), and
figuratively (hypocatastasis) of mentally exploring things (Eccl
1:13; 7:25; 9:1).
 tn Heb “under heaven.”
sn Qoheleth states that he made a thorough investigation
of everything that had been accomplished on earth. His position as king gave him access to records and contacts with
people that would have been unavailable to others.
 tn This phrase does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is
added in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “the sons of men/mankind.”
 tn The phrase ’( ִענְ יַן רָ עinyan ra’, “rotten business, grievous task”) is used only in Ecclesiastes (1:13; 2:23, 26; 3:10;
4:8; 5:2, 13; 8:16). It is parallel with ( הֶ בֶ לhevel) “futile” in 4:8,
and describes a “grave misfortune” in 5:13. The noun ִענְ יַן
(’inyan, “business”) refers to something that keeps a person
occupied or busy: “business; affair; task; occupation” (HALOT
857 s.v.  ; ִענְ יָןBDB 775 s.v. ) ִענְ יָן. The related verb ’( עָ נַהanah)
means “to be occupied, to be busy with” (with the preposition
 ְּב, bet), e.g., Eccl 1:13; 3:10; 5:19 (HALOT 854 s.v. III  ;עָ נָהBDB
775 s.v. II )עָ נָה. The noun is from the Aramaic loanword ִענְ ָינָא
(’inyana’, “concern, care”). The verb is related to the Aramaic
verb “to try hard,” the Arabic verb “to be busily occupied; to
worry to be a matter of concern,” and the Old South Arabic
root “to be troubled; to strive with” (HALOT 854 s.v. III )עָ נָה.
The phrase  ִענְ יַן רָ עis treated creatively by English translations:
“sore travail” (KJV, ASV), “sad travail” (YLT), “painful occupation” (Douay), “sorry business” (NEB), “sorry task” (Moffatt),
“thankless task” (NAB), “grievous task” (NASB), “trying task”
(MLB), “unhappy business” (RSV, NRSV, NJPS), and “heavy
burden” (NIV).

that keeps them occupied.
1:14 I reflected on everything that is
accomplished by man10 on earth,11
and I concluded: Everything12 he has
accomplished13 is futile14 – like chasing
the wind!15
1:15 What is bent16 cannot be straightened,17

 tn The syntax of this line in Hebrew is intentionally redundant, e.g. (literally), “It is a grievous task [or “unpleasant business”] that God has given to the sons of man to be occupied
with it.” The referent of the third masculine singular suffix on
( לַ עֲנוֹת ּב ֹוla’anot bo, “to be occupied with it”) is ’( ִענְ יַן רָ עinyan
ra’, “a grievous task, a rotten business”).
 tn Or “that busies them.” The verb II ’( עָ נַהanah, “to be
occupied with”) is related to the noun ’( ִענְ יַןinyan, “business,
task, occupation”) which also occurs in this verse. The verb
 עָ נַהmeans “to be occupied, to be busy with” (with the preposition  ְּב, bet), e.g., Eccl 1:13; 3:10; 5:19 (HALOT 854 s.v. III ;עָ נָה
BDB 775 s.v. )עָ נָה. The Hebrew verb is related to the Aramaic
verb “to try hard,” the Arabic verb “to be busily occupied; to
worry; to be a matter of concern,” and the Old South Arabic
root “to be troubled; to strive with” (HALOT 854).
10 tn The phrase “by man” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
11 tn Heb “under the sun.”
12 tn As mentioned in the note on “everything” in 1:2, the
term ( הַ ּכֹלhakkol, “everything”) is often limited in reference to
the specific topic at hand in the context (e.g., BDB 482 s.v. ּכֹל
2). The argument of 1:12-15, like 1:3-11, focuses on secular
human achievement. This is clear from the repetition of the
root ’( עָ ַׂשהasah, “do, work, accomplish, achieve”) in 1:12-13.
13 tn The phrase “he has accomplished” does not appear in
the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
14 tn This usage of ( הֶ בֶ לhevel) denotes “futile, profitless,
fruitless” (e.g., 2 Kgs 17:15; Ps 78:33; Prov 13:11; 21:6;
Eccl 1:2, 14; 2:1, 14-15; 4:8; Jer 2:5; 10:3; Lam 4:17; see
HALOT 236–37 s.v. I  ;הֶ בֶ לBDB 210–11 s.v. I )הֶ בֶ ל. The term
is used with the simile “like striving after the wind” (רוּח
ַ  ְרעוּת,
rÿ’ut ruakh) – a graphic picture of an expenditure of effort in
vain because no one can catch the wind by chasing it (e.g.,
1:14, 17; 2:11, 17, 26; 4:4, 6, 16; 6:9; 7:14). When used
in this sense, the term is often used with the following synonyms: ּ( ְלתֹהוlÿtohu, “for nothing, in vain, for no reason”; Isa
49:4); ( ִריקriq, “profitless; useless”; Isa 30:7; Eccl 6:11); לֹא
“( הו ִֹעילworthless, profitless”; Is 30:6; 57:12; Jer 16:19); “what
profit?” (ה־י ְִתר ֹו ֹן
ּ  ַמ, mah-yyitron); and “no profit” ( ֵאין ּי ְִתרוֹן, en
yyitron; e.g., 2:11; 3:19; 6:9). It is also used in antithesis to
terms connoting value: ( טוֹבtov, “good, benefit, advantage”)
and ( י ְֹתרוֹןyotÿron, “profit, advantage, gain”). Despite everything that man has accomplished in history, it is ultimately
futile because nothing on earth really changes.
15 tn Heb “striving of wind.” The word “like” does not appear in the Hebrew text; it has been added in the translation
to make the comparative notion clear.
16 tn The term עֻוָת
ּ  ְמ, mÿ’uvvat (Pual participle masculine singular from עָ וַת, ’avat, “to bend”) is used substantively (“what
is bent; what is crooked”) in reference to irregularities in life
and obstacles to human secular achievement accomplishing
anything of ultimate value.
17 tn A parallel statement occurs in 7:13 which employs the
active form of עָ וַת, (’avat, “to bend”) with God as the subject:
“Who is able to strengthen what God bends?” The passive
form occurs here: “No one is able to straighten what is bent”
(עֻוָת לֹא־יוּכַ ל ל ְֹתקֹן
ּ  ְמ, mÿ’uvvat lo’-yukhal lotÿqon). In the light of
7:13, the personal agent of the passive form is God.
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and what is missing cannot be supplied.


Futility of Secular Wisdom
1:16 I thought to myself,

“I have become much wiser than any of
my predecessors who ruled over Jerusalem;

I have acquired much wisdom and
knowledge.”
1:17 So I decided to discern the benefit
of10 wisdom and knowledge over11
foolish behavior and ideas;12
however, I concluded13 that even14 this
endeavor15 is like16 trying to chase the
 tn The Hebrew noun ( חֶ ְסרוֹןkhesron) is used in the OT only
here and means “what is lacking” (as an antonym to יִתרוֹן
ְ
[yitron], “what is profitable”; HALOT 339 s.v.  ;חֶ ְסרוֹןBDB 341
s.v. )חֶ ְסרוֹן. It is an Aramaic loanword meaning “deficit.” The related verb ( ָחסַ רkhasar) means “to lack, to be in need of, to decrease, to lessen [in number]”; the related noun ( חֹסֶ רkhoser)
refers to “one in want of”; and the noun ( חֶ סֶ רkheser) means
“poverty, want” (HALOT 338 s.v.  ;חֶ סֶ רBDB 341 s.v. )חֶ סֶ ר. It refers to what is absent (zero in terms of quantity) rather than
what is deficient (poor in terms of quality). The LXX misunderstood the term and rendered it as ὑστέρημα (usterhma,
“deficiency”): “deficiency cannot be numbered.” It is also misunderstood by a few English versions: “nor can you count up
the defects in life” (Moffatt); “the number of fools is infinite”
(Douay). However, most English versions correctly understand
it as referring to what is lacking in terms of quantity: “what is
lacking” (RSV, MLB, NASB, NIV, NRSV), “a lack” (NJPS), “that
which is wanting” (KJV, ASV), “what is not there” (NEB), and
“what is missing” (NAB).
 tn Heb “cannot be counted” or “cannot be numbered.”
The term ( ִה ּ ָמנוֹתhimmanot, Niphal infinitive construct from
 ָמנָה, manah, “to count”) is rendered literally by most translations: “[cannot] be counted” or “[cannot] be numbered” (KJV,
ASV, RSV, MLB, NEB, NASB, NIV, NRSV, JPS, NJPS). However,
the nuance “count” might function as a metonymy of effect for
cause, that is, “to supply.” What is absent cannot be supplied
(cause) therefore, it cannot be counted as present (effect). NAB
adopts this approach: “what is missing cannot be supplied.”
 tn Heb “I spoke, I, with my heart.”
 tn Heb “I, look, I have made great and increased wisdom.”
The expression ( ִהגְ ּ ַד ְל ִּתי וְהוֹסַ ְפ ִּתיhigdalti vÿhosafti) is a verbal
hendiadys; it means that Qoheleth had become the wisest
man in the history of Jerusalem.
 tn The phrase “who ruled” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 map For location see Map5-B1; Map6-F3; Map7-E2;
Map8-F2; Map10-B3; JP1-F4; JP2-F4; JP3-F4; JP4-F4.
 tn Heb “my heart” ( ִל ִּבי, libbi). The term “heart” is a metonymy of part for the whole (“my heart” = myself).
 tn Heb “My heart has seen much wisdom and knowledge.”
 tn Heb “gave my heart,” or “set my mind.” See v. 13.
10 tn The phrase “the benefit of” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
11 tn The word “over” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
12 tn The terms ש ְכלוּת
ׂ ִ (sikhlut, “folly”) and ( הוֹלֵ לוֹתholelot,
“foolishness”) are synonyms. The term ש ְכלוּת
ׂ ִ (alternate spelling of  ִס ְכלוּת, sikhlut) refers to foolish behavior (HALOT 755 s.v.
) ִס ְכלוּת, while  הוֹלֵ לוֹתrefers to foolish ideas and mental blindness (HALOT 242 s.v. )הוֹלֵ לוֹת. Qoheleth uses these terms to
refer to foolish ideas and self-indulgent pleasures (e.g., Eccl
2:2-3, 12-14; 7:25; 9:3; 10:1, 6, 13).
13 tn Heb “I know.”
14 tn The term ( ּגַםgam, “even”) is a particle of association
and emphasis (HALOT 195 s.v. ) ּגַם.
15 tn This term does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is
supplied in the translation for clarity.
16 tn This term does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is

wind!17

1:18 For with great wisdom comes18 great

frustration;
whoever increases his19 knowledge merely20 increases his21 heartache.
Futility of Self-Indulgent Pleasure
2:1 I thought to myself,22
“Come now,23 I will try24 self-indulgent
pleasure25 to see26 if it is worthwhile.”27

supplied in the translation for clarity.
17 tn Heb “striving of wind.”
18 tn This term does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is
supplied in the translation for clarity.
19 tn This term does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is
supplied in the translation for clarity.
20 tn This term does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is
supplied in the translation for clarity.
21 tn This term does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is
supplied in the translation for clarity.
22 tn Heb “I said, I, in my heart” ( ָא ַמ ְר ִּתי אֲ נִ י ְּב ִל ִּבי, ’amarti ’ani
bÿlibbi). The term “heart” (לֵ ב, lev) is a synecdoche of part
(“heart”) for the whole (the whole person), and thus means “I
said to myself” (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 648).
23 tn The Hebrew verb ( ְלכָ הlÿkhah, “Come!”) is a weakened imperative, used merely as an introductory word, e.g.,
Gen 19:32; 31:44; Judg 19:11; 1 Sam 9:9-10; 11:14; 2 Kgs
3:7; Ps 66:5; Song 7:12; Isa 1:18; 2:3; Mic 4:2 (HALOT 246
s.v.  הָ לַ ְך2; BDB 234 s.v.  הָ לַ ְךI.5.f.2). Whenever  ְלכָ הintroduces
an exhortation, it functions as an invitation to the audience
to adopt a course of action that will be beneficial to the addressee or mutually beneficial to both the speaker and the
addressee. Here, Qoheleth personifies his “heart” ( ִל ִּבי, libbi)
and addresses himself. The examination of self-indulgent
pleasure is designed to be beneficial to Qoheleth.
24 tn Or “test.” The cohortative ’( אֲ נ ְַּסכָ הanassÿkhah) emphasizes the resolve of the speaker. The term ( נָסַ הnasah, “to test”)
means “to conduct a test,” that is, to conduct an experiment
(Judg 6:39; Eccl 2:1; 7:23; Dan 1:12, 14; see HALOT 702 s.v.
 נסה3; BDB 650 s.v.  נָסָ ה1). The verb  נָסַ הis often used as a synonym with ( ּ ָב ַחןbakhan, “to examine”; BDB 103 s.v.  ּ ָב ַחןand
650 s.v.  נָסָ ה1) and ( לָ דַ עַ תlada’at, “to ascertain”; Deut 8:2).
25 tn Heb “I will test you with pleasure.” The term ש ְמ ַחה
ׂ ִ (simkhah, “pleasure”) has a two-fold range of meanings: (1) it can
refer to the legitimate enjoyment of life that Qoheleth affirms
is good (5:17; 8:15; 9:7; 11:8, 9) and that God gives to those
who please him (2:26; 5:19); or (2) it can refer to foolish pleasure, self-indulgent, frivolous merrymaking (2:1, 2; 7:4). The
parallelism in 2:2 between ש ְמ ַחה
ׂ ִ and שחוֹק
ׂ ְ (sÿkhoq, “laughter,
frivolous merrymaking”), which always appears in the context
of banqueting, drinking, and merrymaking, suggests that the
pejorative sense is in view in this context.
sn The statement I will try self-indulgent pleasure is a figurative expression known as metonymy of association. As 2:13 makes clear, it is not so much Qoheleth who is put to the
test with pleasure, but rather that pleasure is put to the test
by Qoheleth.
26 tn Heb “See what is good!” The volitive sequence of the
cohortative (אֲ נ ְַּסכָ ה, ’anassÿkhah, “I will test you”) followed by
vav + imperative ( ְוּר ֵאה, urÿ’eh, “and see!”) denotes purpose/
result: “I will test you…in order to see….” The verb ( רָ ָאהra’ah,
“to see”) has a broad range of meanings (e.g., in the Qal stem
16 categories are listed in HALOT 1157–1160 s.v.). In this
context it means “to discover; to perceive; to discern; to understand” (HALOT 1159 s.v.  ראה13; BDB 907 s.v.  רָ ָאה5).
27 sn The phrase “to see what is good” (רָ ָאה, ra’ah, “to see”
+ טוֹב, tov, “good”) is repeated twice in 2:1-3. This is the key
phrase in this section of Ecclesiastes. Qoheleth sought to discover ( )רָ ָאהwhether merry-making offered any value ( )טוֹבto
mankind.
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But I found that it also is futile.
2:2 I said of partying, “It is folly,”
and of self-indulgent pleasure, “It accomplishes nothing!”
2:3 I thought deeply about the effects of
indulging myself9 with wine




 tn The particle וְה ּנֵה
ִ (vÿhinneh, literally “Behold!”) occurs
after verbs of perception to introduce what was seen, understood or discovered (HALOT 252 s.v.  ִה ּנֵה8). It is used to make
the narrative graphic and vivid, enabling the reader to enter
into the surprise of the speaker (BDB 244 s.v.  ִה ּנֵהc). This is
an example of the heterosis of the deictic particle (“Behold!”)
for a verb of perception (“I found”). See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 510-34.
 tn This use of ( הֶ בֶ לhevel) denotes “futile, worthless, fruitless, pointless” (HALOT 237 s.v. I  הֶ בֶ ל2; BDB 210–11 s.v. I הֶ בֶ ל
2). It is a synonym to ( ְמהוֹלָ לmÿholal, “folly”) in 2:2a and an antonym to ( טוֹבtov, “worthwhile, beneficial”) in 2:1b and 2:3c.
 tn Heb “laughter.” The term שחוֹק
ׂ ְ (sÿkhoq, “laughter”) has
a fourfold range of meanings: (1) “joyful laughter” (Ps 126:2;
Prov 14:13; Job 8:21); (2) “frivolous laughter, merrymaking” (Eccl 2:2; 7:3, 6); (3) “pleasure, sport” (Prov 10:23; Eccl
10:19); and (4) “derision, mockery, laughingstock” (Jer 20:7;
48:26, 27, 39; Job 12:4; Lam 3:14). See HALOT 1315 s.v
שחוֹק
ׂ ְ ; BDB 966 s.v. שחֹק
ׂ ְ . In Ecclesiastes, שחוֹק
ׂ ְ is always used
in contexts of self-indulgent banqueting, drinking, frivolous
partying and merrymaking (Eccl 2:2; 7:3, 6; 10:19). It is distinct from “healthy” joy and laughter (Ps 126:2; Job 8:21). The
connotation of “frivolous merrymaking” fits this context best.
 tn The term ש ְמ ָחה
ׂ ִ (simkhah, “pleasure”) has a two-fold
range of meanings in Ecclesiastes: (1) it can refer to the enjoyment of life that Qoheleth affirms is good (5:17; 8:15; 9:7;
11:8, 9) and that God gives to those who are pleasing to him
(2:26; 5:19); and (2) it can refer to foolish pleasure, that is,
frivolous merrymaking (2:1, 2; 7:4). The parallelism between
ש ְמ ָחה
ׂ ִ and שחוֹק
ׂ ְ (sÿkhoq, “laughter, frivolous merrymaking”) in
2:2 suggests that the pejorative sense is in view here.
 tn Heb “What does it accomplish?” The rhetorical question
“What does it accomplish?” expects a negative answer: “It accomplishes nothing!” (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech,
949–51). See, e.g., Gen 1:19; 18:14, 17; Deut 7:17; 1 Sam
2:25; Job 40:2; Pss 56:7[8]; 90:11; 94:16; 106:2; Eccl 3:21.
 tn Heb “In my heart I explored.” The verb ( ּתוּרtur, “to seek
out, to spy out, to explore”) is used in the OT to describe: (1)
the physical activity of “spying out” or “exploring” geographical locations (Num 13:2, 16, 17, 21, 25, 32; 14:6, 7, 34,
36, 38; Job 39:8) and (2) the mental activity of “exploring”
or “examining” a course of action or the effects of an action
(Eccl 1:13; 2:3; 7:25; 9:1). See BDB 1064 s.v.  ּתוּר2; HALOT
1708 s.v.  ּתוּר. It was used as a synonym with ( דָ רָ ׁשdarash, “to
study”) in 1:13: “I devoted myself to study ( ִל ְדרו ֹׁש, lidrosh) and
to explore (לָ תוּר, latur).”
sn As the repetition of the term ( לֵ בlev, “heart” or “mind”)
indicates (2:1, 3), this experiment appears to have been only
an intellectual exercise or a cognitive reflection: “I said to myself (Heb “in my heart [or “mind”],” 2:1); “I explored with my
mind (Heb “heart,” 2:3a); and “my mind (Heb “heart”) guiding me with wisdom” (2:3b). Qoheleth himself did not indulge
in drunkenness, but he contemplated the value of self-indulgence in his mind.
 tn The phrase “the effects of” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn Or “I sought to cheer my flesh with wine.” The term ִל ְמ־
( ׁשו ְֹךlimshokh, Qal infinitive construct from  ָמ ׁ ַש ְך, mashakh, “to
draw, pull”) functions in a complementary sense with the preceding verb ( ּתוּרtur “to examine”): Heb “I sought to draw out
my flesh with wine” or “I [mentally] explored [the effects] of
drawing out my flesh with wine.” The verb  ָמ ׁ ַש ְךmeans “to draw,
to drag along, to lead” (BDB 604 s.v.  ) ָמ ׁ ַש ְךor “to draw out; to
stretch out [to full length]; to drag; to pull; to seize; to carry off;
to pull; to go” (HALOT 645–46 s.v. משך
ׁ ). BDB suggests that
this use be nuanced “to draw, to attract, to gratify” the flesh,
that is, “to cheer” (BDB 604 s.v.  ָמ ׁ ַש ְך7). While this meaning
is not attested elsewhere in the OT, it is found in Mishnaic
Hebrew: “to attract” (Qal), e.g., “it is different with heresy, be-

(all the while10 my mind was guiding me11
with wisdom)12
and the effects of13 behaving foolishly,14
so that15 I might discover what is profitable16
for people17 to do on earth18 during the
few days19 of their lives.
cause it attracts [i.e., persuades, offers inducements]” (b. Avodah Zarah 27b) and “to be attracted, carried away, seduced,”
e.g., “he was drawn after them, he indulged in the luxuries of
the palace” (b. Shabbat 147b). See Jastrow 853-54 s.v.  ְמ ַׂש ְך.
Here it denotes “to stretch; to draw out [to full length],” that
is, “to revive; to restore” the body (HALOT 646 s.v. משד
ׁ [sic]
3). The statement is a metonymy of cause (i.e., indulging the
flesh with wine) for effect (i.e., the effects of self-indulgence).
 tn Heb “my flesh.” The term ש ִרי
ָׂ ( ְּבbÿsari, “my flesh”) may
function as a synecdoche of part (i.e., flesh) for the whole (i.e.,
whole person). See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 642.
One could translate, “I sought to cheer myself.”
10 tn The phrase “all the while” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
11 tn The word “me” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
12 tn Heb “and my heart was leading along in wisdom.” The
vav + noun, ( ִוְל ִּביvÿlibbi) introduces a disjunctive, parenthetical clause designed to qualify the speaker’s remarks lest he
be misunderstood: “Now my heart/mind….” He emphasizes
that he never lost control of his senses in this process. It was
a purely mental, cognitive endeavor; he never actually gave
himself over to wanton self-indulgence in wine or folly.
13 tn The phrase “the effects of” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
14 tn Heb “embracing folly.” The verb ’( ָא ָחזakhaz, “to embrace”) is normally used to describe the physical action of
taking hold of an object. Here is it is used metaphorically to
describe a person’s choice of lifestyle, that is, adopting a particular course of moral conduct (e.g., Job 17:9); see HALOT
31–32 s.v.  ;אחזBDB 28 s.v.  ָא ַחז.
15 tn Or “until.” The construction שר
ֶ ׁ ֲ’( עַ ד אad ’asher, “until”)
introduces a temporal result clause (e.g., Gen 27:44; 28:15;
Num 21:35; Isa 6:11); see HALOT 787 s.v. III  עַ דB.b. With an
imperfect verb (such as אֶ ְראֶ ה, ’er’eh, Qal imperfect first common singular from רָ ָאה, ra’ah, “to see”), the compound construction  עַ ד אֲ ׁ ֶשרusually refers to future time (Gen 27:44;
29:8; Exod 23:30; 24:14; Lev 22:4; Num 11:20; 20:17; 1
Sam 22:3; Hos 5:15), but it also rarely refers to past time
(Jonah 4:5; Eccl 2:3); see BDB 725 s.v. III  עַ דII.1.a.b. Joüon
2:370 §113.k notes that when the compound construction
 עַ ד אֲ ׁ ֶשרis occasionally used with an imperfect depicting past
action to denote a virtual nuance of purpose: “until” = “so
that,” e.g., Jonah 4:5; Eccl 2:3.
16 tn Heb “I might see where is the good?” The interrogative particle ’( ֵאיe, “where?”) used with the demonstrative pronoun ( זֶהzeh, “this”) forms an idiom: “where [then]?” (HALOT
37–38 s.v.  ֵאי2.a; see, e.g., 1 Sam 9:18; 1 Kgs 13:12; 2 Kgs
3:8; Isa 50:1; 66:1; Jer 6:16; Job 28:12, 20; 38:19, 24; Esth
7:5). The phrase ’( ֵאי־זֶה טוֹבe-zeh tov) is an indirect question
that literally means, “Where is the good?” that is, “what
good?” (HALOT 38 s.v.  ֵאי2.d).
17 tn Heb “the sons of man.”
18 tn Heb “under the heavens.”
19 tn Heb “number of the days.” The Hebrew noun ִמ ְס ּ ַפר
(mispar, “number, quantity”) sometimes means “few” (e.g.,
Gen 34:30; Num 9:20; Deut 4:27; 33:6; Isa 10:19; Jer 44:28;
Ezek 12:16; Ps 105:12; Job 16:22; 1 Chr 16:19); see HALOT
607 s.v.  ִמ ְס ּ ָפר2.b; BDB 709 s.v.  ִמ ְס ּ ָפר1.a. This phrase is an
idiom that means, “during all their lives” (BDB 709 s.v.), “during their total [short] time of life,” that is, “as long as they live”
(HALOT 608 s.v.  ִמ ְס ּ ָפר3.d). Ecclesiastes often emphasizes the
brevity of life (e.g., 5:17; 6:12; 9:9). The LXX rendered  ִמ ְס ּ ַפרin
a woodenly literal sense: ἀριθμόν (ariqmon, “the number
[of days of their lives]”). Several English translations adopt a
similar approach: “all the days of their life” (ASV, Douay) and
“the number of days of their lives” (YLT). However, this idiom is
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Futility of Materialism
2:4 I increased my possessions:

I built houses for myself;
I planted vineyards for myself.
2:5 I designed royal gardens and parks
for myself,
and I planted all kinds of fruit trees in
them.
2:6 I constructed pools of water for myself,
to irrigate my grove of flourishing trees.
2:7 I purchased male and female slaves,
and I owned slaves who were born in my
house;

handled well by a number of English translations: “during the
few days of their lives” (RSV, NRSV, NASB, NIV, Moffatt, NJPS),
“during the limited days of their life” (NAB), and “throughout
the brief span of their lives” (NEB).
 tn Or “my works”; or “my accomplishments.” The term
( ַמ ֲע ָׂשיma’asay, “my works”) has been handled in two basic
ways: (1) great works or projects, and (2) possessions. The
latter assumes a metonymy, one’s effort standing for the possessions it produces. Both interpretations are reflected in
the major English translations: “works” (KJV, NEB, NAB, ASV,
NASB, MLB, RSV, Douay, Moffatt), “projects” (NIV), and “possessions” (NJPS).
sn This section (2:4-11) is unified and bracketed by the
repetition of the verb ( ּגָדַ לgadal, “to increase”) which occurs
at the beginning (2:4) and end (2:9), and by the repetition of
the root ( עשהnoun: “works” and verb: “to do, make, acquire”)
which occurs throughout the section (2:4, 5, 6, 8, 11).
 sn The expression for myself is repeated eight times in
2:4-8 to emphasize that Qoheleth did not deny himself any
acquisition. He indulged himself in acquiring everything he
desired. His vast resources as king allowed him the unlimited
opportunity to indulge himself. He could have anything his
heart desired, and he did.
 tn Heb “made.”
 tn The term does not refer here to vegetable gardens, but
to orchards (cf. the next line). In the same way the so-called
“garden” of Eden was actually an orchard filled with fruit
trees. See Gen 2:8-9.
 tn The noun ( ּ ַפ ְר ּ ֵדסpardes, “garden, parkland, forest”) is a
foreign loanword that occurs only 3 times in biblical Hebrew
(Song 4:13; Eccl 2:5; Neh 2:8). The original Old Persian term
pairidaeza designated the enclosed parks and pleasuregrounds that were the exclusive domain of the Persian kings
and nobility (HALOT 963 s.v.  ; ּ ַפ ְר ּ ֵדסLSJ 1308 s.v παράδεισος).
The related Babylonian term pardesu “marvelous garden”
referred to the enclosed parks of the kings (AHw 2:833
and 3:1582). The term passed into Greek as παράδεισος
(paradeisos, “enclosed park, pleasure-ground”), referring
to the enclosed parks and gardens of the Persian kings (LSJ
1308). The Greek term has been transliterated into English
as “paradise.”
 tn Heb “to water from them a grove” (or “forest).
 tn The phrase “sons of a house” ( ְבנֵי ַביִת, vÿne vayit) appears to be parallel to “a son of my house” (יתי
ִ ן־ב
ֵ ּ ֶב, ven-beti)
which refers to a person born into slavery from male and female servants in the master’s possession, e.g., Eleazar of Damascus (Gen 15:3). The phrase appears to denote children
born from male and female slaves already in his possession,
that is, “homeborn slaves” (NASB) or “other slaves who were
born in my house” (NIV). Apparently confusing the sense of
the phrase with the referent of the phrase in Gen 15:3, NJPS
erroneously suggests “stewards” in Eccl 2:7.

I also possessed more livestock – both
herds and flocks –
than any of my predecessors in Jerusalem.
2:8 I also amassed silver and gold for
myself,
as well as valuable treasures taken from
kingdoms and provinces.10
I acquired male singers and female singers for myself,
and what gives a man sensual delight11
– a harem of beautiful concubines!12
 map For location see Map5-B1; Map6-F3; Map7-E2;
Map8-F2; Map10-B3; JP1-F4; JP2-F4; JP3-F4; JP4-F4.
 tn The term ( ְסג ּ ָֻלהsÿgullah) denotes “personal property”
(HALOT 742 s.v.  ְסג ּ ָֻלה1) or “valued property, personal treasure” (BDB 688 s.v.  ְסג ּ ָֻלה2). Elsewhere, it refers to a king’s
silver and gold (1 Chr 27:3). It is related to Akkadian sug/kullu
“flock” (AHw 2:1053-54) and sikiltu “private property [belonging to the king]” (AHw 2:1041). The term refers to the personal, private and valued possessions of kings, which do not
pass into the hands of the state.
10 tn Heb “of kings and provinces.” This personal treasure
was taken as tribute from other kings and governors. See T.
Longman III, Ecclesiastes (NICOT), 92.
11 tn Heb “and sensual delights of the sons of man.” The
noun ( ּ ַתעֲנוּגta’anug) has a three-fold range of meanings: (1)
“luxury; comfort” (Mic 2:9; Prov 19:10; Sir 6:28; 11:27; 14:16;
37:29; 41:1); (2) “pleasure; delight” of sexual love (Song 7:7);
and (3) “daintiness; feminine” (Mic 1:16); see HALOT 1769
s.v.  ; ּ ַתעֲנוּגBDB 772 s.v.  ּ ַתעֲנוּג. The related adjective ’( עָ נֹגanog,
“pampered; dainty”) is used to describe a pampered woman
(Deut 28:56), to personify Babylon as a delicate woman (Isa
47:1), and to ridicule delicate men (Deut 28:54); see HALOT
851 s.v.  ; ָֹענֹגBDB 772 עָ נֹג. It is related to the noun ’( ֹענֶגoneg,
“pleasure; exquisite delight; daintiness”; see HALOT 851 s.v.
 ; ֹענֶגBDB 772 s.v.  ) ֹענֶגand the verb  עָ נֹגwhich means “to be
soft; to be delicate” and “pleasurable” (Pual) and “to pamper
oneself” and “to take delight or pleasure in” (HALOT 851 s.v.
 ;ענגBDB 772 s.v. )עָ נֹג. The root  ענגis paralleled with ( ר ְֹךrokh,
Deut 28:56), ( רַ ְךrakh, Deut 28:54), and ( רַ ּ ָכהrakkah, Deut
28:56) with the meanings “delicate; soft; tender; weak; coddled; pampered.” The context of Eccl 2:4-11 suggests that
it denotes either “luxury” as in “the luxuries of commoners”
(NJPS) or “pleasure; delight” as in “the delights of men” (KJV,
NASB, NIV). Part of the difficulty in determining the meaning
of this term is caused by the ambiguity in meaning of its referent, namely, the appositional phrase וְש ּדוֹת
ִ ׁ ( ׁ ִש ּ ָדהshiddah
vÿshiddot), the meaning of which is uncertain (see the note
on the phrase “a harem of beautiful concubines” at the end
of this verse).
12 tn The meaning of the superlative construction וְש־
ִ ׁ ׁ ִש ּ ָדה
( ּדוֹתshiddah vÿshiddot) is uncertain because the term ׁ ִש ּ ָדה
(shiddah) occurs only here in the OT. There are four basic approaches to the phrase: (1) Most scholars suggest that it refers to a royal harem and that it is in apposition to “the sensual
delights of man” (וְתעֲנוּ גֹת ְּבנֵי הָ ָאדָ ם
ַ , vÿta’anugot bÿne ha’adam).
There are four variations of this approach: (a) There is a possible connection to the Ugaritic sht “mistress, lady” and the Arabic sitt “lady” (HALOT 1420 s.v. ) ׁ ִש ּ ָדה. (b) German scholars relate it to Assyrian sadadu “love” (Delitzsch, Konig, Wildeboer,
Siegfried); however, BDB questions this connection (BDB 994
s.v. ) ׁשדה. (c) Ibn Ezra relates it to II ( ׁ ַשדshad) “plunder; spoil”
or [“ ׁשדהwomen] taken by violence,” and suggests that it refers to the occupants of the royal harem. (d) BDB connects it
to the Hebrew noun I ( ׁ ַשדshad, “breast”; e.g., Isa 28:9; Ezek
16:7; 23:3, 21, 34; Hos 2:4; 9:14; Song 1:13; 4:5; 7:4, 8, 9;
8:1, 8, 10; Job 3:12) adding that  ׁשדהis related to the cognate
Arabic and Aramaic roots meaning “breast” (BDB 994 s.v.).
This would be a synecdoche of part (i.e., breast) for the whole
(i.e., woman), similar to the idiom “one womb, two wombs”
(רַ ַחם רַ חֲ ָמ ַתיִם, rakham rakhamatayim) where “womb” = woman
(Judg 5:30). This is the approach taken by most English versions: “many concubines” (NASB, RSV, NRSV), “a wife and
wives” (YLT), “mistresses galore” (MLB), “many a mistress”
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2:9 So I was far wealthier than all my




predecessors in Jerusalem,
yet I maintained my objectivity:

(Moffatt), and “a harem” (NIV). This is the approach suggested by the Hebrew Old Testament Text Project: “une femme et
des femmes” = one or two women (e.g., Judg 5:30); see D.
Barthélemy, ed., Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew Old Testament Text Project, 3:566. (2) The NJPS connects it to the Mishnaic Hebrew noun  ׁ ִש ּ ָדהwhich became ידה
ָ ּ ׁ ִש
(“a strong box, chest”; Jastrow 1558 s.v. ידה
ָ ּ  ) ׁ ִשand renders
the phrase “coffers and coffers of them” in apposition to the
phrase “the luxuries of commoners” (וְתעֲנוּ גֹת ְּבנֵי הָ ָאדָ ם
ַ ). (3) KJV
and ASV take the phrase in apposition to “male and female
singers” and translate it as “musical instruments.” However,
there is no known Hebrew term that would justify this approach. (4) The LXX related the term to the Aramaic root ׁשדא
(“to pour out [wine]”) and rendered the phrase as οἰνοχόον
καὶ οἰνοχόας (oinocoon kai oinocoas), “a male-butler
and female cupbearers.” Aquila took a similar approach:
κυλίκιον καὶ κυλίκια (kulikion kai kulikia), “wine cups
and wine vessels.” This is reflected in the Vulgate and Douay:
“cups and vessels to serve to pour out wine.” Although the semantic meaning of the term וְש ּדוֹת
ִ ׁ “( ׁ ִש ּ ָדהa breast of breasts”)
is uncertain, the grammatical/syntactical form of the phrase
is straightforward: (1) It is in apposition to the preceding line,
“the delights of the son of men” (וְתעֲנוּ גֹת ְּבנֵי הָ ָאדָ ם
ַ ). (2) The
phrase is a superlative construction. When the second word
is plural and it follows a noun from the same root which is
singular, it indicates the best or most outstanding example
of the person or thing so described. In addition to the Judg
5:30 parallel cited above, see the expression “a generation,
generations” in Pss 72:5; 102:25; Isa 51:8. Unlike, Eccl 2:8,
this juxtapositioning of the singular and plural to express the
superlative usually involves a construct form. See קֹדֶ ׁש הַ ּקֳדָ ׁ ִשים
(qodesh haqqodashim, “the holy of holies,” i.e., the most holy
place”; Exod 26:33), ירים
ִ ( ׁ ִשיר הַ ׁ ִּשshir hashirim, “the song of
songs,” i.e., “the most excellent song”; Song 1:1), אֱ לֹהֵ י הָ אֱ ל ִֹהים
’( וַאֲ ֹדנֵי הַ אֲ דֹנִ יםelohe ha’elohim va’adone ha’adonim, “the God
of gods and Lord of lords,” i.e., “the Highest God and the Supreme Lord”; Deut 10:17), and ’( עֶ בֶ ד ע ֲָב ִדיםeved ’avadim, “a
slave of slaves,” i.e., “the most abject slave”; Gen 9:25). See
GKC 431 §133.i; R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 17-18, §80;
IBHS 154 §9.5.3j. If the semantic meaning of the terms ׁ ִש ּ ָדה
וְש ּדוֹת
ִ ׁ denotes “a breast (among) breasts” or “a lady (among)
ladies” (Eccl 2:8, but see the previous note on the phrase “a
man’s sensual delights”), the superlative construction may
connote “the most beautiful breasts” (metonymy of part for
the whole) or “the most beautiful woman.” This might refer
to a harem of concubines or to one woman (the wife of the
king?) who was the most beautiful woman in the land.
sn Concubines were slave women in ancient Near Eastern
societies who were the legal property of their master, but who
could have legitimate sexual relations with their master. A
concubine’s status was more elevated than a mere servant,
but she was not free and did not have the legal rights of a free
wife. The children of a concubine could, in some instances,
become equal heirs with the children of the free wife. After
the period of the Judges concubines may have become more
of a royal prerogative (2 Sam 21:10-14; 1 Kgs 11:3).
 tn The vav prefixed to ( וְ גָדַ ְל ִּתיvÿgadalti, vav + Qal perfect
first common singular from  ּגָדַ ל, gadal, “to be great; to increase”) functions in a final summarizing sense, that is, it introduces the concluding summary of 2:4-9.
 tn Heb “I became great and I surpassed” (וְ גָדַ ־ וְהוֹסַ ְפ ִּתי
 ְל ִּתי, vÿgadalti vÿhosafti). This is a verbal hendiadys in which
the second verb functions adverbially, modifying the first: “I
became far greater.” Most translations miss the hendiadys
and render the line in a woodenly literal sense (KJV, ASV, RSV,
NEB, NRSV, NAB, NASB, MLB, Moffatt), while only a few recognize the presence of hendiadys here: “I became greater by
far” (NIV) and “I gained more” (NJPS).
 tn Heb “yet my wisdom stood for me,” meaning he retained his wise perspective despite his great wealth.

2:10 I did not restrain myself from getting

whatever I wanted;
I did not deny myself anything that would
bring me pleasure.
So all my accomplishments gave me joy;
this was my reward for all my effort.
2:11 Yet when I reflected on everything I
had accomplished
and on all the effort that I had expended
to accomplish it,
I concluded:10 “All these11 achievements
and possessions12 are ultimately13 profitless14 –
like chasing the wind!
There is nothing gained15 from them16 on
earth.”17

 tn Heb “all which my eyes asked for, I did not withhold
from them.”
 tn Heb “I did not refuse my heart any pleasure.” The term
( ִל ִּביlibbi, “my heart”) is a synecdoche of part (i.e., heart) for
the whole (i.e., whole person); see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of
Speech, 648. The term is repeated twice in 2:10 for emphasis.
 tn Heb “So my heart was joyful from all my toil.”
 tn Heb “and this was my portion from all my toil.”
 tn Heb “all my works that my hands had done.”
 tn Heb “and all the toil with which I had toiled in doing it.”
The term ’( עָ ַמלamal, “toil”) is repeated to emphasize the burden and weariness of the labor which Qoheleth exerted in his
accomplishments.
10 tn Heb “Behold!”
11 tn The term ( הַ ּכֹלhakkol, “everything” or “all”) must be
qualified and limited in reference to the topic that is dealt with
in 2:4-11. This is an example of synecdoche of general for the
specific; the general term “all” is used only in reference to the
topic at hand. This is clear from the repetition of ( ּכֹלkol, “everything”) and (“all these things”) in 2:11.
12 tn The phrase “achievements and possessions” does
not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in translation
for clarity.
13 tn The term “ultimately” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
14 tn The parallelism with יִתרוֹן
ְ (yitron), “profit; advantage;
gain”) indicates that ( הֶ בֶ לhevel) should be nuanced as “profitless, fruitless, futile” in this context. While labor offers some
relative and temporal benefits, such as material acquisitions
and the enjoyment of the work of one’s hands, there is no ultimate benefit to be gained from secular human achievement.
15 tn The noun יִתרוֹן
ְ (yitron, “profit”) has a two-fold range of
meanings: (1) “what comes of [something]; result” (Eccl 1:3;
2:11; 3:9; 5:8, 15; 7:12; 10:10) and (2) “profit; advantage”
(Eccl 2:13; 10:11); see HALOT 452–53 s.v. יִתרוֹי
ְ . It is derived
from the noun ( י ֶֶתרyeter, “what is left behind; remainder”;
HALOT 452 s.v. I )י ֶֶתר. The related verb ( י ַָתרyatar) denotes
“to be left over; to survive” (Niphal) and “to have left over”
(Hiphil); see HALOT 451–52 s.v. יתר. When used literally, יִתרוֹן
ְ
refers to what is left over after expenses (gain or profit); when
used figuratively, it refers to what is advantageous or of benefit. Though some things have relative advantage over others
(e.g., light over darkness, and wisdom over folly in 2:13), there
is no ultimate profit in man’s labor due to death.
16 tn The phrase “from them” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
17 tn Heb “under the sun.”
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Wisdom is Better than Folly
2:12 Next, I decided to consider wisdom,


as well as foolish behavior and ideas.
For what more can the king’s successor do than what the king has already
done?
2:13 I realized that wisdom is preferable
to folly,
just as light is preferable to darkness:
2:14 The wise man can see where he is
going, but the fool walks in darkness.
Yet I also realized that the same fate
happens to them both.
2:15 So I thought to myself, “The fate of
the fool will happen even to me!
Then what did I gain by becoming so
excessively wise”10
 tn Heb “and I turned to see.”
 sn See 1:17 for the same expression.

Throughout 2:111, Qoheleth evaluated the merits of merrymaking (2:1-3),
accomplishing grand things (2:4-6), amassing great wealth
(2:7-8), and secular acquisitions and accomplishments (2:910). Now, he reflects on the benefit in life in living wisely and
not giving oneself over to frivolous self-indulgence.
 tc The Hebrew text reads ּ’( עָ שׂוּהוasuhu, “they have done
it”; Qal perfect 3rd person masculine plural from ’[ עָ ַׂשהasah]
+ 3rd person masculine singular suffix). However, many medieval Hebrew mss read ּ’( עָ ָׂשהוasahu, “he has done”; Qal perfect
3rd person masculine singular from )עָ ַׂשה, reflected in the LXX
and Syriac. The error was caused by dittography (ו, vav, written
twice) or by orthographic confusion between  וand ( הhey) in הוו
(confused as  )והווat the end of 2:12 and beginning of 2:13.
The 3rd person masculine singular referent of ּ“ עָ שׂוּהוwhat
he has done” is the king, that is, Qoheleth himself. The referent (the king) has been specified in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “and I saw that there is profit for wisdom more
than folly.”
 tn Heb “has his eyes in his head.” The term ’( עַ יִןayin,
“eye”) is used figuratively in reference to mental and spiritual
faculties (BDB 744 s.v.  עַ יִן3.a). The term “eye” is a metonymy
of cause (eye) for effect (sight and perception).
 sn The common fate to which Qoheleth refers is death.
 tn The term ( ּ ֻכ ּ ָלםkullam, “all of them”) denotes “both of
them.” This is an example of synecdoche of general (“all of
them”) for the specific (“both of them,” that is, both the wise
man and the fool).
 tn The emphatic use of the 1st person common singular
personal pronoun ’( אֲ נִ יani, “me”) with the emphatic particle
of association ( ּגַםgam, “even, as well as”; HALOT 195–96 s.v.
 ) ּגַםappears to emphasize the 1st person common singular
suffix on יִקרֵ נִ י
ְ (yiqreni) “it will befall [or “happen to”] me” (Qal
imperfect 3rd person masculine singular + 1st person common singular suffix from קָ רָ ה, qarah, “to befall; to happen to”);
see GKC 438 §135.e. Qoheleth laments not that the fate of
the wise man is the same as that of the fool, but that even he
himself – the wisest man of all – would fare no better in the
end than the most foolish.
 tn The adjective ֹתר
ֵ ( יוyoter) means “too much; excessive,”
e.g., 7:16 “excessively righteous” (HALOT 404 s.v.  יו ֵֹתר2; BDB
452 s.v. )יו ֵֹתר. It is derived from the root ( י ֶֶתרyeter, “what is
left over”); see HALOT 452 s.v. I י ֶֶתר. It is related to the verbal
root ( יתרNiphal “to be left over”; Hiphil “to have left over”);
see HALOT 451–52 s.v. I יתר. The adjective is related to יִתרוֹן
ְ
(yitron, “advantage; profit”) which is a key-term in this section,
creating a word-play: The wise man has a relative “advantage”
(יִתרוֹן
ְ ) over the fool (2:13-14a); however, there is no ultimate
advantage because both share the same fate, i.e., death
(2:14b-15a). Thus, Qoheleth’s acquisition of tremendous
wisdom (1:16; 2:9) was “excessive” because it exceeded its
relative advantage over folly: it could not deliver him from the
same fate as the fool. He had striven to obtain wisdom, yet it
held no ultimate advantage.

So I lamented to myself,11
“The benefits of wisdom12 are ultimately13
meaningless!”
2:16 For the wise man, like14 the fool, will
not be remembered for very long,15
because16 in the days to come, both will
already have been forgotten.17
Alas,18 the wise man dies – just like19 the
fool!
2:17 So I loathed20 life21 because what

10 tn Heb “And why was I wise (to) excess?” The rhetorical
question is an example of negative affirmation, expecting a
negative answer: “I gained nothing!” (E. W. Bullinger, Figures
of Speech, 949).
11 tn Heb “So I said in my heart.”
12 tn Heb “and also this,” referring to the relative advantage of wisdom over folly.
13 tn The word “ultimately” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
14 tn The preposition ’( ִעםim, “with”) may occasionally function in a comparative sense, meaning “together with; even
as; like” (e.g., Eccl 1:11; 2:16; 7:11; Job 9:26; 1 Chr 14:10:
20:6; 25:8; see HALOT 839 s.v.  ִעם2). When used to describe
a common lot, it connotes “together with” (Gen 18:23, 25;
1 Chr 24:5; Job 3:14, 15; 30:1; Pss 26:9; 28:3; 69:29; Isa
38:11), hence “like” (Pss 73:5; 106:6; Eccl 2:16; see BDB
767–68 s.v.  ִעם1.e).
15 tn As HALOT 798–99 s.v.  עוֹלָ םand BDB 762-64 s.v. עוֹלָ ם
note, ’( עוֹלָ םolam) has a wide range of meanings: (1) indefinite
time: “long time; duration,” (2) unlimited time: “eternal; eternity,” (3) future time: “things to come,” and (4) past time: “a
long time back,” that is, the dark age of prehistory. The context here suggests the nuance “a long time.”
16 tn The preposition ( ְּבbet) on ש ְּכ ָבר
ֶ ׁ ( ְּבbÿshekkÿvar, the adverb
[ ְּכ ָברkÿvar,“already”] + relative pronoun [ ׁ ֶשshe] + preposition
 ) ְּבis probably best classified as causal: “Because…already.”
17 tn The verb ( נִ ׁ ְש ּ ָכחnishkakh) is a future perfect – it describes an event that is portrayed as a past event from the
perspective of the future: “they will have been forgotten.” The
emphasis of the past perfect is not simply that the future generations will begin to forget him, but that he will already have
been forgotten long ago in the past by the time of those future
generations. This past perfect situation is brought out by the
emphatic use of the temporal adverb ( ְּכ ָברkÿvar) “already”
(HALOT 459 s.v. I  ; ְּכ ָברBDB 460 s.v. I  ;) ְּכ ָברsee, e.g., Eccl 1:10;
2:12, 16; 3:15; 4:2; 6:10; 9:6-7.
18 tn The particle יך
ְ ’( ֵאekh, “Alas!”) is an exclamation of
lamentation and mourning (e.g., 2 Sam 1:19; Isa 14:4, 12;
Jer 2:21; 9:18; Ezek 26:17; Mic 2:4); see HALOT 39 s.v. יך
ְ ֵא
5; BDB 32 s.v. יך
ְ  ֵא2; also E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech,
955.
19 tn The preposition ’( ִעםim, “with”) may occasionally function in a comparative sense, meaning “together with; even
as; like” (e.g., Eccl 1:11; 2:16; 7:11; Job 9:26; 1 Chr 14:10:
20:6; 25:8); see HALOT 839 s.v.  ִעם2. When used to describe
a common lot, it connotes “together with” (Gen 18:23, 25;
1 Chr 24:5; Job 3:14, 15; 30:1; Ps 26:9; 28:3; 69:29; Isa
38:11), hence “like” (Pss 73:5; 106:6; Eccl 2:16); see BDB
767–68 s.v.  ִעם1.e.
20 tn Or “I hated.”
21 tn The term ( הַ ַח ּיִיםhakhayyim, “life”) functions as a metonymy of association, that is, that which is associated with
life, that is, the profitlessness and futility of human secular
achievement.
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happens on earth seems awful to me;
for all the benefits of wisdom are futile
– like chasing the wind.




Futility of Being a Workaholic
2:18 So I loathed all the fruit of my effort,

for which I worked so hard on earth,
because I must leave it behind10 in the
hands of my successor.11
2:19 Who knows if he will be a wise man
or a fool?
Yet12 he will be master over all the fruit

 tn Heb “the deed that is done.” The root שה
ָׂ ָ’( עasah, “to
do”) is repeated in ( הַ ּ ַמ ֲע ֶׂשה ׁ ֶש ּ ַנ ֲע ָׂשהhamma’aseh shenna’asah,
“the deed that is done”) for emphasis. Here, the term “deed”
does not refer to human accomplishment, as in 2:1-11, but to
the fact of death that destroys any relative advantage of wisdom over folly (2:14a-16). Qoheleth metaphorically describes
death as a “deed” that is “done” to man.
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
 tn Heb “all,” referring here to the relative advantage of
wisdom.
 tn The phrase “the fruit of” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity (see the following note on the phrase “hard labor”).
 tn Heb “I hated all my toil for which I had toiled.” The
term ’( ע ֲָמ ִליamali, “my toil”) is repeated throughout 2:18-21.
In each case, it functions as a metonymy of cause (i.e., toil)
for effect (i.e., fruit of labor). See, e.g., Ps 105:44; BDB 765
s.v  עָ ַמל3. The metonymy is indicated by several factors: (1)
The 3rd person masculine singular suffix (“it”) on ּ’( ַא ִּניחֶ נּ וannikhennu, “I must leave it”) in 2:18, and on ּיִתנֶנּ ו
ְּ (yittÿnennu, “I
must give it”) in 2:21 refer to his wealth, that is, the fruit of his
labor. (2) In 2:21 the 3rd person masculine singular suffix on
ל־ב ֹו
ּ ( ׁ ֶש ּלֹא עָ ַמshello’ ’amal-bo, “who did not work for it”) refers
to the inheritance that Qoheleth must turn over to his successor, namely, the fruit of his labor. (3) While he himself enjoyed
the fruit of his labor, he despaired that he had to turn the fruit
of his labor over to his successor: “So I loathed all the [fruit of]
my labor” (2:18a) and “I began to despair about the [fruit of]
my labor” (2:20a). Although most translations render  ע ֲָמ ִליas
“my toil” in 2:18, the metonymy is recognized by several English translations: “So I hated all the fruit of my labor for which I
had labored” (NASB); “So I detested all the fruits of my labor”
(NAB); “I hated all the things I had toiled for” (NIV); and “So I
loathed all the wealth that I was gaining” (NJPS).
 tn Qoheleth uses an internal cognate accusative construction (accusative noun and verb from the same root) for
emphasis: ’( ע ֲָמ ִלי ׁ ֶשאֲ נִ י עָ מֵ לamali she’ani ’amel, “my toil for
which I had toiled”). See IBHS 167 §10.2.1g.
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
 tn The relative pronoun ש
ֶ ׁ (she) on ּ( ׁ ֶש ַא ִּניחֶ נּ וshe’annikhennu,
relative pronoun  ׁ ֶש+ Hiphil imperfect 1st person common singular from נוּח
ַ , nuakh, “to leave” + 3rd person masculine singular suffix) is causal: “Because I must leave it behind.”
 tn The 3rd person masculine singular suffix on ּ’( ַא ִּניחֶ נּ וannikhennu, “I must leave it”) refers to Qoheleth’s wealth, that
is, the fruit of his labor (see the note on the phrase “hard labor” in 2:18). The suffix is rendered literally by nearly all translations; however, a few make its referent explicit: “I have to
leave its fruits” (NEB), “I must leave them [= all the fruits of
my labor]” (NAB).
10 tn The verb נוּח
ַ (nuakh, “to rest”) denotes “to leave [something] behind” in the hands of someone (e.g., Ps 119:121;
Eccl 2:18); see HALOT 680 s.v.  נוחB.2.c. The imperfect functions in a modal sense of obligation or necessity. At death,
Qoheleth will be forced to pass on his entire estate and the
fruit of his labors to his successor.
11 tn Heb “to a man who will come after me.”
12 tn The vav on וְיִשלַ ט
ְ ׁ (vÿyishlat, conjunction + Qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from  ׁ ָשלַ ט, shalat, “to be
master”) is adversative (“yet”).

of13 my labor14
for which I worked so wisely15 on earth!16
This also is futile!
2:20 So I began to despair17 about all the
fruit of18 my labor19
for which I worked so hard20 on earth.21
2:21 For a man may do his work with wisdom, knowledge, and skill;
however, he must hand over22 the fruit of
his labor23 as an inheritance24
13 tn The phrase “the fruit of” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity (see the
following note on the word “labor”).
14 tn Heb “my labor.” As in 2:18, the term ֲמ ִלי
ָ ’( עamali,
“my labor”) is a metonymy of cause (i.e., my labor) for effect
(i.e., fruit of my labor). The metonymy is recognized by several translations: “he will control all the wealth that I gained”
(NJPS); “he will have control over all the fruits of my labor”
(NAB); “he will have mastery over all the fruits of my labor”
(NEB); “he will have control over all the fruit of my labor”
(NASB); “he will be master over all my possessions” (MLB).
15 tn An internal cognate accusative construction (accusative and verb from same root) is used for emphasis: ׁ ֶשעָ ַמ ְל ִּתי
’( ע ֲָמ ִליamali she’amalti, “my toil for which I had toiled”); see
IBHS 167 §10.2.1g. The two verbs וְש ָחכַ ְמ ִּתי
ֶ ׁ ( ׁ ֶשעָ ַמ ְל ִּתיshe’amalti
vÿshekhakhamti, “for which I had labored and for which I had
acted wisely”) form a verbal hendiadys (two separate verbs
used in association to communicate one idea): “for I had labored so wisely.” The second verb is used adverbially to modify the first verb, which functions in its full verbal sense.
16 tn Heb “under the sun.”
17 tn Heb “I turned aside to allow my heart despair.” The
term ( ִל ִּביlibbi, “my heart”) is a synecdoche of part (i.e., heart)
for the whole (i.e., whole person); see E. W. Bullinger, Figures
of Speech, 648.
18 tn The phrase “the fruit of” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity (see the
following note on the word “labor”).
19 tn Heb “all my toil.” As in 2:18-19, the term ֲמ ִלי
ָ ’( עamali,
“my labor”) is a metonymy of cause (i.e., my labor) for effect
(i.e., the fruit of my labor). The metonymy is recognized by several translations: “all the fruits of my labor” (NAB); “all the fruit
of my labor” (NASB); “all the gains I had made” (NJPS).
20 tn Here the author uses an internal cognate accusative
construction (accusative noun and verb from the same root)
for emphasis: ( הֶ עָ ָמל ׁ ֶשעָ ַמ ְל ִּתיhe’amal she’amalti, “the toil for
which I had toiled”); see IBHS 167 §10.2.1g.
21 tn Heb “under the sun.”
22 tn Heb “he must give.” The 3rd person masculine singular suffix on ּיִתנֶנּ ו
ְּ (yittÿnennu, Qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from נ ַָתן, natan, “to give” + 3rd person masculine
singular suffix) refers back to ’( ע ֲָמל ֹוamalo, “his labor”) which
is treated in this line as a metonymy of cause for effect, that
is, “he must give it” = “he must give his labor” = “he must give
the fruit of his labor.”
sn As in 2:18-19, Qoheleth laments the injustice that a
person who works diligently in wisdom must one day hand
over the fruit of his labor (i.e., his fortune and the care of his
achievements) to his successor. There is no guarantee that
one’s heir will be wise and be a good steward of this wealth,
or be foolish and squander it – in which case, the former
man’s entire life’s work would be in vain.
23 tn Heb “it”; the referent (“the fruit of his labor”) has been
specified in the translation for clarity.
24 tn Or “he must turn over an inheritance”; or “he must
turn it over, namely, an inheritance.” There are two approaches to the syntax of ( חֶ ְלק ֹוkhelqo, “his inheritance”): (1) The 3rd
person masculine singular suffix is a subjective genitive: “his
inheritance” = the inheritance which he must give to his heir.
The referent of the 3rd person masculine singular suffix is Qoheleth in 2:21a who worked hard to amass the fortune. The
noun ( חֵ לֶ קkheleq, “inheritance”) functions as an adverbial accusative of state (GKC 372 §118.a) or a predicate accusative
(R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 12-13, §57): “He must give it
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to someone else who did not work for it.
This also is futile, and an awful injustice!
Painful Days and Restless Nights
2:22 What does a man acquire from all his

labor
and from the anxiety that accompanies
his toil on earth?
2:23 For all day long his work produces
pain and frustration,
and even at night his mind cannot relax!
This also is futile!

[i.e., his fortune] as an inheritance.” (2) The 3rd person masculine singular suffix is an objective genitive: “his inheritance”
= the inheritance which the heir will receive from Qoheleth.
The referent of the 3rd person masculine singular suffix is the
heir in 2:21b. The noun “( חֵ לֶ קinheritance”) functions as the
accusative direct object in apposition (R. J. Williams, Hebrew
Syntax, 15-16, §71) to the 3rd person masculine singular suffix on ּיִתנֶנּ ו
ְּ (yittÿnennu, “he must give it”; Qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from נ ַָתן, natan, + 3rd person masculine singular suffix): “He must give it, namely, his inheritance,
to one who did not work for it.”
 tn The noun ( רָ עָ הra’ah, “evil”) probably means “misfortune” (HALOT 1263 s.v.  רָ עָ ה4) or “injustice; wrong” (HALOT
1262 s.v.  רָ עָ ה2.b). The phrase ( רָ עָ ה רַ ּ ָבהra’ah rabbah) connotes “grave injustice” or “great misfortune” (e.g., Eccl
2:17; 5:12, 15; 6:1; 10:5). It is expressed well as: “This too
is…a great misfortune” (NAB, NIV, MLB) and “utterly wrong!”
(NEB).
sn Verses 18-21 are arranged into two sub-units (2:18-19
and 2:20-21). Each contains a parallel structure: (1) Introductory lament: “I hated all my toil” and “I began to despair about
all my toil.” (2) Reason for the lament: “I must turn over the
fruit of my labor to the hands of my successor” and “he must
hand over the fruit of his work as an inheritance.” (3) Description of successor: “who knows whether he will be a wise man
or a fool?” and “he did not work for it.” (4) Concluding statement: “This also is fruitless!” and “This also is profitless and
an awful injustice!”
 tn Heb “under the sun.” The rhetorical question is an
example of negative affirmation, expecting a negative answer: “Man acquires nothing” (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of
Speech, 949-51).
 tn Heb “all his days.”
 tn The syntax of this verse has been interpreted in two different ways: (1) The phrase “all his days” (כָ ל־י ָָמיו, khol-yamayv)
is the subject of a verbless clause, and the noun “pain” (א־
ֹ ַמ ְכ
 ִבים, makh’ovim) is a predicate nominative or a predicate of
apposition (see R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 15-16, §71).
Likewise, the noun “his work” ( ִענְ יָנ ֹו, ’inyano) is the subject of
a second verbless clause, and the vexation” (כַ עַ ס, kha’as) is
a predicate nominative: “All his days are pain, and his work
is vexation.” (2) The noun “his work” ( ) ִענְ יָנ ֹוis the subject of
both nouns, “pain and vexation” ( ַמ ְכא ִֹבים וָכַ עַ ס, makh’ovim
vakha’as), which are predicate nominatives, while the phrase
“all his days” ( )כָ ל־י ָָמיוis an adverbial accusative functioning
temporally: “All day long, his work is pain and vexation.” The
latter option is supported by the parallelism between “even at
night” and “all day long.” This verse draws out an ironic contrast/comparison between his physical toil/labor during the
day and his emotional anxiety at night. Even at night, he has
no break!
 tn Heb “his heart (i.e., mind) does not rest.”

Enjoy Work and its Benefits
2:24 There is nothing better for people

than to eat and drink,
and to find enjoyment in their10 work.
I also perceived that this ability to find
enjoyment11 comes from God.12
2:25 For no one13 can eat and drink14

 tn The preposition ( ְּבbet) on ( ּ ָב ָאדָ םba’adam) has been
taken in two ways: (1) locative with ( טוֹבtov, “good”) in reference to man’s moral nature: “There is nothing [inherently]
good in man.” (2) advantage with “( טוֹבgood”) in reference
to the enjoyment theme of 2:24-26: “There is nothing better for a man than…” (this assumes a comparative  ִמן, min,
on  ִמ ׁ ֶש ּיֹאכַ ל, misheyyo’khal); see text critical note on the word
“than” below). The latter is preferred for two reasons: (1) The
preposition  ְּבis used with a similar idiom in 3:12 in collocation with the particle phrase ( ִּכי… ִאםki…’im, “except”): “There
is nothing better…than to rejoice/be happy” (NASB, NIV). (2)
The theme of 2:1-26 focuses on the futility of human toil, concluding that the only real reward that man has in his labor
is to find enjoyment in it (e.g., 2:10, 24-26). The section says
nothing about man’s inherent sinful nature.
 tn Heb “man.”
 tc The MT reads ש ּיֹאכַ ל
ֶ ׁ (sheyyo’khal, “that he should
eat”; Qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from  ָאכַ ל,
’akhal, “to eat,” with relative pronoun  ׁ ֶש, she, “that”). However,
the variant textual tradition of ( ִמ ׁ ּ ֶש ּיֹאכַ לmisheyyo’khal, “than
he should eat” (comparative preposition  ִמן, min, “than” + Qal
imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from “ ָאכַ לto eat”)
is reflected in the LXX, Coptic, Syriac, Aramaic Targum, Old
Latin, and Jerome. The textual error, an example of haplography, arose from a single writing of ( מmem) from ּ ָב ָאדָ ם ִמ ׁ ּ ֶש ּיֹאכַ ל
(ba’adam misheyyo’khal). The same idiom appears in the
expanded form  ִּכי… ִאםfollowed by ’( ֵאין…טוֹבen tov … ki ’im,
“there is nothing better for man than …”) in Eccl 3:12; 8:15.
 tn Heb “to cause his soul to see good.” The idiom רָ ָאה
( טוֹבra’ah tov, “to see good”) is a metonymy of association,
meaning “to find enjoyment” (e.g., 3:13; 5:17; 6:6). In 3:1213 and 5:17-18 it is in collocation and/or parallelism with ְּב
(bet) + ( ָׂש ַמחsamakh, “to rejoice in,” or “to find satisfaction or
pleasure in” something). Here, it is used in collocation with
חוּש
ׁ (khush, “to enjoy”). The term ( נ ְַפ ׁש ֹוnafsho, “his soul”) is a
metonymy of part (i.e., soul) for the whole (i.e., whole person),
e.g., Num 23:10; Judg 16:30; Pss 16:10; 35:13; 103:1 (see
E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 640-41).
10 tn Heb “his.”
11 tn The phrase “ability to find enjoyment” is not in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
12 tn Heb “is from the hand of God.”
sn The phrase “from the hand of God” is an anthropomorphism (depicting God, who is an invisible spirit, in the form of
man with hands) or anthropopatheia (depicting God performing human-like actions). The “hand of God” is a figure often
used to portray God’s sovereign providence and benevolence
(see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 878). The phrase “the
hand of God” is often used to connote the favor or grace of
God (2 Chr 30:12; Ezra 7:9; 8:18; Neh 2:8, 18; see BDB 390
s.v.  יָד1.e.2).
13 tn Heb “For who can…?” The rhetorical question is an example of negative affirmation, expecting a negative answer:
“No one can!” (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 94951).
14 tn The phrase “and drink” is not in the Hebrew text, but
is supplied in the translation for stylistic harmonization with
v. 24.
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or experience joy apart from him.
This task of the wicked is futile – like
2:26 For to the one who pleases him, God
chasing the wind!
gives wisdom, knowledge, and joy,
A Time for All Events in Life
but to the sinner, he gives the task of
amassing wealth –
3:1 For everything10 there is an appointed
only to give it to the one who pleases
time,11
God.




 tn The verb II חוּש
ׁ (khush, “to enjoy”) is a hapax legomenon which BDB defines as “to feel; to enjoy [with the senses]”
on the basis of the context, and the cognates: Arabic “to feel;
to perceive [by senses]”; Aramaic חוש
ׁ “to feel pain,” and New
Hebrew חוש
ׁ “to feel pain” (BDB 301 s.v. II ֹוּש
ׁ )ח. HALOT relates
the Hebrew root to Akkadian havavu “to be delighted with”
(HALOT 300 s.v. II חוש
ׁ 1). The Vulgate renders this term as “to
enjoy.” The Greek versions (LXX, Theodotion) and the Syriac
Peshitta, however, did not understand this hapax; they rendered it as “to drink,” making some sense of the line by filling
out the parallelism “to eat [and drink]” (e.g., Eccl 8:15).
 tc The MT reads ( ִמ ּ ֶמ ִּניmimmenni, “more than I”). However, an alternate textual tradition of ּ( ִמ ּ ֶמנּ וmimmennu,“apart
from him [= God]”) is preserved in several medieval Hebrew
mss, and is reflected in most of the versions (LXX, Syriac, SyroHexapla, and Jerome). The textual deviation is a case of simple orthographic confusion between ( יyod) and ( וvav) as frequently happened, e.g., MT ( צו לצו צו לצוtsv ltsv tsv ltsv) versus
1QIsaa 28:10 ( צי לצי צי לציtsy ltsy ts ltsy); see P. K. McCarter, Jr.,
Textual Criticism, 47. It is difficult to determine which reading
is original here. The MT forms a parenthetical clause, where
Qoheleth refers to himself: no one had more of an opportunity to experience more enjoyment in life than he (e.g., 2:1-11).
The alternate textual tradition is a causal clause, explaining
why the ability to enjoy life is a gift from God: no one can experience enjoyment in life “apart from him,” that is, apart from
“the hand of God” in 2:24. It is possible that internal evidence
supports the alternate textual tradition. In 2:24-26, Qoheleth
is not emphasizing his own resources to enjoy life, as he had
done in 2:1-11, but that the ability to enjoy life is the gift of
God. On the other hand, the Jerusalem Hebrew Bible project
retains the MT reading with a “B” rating; see D. Barthélemy,
ed., Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew Old Testament Text Project, 3:570. The English versions are split on
the textual problem: a few retain MT “( ִמ ּ ֶמ ִּניmore than I”), e.g.,
KJV, ASV, YLT, Douay, NJPS, while others adopt the alternate
reading ּ ִמ ּ ֶמנּ ו, “apart from him” (NEB, NAB, MLB, NASB, RSV,
NRSV, NIV, Moffatt).
 tn Heb “for to a man who is good before him.”
 sn The phrase the task of amassing wealth (Heb “the task
of gathering and heaping up”) implicitly compares the work of
the farmer reaping his crops and storing them up in a barn,
to the work of the laborer amassing wealth as the fruit of his
labor. However, rather than his storehouse being safe for the
future, the sinner is deprived of it.
 tn The word “wealth” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 sn The three-fold repetition of the Hebrew word translated
“give” in the first part of this verse creates irony: God “gives”
the righteous the ability to prosper and to find enjoyment in
his work, but to the wicked He “gives” the task of “giving” his
wealth to the righteous.
 tn The word “it” (an implied direct object) does not appear
in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.

 tn The antecedent of the demonstrative pronoun ( זֶהzeh,
“this”) is debated: (1) Some refer it to the enjoyment which
Qoheleth had just commended in 2:24-26. However, this is
inconsistent with the enjoyment theme found elsewhere
in the book. It also ignores the fact that 2:24-26 states that
such enjoyment is a good gift from God. (2) Others refer it
to the term “toil” (עָ ָמל, ’amal) which is repeated throughout
2:18-26. However, Qoheleth affirmed that if one is righteous,
he can find enjoyment in his toil, even though so much of it
is ultimately futile. (3) Therefore, it seems best to refer it to
the grievous “task” ( ִענְ יָן, ’inyan) God has given to the sinner
in 2:26b. Consistent with the meaning of ( הֶ בֶ לhevel, “futile;
profitless; fruitless”), 2:26b emphasizes that the “task” of the
sinner is profitless: he labors hard to amass wealth, only to
see the fruit of his labor given away to someone else. The righteous man’s enjoyment of his work and the fruit of his labor
under the blessing of God (2:24-26a) is not included in this.
 tn The phrase “task of the wicked” does not appear in the
Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
10 tn Verse 1 is arranged in an ABB’A’ chiasm (זְמן וְעֵ ת
ָ לַ ּכֹל
 ְלכָ ל־חֵ פֶ ץ, lakkol zÿman vÿ’et lÿkhol-khefets): (A) “for everything”;
(B) “a season”; (B’) “a time”; (A’) “for every matter.” The terms
“season” (זְמן
ָ , zÿman) and “time” (עֵ ת, ’et) are parallel. In the
light of its parallelism with “every matter” (כָ ל־חֵ פֶ ץ, khol-khefets), the term “everything” (כָ ל, khol) must refer to events and
situations in life.
11 tn The noun זְמן
ָ (zÿman) denotes “appointed time” or
“appointed hour” (HALOT 273 s.v. זְמן
ָ ; BDB 273 s.v. זְמן
ָ ; see
Eccl 3:1; Esth 9:27, 31; Neh 2:6; Sir 43:7), e.g., the appointed
or designated time for the Jewish feasts (Esth 9:27, 31), the
length of time that Nehemiah set for his absence from Susa
(Neh 2:6), and the appointed times in the Jewish law for the
months to begin (Sir 43:7). It is used in parallelism with מועד
(“appointed time”), i.e., “( מועד ירחthe appointed time of the
moon”) parallels “( זמני חקthe appointed times of the law”; Sir
43:7). The related verb, a Pual of ( ז ַָמןzaman), means “to be
appointed” (HALOT 273 s.v. זְמן
ָ ); e.g. Ezra 10:14; Neh 10:35;
13:31. These terms may be related to the noun I זִמה
ָ ּ (zimmah,
“plan; intention”; Job 17:11; HALOT 272 s.v. I זִמה
ָ ּ ) and זִמה
ָ ּ ְמ
(mÿzimmah, “purpose; plan; project”), e.g., the purposes of
God (Job 42:2; Jer 23:20; 30:24; 51:11) and man’s plan (Isa
5:12); see HALOT 566 s.v. זִמה
ָ ּ  ; ְמBDB 273 s.v. זִמה
ָ ּ  ְמ.
sn Verses 1-8 refer to God’s appointed time-table for human activities or actions whose most appropriate time is
determined by men. Verses 9-15 state that God is ultimately
responsible for the time in which events in human history occur. This seems to provide a striking balance between the sovereignty of God and the responsibility of man. Man does what
God has willed, but man also does what he “pleases” (see
note on the word “matter” in 3:1).
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and an appropriate time for every activity on earth:
3:2 A time to be born, and a time to die;
a time to plant, and a time to uproot what
was planted;
3:3 A time to kill, and a time to heal;
a time to break down, and a time to build
up;
3:4 A time to weep, and a time to laugh;
a time to mourn, and a time to dance.
3:5 A time to throw away stones, and a
time to gather stones;
a time to embrace, and a time to refrain
from embracing;


 tn The noun ’( עֵ תet, “point in time”) has a basic two-fold
range of meanings: (1) “time of an event” and (2) “time for
an event” (BDB 773 s.v. )עֵ ת. The latter has subcategories: (a)
“usual time,” (b) “the proper, suitable or appropriate time,”
(c) “the appointed time,” and (d) “uncertain time” (Eccl 9:11).
Here it connotes “a proper, suitable time for an event” (HALOT
900 s.v.  עֵ ת6; BDB s.v.  עֵ ת2.b). Examples: “the time for rain”
(Ezra 10:13), “a time of judgment for the nations” (Ezek
30:3), “an appropriate time for every occasion” (Eccl 3:1),
“the time when mountain goats are born” (Job 39:1), “the
rain in its season” (Deut 11:14; Jer 5:24), “the time for the
harvest” (Hos 2:11; Ps 1:3), “food in its season” (Ps 104:27),
“no one knows his hour of destiny” (Eccl 9:12), “the right moment” (Eccl 8:5); cf. HALOT 900 s.v.  עֵ ת6.
 tn The noun ( חֵ פֶ ץkhefets, here “matter, business”) has a
broad range of meanings: (1) “delight; joy,” (2) “desire; wish;
longing,” (3) “the good pleasure; will; purpose,” (4) “precious
stones” (i.e., jewelry), i.e., what someone takes delight in, and
(5) “matter; business,” as a metonymy of adjunct to what
someone takes delight in (Eccl 3:1, 17; 5:7; 8:6; Isa 53:10;
58:3, 13; Pss 16:3; 111:2; Prov 31:13); see HALOT 340 s.v.
 חֵ פֶ ץ4; BDB 343 s.v.  חֵ פֶ ץ4. It is also sometimes used in reference to the “good pleasure” of God, that is, his sovereign
plan, e.g., Judg 13:23; Isa 44:28; 46:10; 48:14 (BDB 343 s.v.
)חֵ פֶ ץ. While the theme of the sovereignty of God permeates
Eccl 3:1–4:3, the content of 3:1-8 refers to human activities
that are planned and purposed by man. The LXX translated it
with πράγματι (pragmati, “matter”). The term is translated
variously by modern English versions: “every purpose” (KJV,
ASV), “every event” (NASB), “every delight” (NASB margin),
“every affair” (NAB), “every matter” (RSV, NRSV), “every activity” (NEB, NIV), “every project” (MLB), and “every experience”
(NJPS).
 tn Heb “under heaven.”
 tn The verb ( יָלָ דyalad, “to bear”) is used in the active
sense of a mother giving birth to a child (HALOT 413 s.v. ;ילד
BDB 408 s.v. )יָלָ ד. However, in light of its parallelism with “a
time to die,” it should be taken as a metonymy of cause (i.e.,
to give birth to a child) for effect (i.e., to be born).
 sn In 3:2-8, Qoheleth uses fourteen sets of merisms (a
figure using polar opposites to encompass everything in between, that is, totality), e.g., Deut 6:6-9; Ps 139:2-3 (see E. W.
Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 435).

3:6 A time to search, and a time to give

something up as lost;
a time to keep, and a time to throw away;
3:7 A time to rip, and a time to sew;
a time to keep silent, and a time to speak.
3:8 A time to love, and a time to hate;
a time for war, and a time for peace.
Man is Ignorant of God’s Timing
3:9 What benefit can a worker gain from

his toil?

3:10 I have observed the burden

that God has given to people to keep
them occupied.
3:11 God has made everything fit beautifully10 in its appropriate time,

 tn The term ( ְל ַא ּ ֵבדlÿ’abbed, Piel infinitive construct from
 ָא ַבד, ’avad, “to destroy”) means “to lose” (e.g., Jer 23:1) as
the contrast with ( ּ ָבקַ ׁשbaqash, “to seek to find”) indicates
(HALOT 3 s.v. I  ;אבדBDB 2 s.v.  אבד3). This is the declarative

or delocutive-estimative sense of the Piel: “to view something
as lost” (R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 28, §145; IBHS 403
§24.2g).
 tn The term שה
ֶׂ ( הָ ע ֹוha’oseh, article + Qal active participle
ms from עָ ַׂשה, ’asah, “to do”) functions substantively (“the
worker”); see BDB 794 s.v.  עָ ַׂשהII.1. This is a figurative description of man (metonymy of association), and plays on the
repetition of ( עָ ַׂשהverb: “to do,” noun: “work”) throughout the
passage. In the light of God’s orchestration of human affairs,
man’s efforts cannot change anything. It refers to man in general with the article functioning in a generic sense (see IBHS
244-45 §13.5.1f; Joüon 2:511 §137.m).
 sn This rhetorical question is an example of negative affirmation, expecting a negative answer: “Man gains nothing
from his toil!” (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 94951). Any advantage that man might gain from his toil is nullified by his ignorance of divine providence.
 tn Heb “the sons of man.”
10 sn The Hebrew adjective translated beautifully functions
as a metonymy of effect (i.e., to appear beautiful) for cause
(i.e., to make it fit): “to fit beautifully.” It is used in parallelism
with Qoheleth’s term for evaluation: ( טוֹבtov, “good”) in 5:17.
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but he has also placed ignorance in the




 tn The word “but” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but

is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “darkness”; perhaps “eternity” or “the future.” The
meaning of the noun ’( עֹלָ םolam) is debated. It may mean: (1)
“ignorance”; (2) time reference: (a) “eternity” or (b) “the future”; or (3) “knowledge” (less likely). The arguments for these
options may be summarized: (1) Most suggest that  עֹלָ םis the
defectively written form of “ עוֹלָ םduration; eternity” (e.g., Eccl
1:4; 2:16; 3:14; 9:6; 12:5); see BDB 762 s.v. III  עוֹלָ ם2.k. Within this school of interpretation, there are several varieties: (a)
BDB 762 s.v. III  עוֹלָ ם2.k suggests that here it denotes “age
[i.e., duration] of the world,” which is attested in postbiblical
Hebrew. The term III “ עֹלָ םeternity” = “world” (Jastrow 1084
s.v.  עָ לַ םIII) is used in this sense in postbiblical Hebrew, mostly
in reference to the Messianic age, or the world to come (e.g.,
Tg. Genesis 9:16; Tg. Onq. Exodus 21:6; Tg. Psalms 61:7). For
example, “the world ( )עֹלָ םshall last six thousand years, and
after one thousand years it shall be laid waste” (b. Rosh HaShanah 31a) and “the world ( )עֹלָ םto come” (b. Sotah 10b).
The LXX and the Vulgate took the term in this sense. This approach was also adopted by several English translations: “the
world” (KJV, Douay, ASV margin). (b) HALOT 799 s.v.  עוֹלָ ם5
and THAT 2:242 suggest that the term refers to an indefinite,
unending future: “eternity future” or “enduring state referring
to past and future” (see also BDB 762 s.v. III  עוֹלָ ם2.i). In this
sense, the noun  עֹלָ םfunctions as a metonymy of association:
“a sense of eternity,” but not in a philosophical sense (see J.
Barr, Biblical Words for Time [SBT], 117, n. 4). This approach
is supported by three factors: (i) the recurrence of “( עוֹלָ םeternity”) in 3:14, (ii) the temporal qualification of the statement
in the parallel clause (“from beginning to end”), and (iii) by
the ordinary meaning of the noun as “eternity” (HALOT 798–
799 s.v. )עוֹלָ ם. The point would be that God has endowed man
with an awareness of the extra-temporal significance of himself and his accomplishments (D. R. Glenn, “Ecclesiastes,”
BKCOT, 984). This is the most frequent approach among
English versions: “the timeless” (NAB), “eternity” (RSV, MLB,
ASV, NASB, NIV, NJPS), “a sense of time past and time future”
(NEB), and “a sense of past and future” (NRSV). (3) Other
scholars suggest that  עוֹלָ םsimply refers to the indefinite future: “the future,” that is, things to come (e.g., HALOT 799 s.v.
 עוֹלָ ם2; BDB 762 s.v. III  עוֹלָ ם2.a; THAT 2:241). The plural עֹלָ ־
’( ִמיםolamim, “things to come”) was used in this sense in Eccl
1:10 (e.g., 1 Kgs 8:13 = 2 Chr 6:2; Pss 61:5; 77:8; 145:13;
Dan 9:24; cf. HALOT 799 s.v.  עוֹלָ ם2). The point would simply
be that God has not only ordained all the events that will take
place in man’s life (3:1-8), but also preoccupies man with the
desire to discover what will happen in the future in terms of
the orchestration or timing of these events in his life (3:9-11).
This fits well with the description of God’s orchestration of human events in their most appropriate time (3:1-10) and the
ignorance of man concerning his future (3:11b). Elsewhere,
Qoheleth emphasizes that man cannot learn what the future
holds in store for him (e.g., 8:7, 17). This approach is only
rarely adopted: “the future” (NJPS margin). (2) The second
view is that  עֹלָ םis not defectively written “( עוֹלָ םeternity”) but
the segholate noun II ’( עֶ לֶ םelem) that means “dark” (literal)
or “ignorance; obscurity; secrecy” (figurative). The related
noun ֲלֻמה
ָ ( ּ ַתעta’alumah) means “hidden thing; secret,” and
the related verb ’( עָ לַ םalam) means “to hide; to conceal” (BDB
761 s.v. I  ;עָ לַ םHALOT 834–35 s.v. )עלם. This is related to the
Ugaritic noun “dark” and the Akkadian verb “to be black; to
be dark” (see HALOT 834-35 s.v. )עלם. In postbiblical Hebrew
the root II  עֶ לֶ םmeans (i) “secret” and (ii) “forgetfulness” (Jastrow 1084 s.v.  עֶ לֶ םI). Thus the verse would mean that God
has “obscured” man’s knowledge so that he cannot discover
certain features of God’s program. This approach is adopted
by Moffatt which uses the word “mystery.” Similarly, the term
may mean “forgetfulness,” that is, God has plagued man
with “forgetfulness” so that he cannot understand what God
has done from the beginning to the end (e.g., Eccl 1:11). (3)
The third view (Delitzsch) is to relate  עֹלָ םto a cognate Arabic
root meaning “knowledge.” The point would be that God has
endowed man with “knowledge,” but not enough for man to
discover God’s eternal plan. This approach is only rarely adopted: “knowledge” (YLT).

human heart
so that people cannot discover what
God has ordained,
from the beginning to the end of their
lives.
Enjoy Life in the Present
3:12 I have concluded that there is noth-

ing better for people10
than11 to be happy and to enjoy

 tn Heb “in their heart.” The Hebrew term translated heart
functions as a metonymy of association for man’s intellect,
emotions, and will (BDB 524–25 s.v.  לֵ ב3–6, 9). Here, it probably refers to man’s intellectual capacities, as v. 11 suggests.
 tn The compound preposition ( ִמ ְּב ִליmibbÿli, preposition
[ ִמןmin] + negative particle [ ְּב ִליbÿli]) is used as a conjunction here. Elsewhere, it can express cause: “because there
is no [or is not]” (e.g., Deut 9:28; 28:55; Isa 5:13; Ezek 34:5;
Lam 1:4; Hos 4:6), consequence: “so that there is no [or is
not]” (e.g., Ezek 14:5; Jer 2:15; 9:9-11; Zeph 3:6), or simple
negation: “without” (e.g., Job 4:11, 20; 6:6; 24:7-8; 31:19).
BDB 115 s.v.  ְּב ִלי3.c.β suggests the negative consequence:
“so that not,” while HALOT 133 s.v.  ְּב ִלי5 suggests the simple
negation: “without the possibility of.”
 tn Heb “man.”
 tn Heb “the work that God has done.” The phrase אֶ ת־הַ ּ ַמ־
’( ֲע ֶׂשה אֲ ׁ ֶשר־עָ ָׂשהet-hamma’aseh ’asher-’asah, “the work which
he [i.e., God] has done”) is an internal cognate accusative (direct object and verb are from the same root), used for emphasis (see IBHS 167 §10.2.1g). The repetition of the verb עָ ַׂשה
(“to do”) in 3:11 and 3:14 suggests that this phrase refers to
God’s foreordination of all the events and timing of human
affairs: God has “made” ( = “foreordained”;  )עָ ַׂשהeverything
appropriate in his sovereign timing (3:11a), and all that God
has “done” ( = “foreordained”;  )עָ ַׂשהwill come to pass (3:14).
Thus, the verb  עָ ַׂשהfunctions as a metonymy of effect (i.e.,
God’s actions) for cause (i.e., God’s sovereign foreordination).
The temporal clause “from beginning to end” (3:11) supports
this nuance.
 tn Traditionally, “what God has done from the beginning
to the end.” The temporal clause ֹאש וְעַ ד־סוֹף
ׁ ( מֵ רmero’sh vÿ’adsof, “from the beginning to the end”) is traditionally taken in
reference to “eternity” (the traditional understanding of הָ עֹלָ ם
[ha’olam] earlier in the verse; see the note on “ignorance”),
e.g., KJV, NEB, NAB, ASV, NASB, NIV, RSV, NRSV. However, if
 הָ עֹלָ םsimply denotes “the future” (e.g., HALOT 799 s.v. עוֹלָ ם
2; BDB 762 s.v. III  עוֹלָ ם2.a; THAT 2:241), this temporal clause
would refer to the events God has ordained to transpire in an
individual’s life, from beginning to end. This approach is adopted by one English version: “but without man ever guessing, from first to last, all the things that God brings to pass”
(NJPS). This would fit well in the context begun in 3:1 with the
fourteen merisms encompassing man’s life, starting with “a
time to be born” (i.e., from the beginning in 3:11) and concluding with “a time to die” (i.e., to the end in 3:11). This
approach is also supported by the admonition of 3:12-13,
namely, since no one knows what will happen to him in the
future days of his life, Qoheleth recommends that man enjoy
each day as a gift from God.
 tn The phrase “of their lives” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “I know.”
10 tn Heb “for them”; the referent (people, i.e., mankind)
has been specified in the translation for clarity.
11 tn Qoheleth uses the exceptive particle ( ִּכי… ִאםki…’im,
“except”) to identify the only exception to the futility within
man’s life (BDB 474 s.v.  ִּכי2).

Ecclesiastes 3:13

1198

themselves as long as they live,
3:13 and also that everyone should eat and
drink, and find enjoyment in all his toil,
for these things are a gift from God.


God’s Sovereignty
3:14 I also know that whatever God does

will endure forever;
nothing can be added to it, and nothing
taken away from it.
God has made it this way, so that men
will fear him.
3:15 Whatever exists now has already
been, and whatever will be has already
been;
for God will seek to do again what has
occurred in the past.
The Problem of Injustice and Oppression
3:16 I saw something else on earth:

 tn Heb “to do good.” The phrase שוֹת טוֹב
ׂ ( לַ ֲעla’asot tov)
functions idiomatically for “to experience [or see] happiness
[or joy].” The verb ’( עָ ַׂשהasah) probably denotes “to acquire;
to obtain” (BDB 795 s.v.  עָ ַׂשהII.7), and ( טוֹבtov) means “good;
pleasure; happiness,” e.g., Eccl 2:24; 3:13; 5:17 (BDB 375
s.v.  טוֹב1).
 tn Heb “for it.” The referent of the 3rd person feminine
singular independent person pronoun (“it”) is probably the
preceding statement: “to eat, drink, and find satisfaction.”
This would be an example of an anacoluthon (GKC 505-6
§167.b). Thus the present translation uses “these things” to
indicate the reference back to the preceding.
 tn The phrase “to do again” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “God will seek that which is driven away.” The
meaning of יְב ּ ֵק ׁש אֶ ת־נִ ְר ּ ָדף
ַ (yÿvaqqesh ’et-nirdaf) is difficult to
determine: יְב ּ ֵק ׁש
ַ (yÿvaqqesh) is Piel imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from ( ּ ָבקַ ׁשbaqash, “to seek”) and ( נִ ְר ּ ָדףnirdaf)
is a Niphal participle 3rd person masculine singular from רָ דַ ף
(radaf, “to drive away”). There are several options: (1) God
watches over the persecuted: יְב ּ ֵק ׁש
ַ (“seeks”) functions as a
metonymy of cause for effect (i.e., to protect), and אֶ ת־נִ ְר ּ ָדף
(“what is driven away”) refers to “those who are persecuted.”
But this does not fit the context. (2) God will call the past to account: יְב ּ ֵק ׁש
ַ functions as a metonymy of cause for effect (i.e.,
to hold accountable), and  אֶ ת־נִ ְר ּ ָדףis a metonymy of attribute
(i.e., the past). This approach is adopted by several English
translations: “God requires that which is past” (KJV), “God
will call the past to account” (NIV) and “God summons each
event back in its turn” (NEB). (3) God finds what has been
lost: יְב ּ ֵק ׁש
ַ functions as a metonymy of cause for effect (i.e., to
find), and  אֶ ת־נִ ְר ּ ָדףrefers to what has been lost: “God restores
what would otherwise be displaced” (NAB). (4) God repeats
what has already occurred: יְב ּ ֵק ׁש
ַ functions as a metonymy of
effect (i.e., to repeat), and  אֶ ת־נִ ְר ּ ָדףis a metonymy (i.e., that
which has occurred). This fits the context and provides a
tight parallel with the preceding line: “That which is has already been, and that which will be has already been” (3:15a)
parallels “God seeks [to repeat] that which has occurred [in
the past].” This is the most popular approach among English
versions: “God restores that which has past” (Douay), “God
seeks again that which is passed away” (ASV), “God seeks
what has passed by” (NASB), “God seeks what has been driven away” (RSV), “God seeks out what has passed by” (MLB),
“God seeks out what has gone by” (NRSV), and “God is ever
bringing back what disappears” (Moffatt).
 tn The phrase “in the past” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “under the sun.”

In the place of justice, there was wickedness,
and in the place of fairness, there was
wickedness.
3:17 I thought to myself, “God will judge
both the righteous and the wicked;
for there is an appropriate time for every
activity,
and there is a time of judgment for every deed. 		
3:18 I also thought to myself, “It is for
the sake of people,10
so God can clearly11 show12 them that
they are like animals.
3:19 For the fate of humans13 and the fate
of animals are the same:
As one dies, so dies the other; both have
the same breath.
There is no advantage for humans over
animals,
for both are fleeting.
3:20 Both go to the same place,
both come from the dust,
and to dust both return.
3:21 Who really knows if the human
spirit14 ascends upward,
 tn Or “righteousness.”
 tn The phrase “a time

of judgment” does not appear in
the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn The phrase “it is” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
10 tn Heb “the sons of man.” The phrase ל־ד ְברַ ת ְּבנֵי הָ ָאדָ ם
ִּ ַע
(’al-divrat bÿne ha’adam) is handled variously: (1) introduction
to the direct discourse: “I said to myself concerning the sons
of men” (NASB), (2) direct discourse: “I thought, ‘As for men,
God tests them’” (NIV), (3) indirect discourse: “I said in my
heart concerning the estate of the sons of men” (KJV), and
(4) causal conjunction: “I said, ‘[It is] for the sake of the sons
of men.” Since the phrase “sons of men” is contrasted with
“animals” the translation “humans” has been adopted.
11 tn The meaning of ( ְל ָברָ םlÿvaram, preposition + Qal infinitive construct from  ּ ָברַ ר, barar, + 3rd person masculine
plural suffix) is debated because the root has a broad range
of meanings: (1) “to test; to prove; to sift; to sort out” (e.g.,
Dan 11:35; 12:10); (2) “to choose; to select” (e.g., 1 Chr 7:40;
9:22; 16:41; Neh 5:18); (3) “to purge out; to purify” (e.g.,
Ezek 20:38; Zeph 3:9; Job 33:3); and (4) “to cleanse; to polish” (Isa 49:2; 52:11); see HALOT 163 s.v.  ; ּ ָברַ רBDB 141 s.v.
 ּ ָברַ ר. The meanings “to prove” (Qal), as well as “to cleanse; to
polish” (Qal), “to keep clean” (Niphal), and “to cleanse” (Hiphil) might suggest the meaning “to make clear” (M. A. Eaton,
Ecclesiastes [TOTC], 85-86). The meaning “to make clear; to
prove” is well attested in postbiblical Mishnaic Hebrew (Jastrow 197-98 s.v. ) ּ ָברַ ר. For example, “they make the fact as
clear (bright) as a new garment” (b. Ketubbot 46a) and “the
claimant must offer clear evidence” (b. Sanhedrin 23b). The
point would be that God allows human injustice to exist in the
world in order to make it clear to mankind that they are essentially no better than the beasts. On the other hand, the
LXX adopts the nuance “to judge,” while Targum and Vulgate
take the nuance “to purge; to purify.” BDB 141 s.v.  ּ ָברַ ר4 suggests “to test, prove,” while HALOT 163 s.v.  ּ ָברַ ר2 prefers “to
select, choose.”
12 tn The two infinitives ( ְל ָברָ םlÿvaram, “to make it clear to
them”) and ( ִוְל ְראוֹתvÿlir’ot, “and to show”) function as a verbal
hendiadys (the two verbs are associated with one another to
communicate a single idea). The first verb functions adverbially and the second retains its full verbal force: “to clearly
show them.”
13 tn Heb “of the sons of man.”
14 tn Heb “the spirit of the sons of man.”
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and the animal’s spirit descends into the
earth?
3:22 So I perceived there is nothing better
than for people to enjoy their work,
because that is their reward;
for who can show them what the future
holds?

earth.
This is what I saw:10
The oppressed11 were in tears,12 but no
one was comforting them;
no one delivers13 them from the power of
their oppressors.14

Evil Oppression on Earth
4:1 So I again considered all the

oppression that continually occurs on

 tn Heb “man.”
 tn Heb “his works.”
 tn Heb “his.”
 tn Heb “what will be after him” (cf. KJV, NASB, NIV) or “af-

terward” (cf. NJPS).
 tn The prefixed vav on וְש ְב ִּתי
ַ ׁ (vÿshavti, vav + perfect 1st person common singular from  ׁשוּב, shuv, “to turn”) might be: (1) introductory (and left untranslated): “I observed again”; (2) consequence of preceding statement: “So I observed again”; or (3)
continuation of preceding statement: “And I observed again.”
sn This section is closely related to the preceding: Qoheleth’s observation of oppression (4:1-3) links back to his previous observation of oppression and injustice (3:16). It stands
in stark contrast with his admonition for man to enjoy life on
earth as the reward for one’s work (3:22). Now, Qoheleth
turns his attention to consider the sorry fate of those who are
not able to enjoy life on earth and their work because of oppression (4:1-3), over-obsessive competitiveness (4:4-6), and
loneliness (4:7-12).
 tn Heb “I turned and I saw.” The phrase וְש ְב ִּתי…וָאֶ ְראֶ ה
ַׁ
(vÿshavti… va’er’eh, “I turned and I saw”) is a verbal hendiadys
(the two verbs represent one common idea). Normally in a
verbal hendiadys, the first verb functions adverbially, modifying the second verb which retains its full verbal force. The verb
וְש ְב ִּתי
ַ ׁ (vav + perfect 1st person common singular from “ ׁשוּבto
turn”) is used idiomatically to denote repetition: “to return and
do” = “to do again” (e.g., Gen 26:18; 30:31; 43:2) or “to do repeatedly” (e.g., Lam 3:3); see HALOT 1430 s.v.  ׁשוב5; BDB
998 s.v.  ׁשוּב8; GKC 386 §120.e: “I observed again” or “I repeatedly observed.” On the other hand, the shift from the perfect וְש ְב ִּתי
ַ ׁ to the preterite ( וָאֶ ְראֶ הvav + Qal preterite 1st person
common singular from רָ ָאה, ra’ah, “to see”) might indicate a
purpose clause: “I turned [my mind] to consider.” The preterite  וָאֶ ְראֶ הfollows the perfect וְש ְב ִּתי
ַ ׁ . When a wayyiqtol form (vav
+ preterite) follows a perfect in reference to a past-time situation, the preterite also represents a past-time situation. Its
aspect is based on the preceding perfect. In this context, the
perfect and preterite may denote definite past or indefinite
past action (“I turned and considered” as hendiadys for “I observed again” or “I repeatedly observed”) or past telic action
(“I turned [my mind] to consider”). See IBHS 554-55 §33.3.1a.
 tn Heb “all the oppressions” or “all the oppression”; alternately, “all the various kinds of oppression.” The term ’( ע ׁ ֶֹשקosheq) denotes “oppression,” e.g., Jer 6:6; 22:17; Ezek 18:18;
22:7, 12, 29; Pss 73:8; 119:134 (see HALOT 897 s.v.  ע ׁ ֶֹשק1;
BDB 799 s.v.  ע ׁ ֶֹשק1). It occurs several times in the book, always in reference to personal rather than national oppression
(4:1; 5:8 ET [5:7 HT]; 7:7). The noun ( הָ ע ׁ ֲֻש ִקיםha’ashuqim) is
plural and articular (Heb “the oppressions”). The article indicates a generic class (“oppression”). The plural may be classified in one of two ways: (1) a plural of number, which refers to
specific kinds of oppression that occur on earth: “the various
kinds of oppression”; (2) an abstract plural, which is used to
refer to abstract concepts: “the oppression”; or (3) a plural
of intensity, which describes the oppression at hand as particularly grievous: “awful oppression” or “severe oppression.”
The LXX renders it as a plural of number: συκοφαντίας (sukofantias, “oppressions”), as does the Vulgate. Most English versions treat it as a plural of number: “the oppressions”
(KJV, ASV, NAB, RSV, NRSV, MLB, YLT); however, a few treat it
as an abstract plural: “the oppression” (NJPS, NIV, Moffatt).
 tn Heb “is done.” The term שים
ׂ ִ ( ַנ ֲעna’asim, Niphal participle mpl from עָ ַׂשה, ’asah, “to do”) is a probably a verbal use

of the participle rather than a substantival use (NEB: “all the
acts of oppression”). This verbal use of the participle depicts
durative or universal gnomic action. It emphasizes the lamentable continuity of oppression throughout human history.
The English versions translate it variously: “[all the oppressions that] are done” (KJV, ASV, Douay, YLT), “[all the oppression] that goes on” (NJPS, Moffatt), “[all the oppressions] that
are practiced” (RSV, NRSV), “[all the oppressions] that occur”
(MLB), “[all the acts of oppression] which were being done”
(NASB), “[all the oppressions] that take place” (NAB), “[all the
oppression] that was taking place” (NIV).
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
10 tn Heb “and behold.” The deictic particle וְה ּנֵה
ִ (vÿhinneh,
“and behold!”) often occurs after verbs of perceiving, such
as רָ ָאה, ra’ah, “to see” (e.g., Gen 19:28; 22:13; Exod 3:2;
Lev 13:8). It introduces the content of what the character or
speaker saw (HALOT 252 s.v.  ִה ּנֵה8). It is used for rhetorical
emphasis, to draw attention to the following statement (e.g.,
Gen 1:29; 17:20; Num 22:32; Job 1:19; cf. HALOT 252 s.v. 5).
It often introduces something surprising or unexpected (e.g.,
Gen 29:6; Num 25:6; cf. HALOT 252 s.v. 6).
11 tn The term ֲש ִקים
ֻ ׁ ( הָ עha’ashuqim, Qal passive participle
mpl from עָ ׁ ַשק, ’ashaq, “to oppress”) is a passive form, emphasizing that they are the objects of oppression at the hands
of their oppressors. The participle functions as a noun, emphasizing the durative aspect of their condition and that this
was the singular most characteristic attribute of this group of
people: Their lives were marked by oppression.
12 tn Heb “the tear of the oppressed.” Alternately, “the oppressed [were in] tears.” The singular noun ( ִּד ְמעָ הdim’ah,
“tear”) is used as a collective for “tears” (2 Kgs 20:5; Isa
16:9; 25:8; 38:5; Jer 8:23 HT [9:1 ET]; 9:7 HT [9:18 ET];
13:17; 14:17; 31:16; Ezek 24:16; Mal 2:13; Pss 6:7; 39:13;
42:4; 56:9; 80:6; 116:8; 126:5; Lam 1:2; 2:18; Eccl 4:1); see
HALOT 227 s.v.  ; ִּד ְמעָ הBDB 199 s.v.  ִּד ְמעָ ה. It is often used in reference to lamentation over calamity, distress, or oppression
(e.g., Ps 6:7; Lam 1:2; 2:11; Jer 9:17; 13:17; 14:17). The LXX
translated it as singular δάκρουν (dakroun, “the tear”); however, the Vulgate treated it as a collective (“the tears”). Apart
from the woodenly literal YLT (“the tear”), the major English
versions render this as a collective: “the tears” or “tears”
(KJV, ASV, NEB, NAB, NASB, RSV, NRSV, NJPS, MLB, NIV). The
term  ִּד ְמעָ הfunctions as a metonymy of association for “weeping” (e.g., Isa 16:9; Jer 8:23 HT [9:1 ET]): “the oppressed
[were weeping with] tears.” The genitive construct ִּד ְמעָ ת הָ ֲע־
ש ִקים
ֻ ׁ (dim’at ha’ashuqim, literally, “tear of the oppressed”) is
a subjective genitive construction, that is, the oppressed are
weeping. The singular ( ִּד ְמעָ תdim’at, “tear”) is used as a collective for “tears.” This entire phrase, however, is still given
a woodenly literal translation by most English versions: “the
tears of the oppressed” (NEB, NAB, ASV, NASB, RSV, NRSV,
MLB, NIV, NJPS). Some paraphrases attempt to fill out the
meaning, e.g., “the oppressed were in tears” (Moffatt).
13 tn Heb “comforts.” The verb ָחם
ַ ( נnakham, “to comfort”)
is used as a metonymy of effect (i.e., comfort) for cause (i.e.,
deliverance), e.g., it is used in parallelism with ( ג ַָאלga’al, “to
deliver”) in Isa 52:9 (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech,
560-67).
14 tn Heb “from the hand of their oppressors is power.”
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4:2 So I considered those who are dead


and gone
more fortunate than those who are still
alive.
4:3 But better than both is the one who
has not been born
and has not seen the evil things that are
done on earth.
Labor Motivated by Envy
4:4 Then I considered all the skillful

work that is done:
Surely it is nothing more than competition between one person and another.10
This also is profitless – like11 chasing the
wind.
4:5 The fool folds his hands and does no
work,12
so he has nothing to eat but his own
flesh.13
4:6 Better is one handful with some rest

 tn The verb ש ַבח
ָ ׁ (shavakh) has a two-fold range of meaning: (1) “to praise; to laud”; and (2) “to congratulate” (HALOT
1387 s.v. I  ; ׁשבחBDB 986 s.v. II ) ׁ ָש ַבח. The LXX translated it as
ἐπῄνεσα (ephnesa, “I praised”). The English versions reflect
the range of possible meanings: “praised” (KJV, ASV, Douay);
“congratulated” (MLB, NASB); “declared/judged/accounted/thought…fortunate/happy” (NJPS, NEB, NIV, RSV, NRSV,
NAB).
 tn Heb “the dead who had already died.”
 tn Heb “the living who are alive.”
 tn The word “born” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
 tn Heb “saw.”
 tn Heb “all the toil and all the skill.” This Hebrew clause
(ל־כ ׁ ְשרוֹן
ִּ וְאת ּ ָכ
ֵ ת־כל־עָ ָמל
ָּ
ֶא, ’et-kol-’amal vÿ’et kol-kishron) is a
nominal hendiadys (a figurative expression in which two independent phrases are used to connote the same thing). The
second functions adverbially, modifying the first, which retains its full nominal function: “all the skillful work.”
 tn The phrase “nothing more than” does not appear in the
Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn The noun ( ִקנְ ַאהqin’ah, “competition”) has a wide range
of meanings: “zeal; jealousy; envy; rivalry; competition; suffering; animosity; anger; wrath” (HALOT 1110 s.v.; BDB 888
s.v.). Here, as in 9:6, it denotes “rivalry” (BDB 888 s.v. 1) or
“competitive spirit” (HALOT 1110 s.v. 1.b). The LXX rendered
it ζῆλος (zhlos, “envy; jealousy”). The English versions reflect
this broad range: “rivalry” (NEB, NAB, NASB), “envy” (KJV,
ASV, RSV, NRSV, MLB, NIV, NJPS), and “jealousy” (Moffatt).
10 tn Heb “a man and his neighbor.”
11 tn The word “like” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
12 tn Heb “the fool folds his hands.” The Hebrew idiom
means that he does not work (e.g., Prov 6:10; 24:33). In the
translation the words “and does no work” (which do not appear in the Hebrew text) have been supplied following the
idiom to clarify what is meant.
13 tn Heb “and eats his own flesh.” Most English versions
render the idiom literally: “and eats/consumes his flesh” (KJV,
AS, NASB, NAB, RSV, NRSV, NJPS). However, a few versions attempt to explain the idiom: “and lets life go to ruin” (Moffatt),
“and wastes away” (NEB), “and ruins himself” (NIV).

than two hands full of toil14 and chasing
the wind.
Labor Motivated by Greed
4:7 So15 I again considered16 another17 fu-

tile thing on earth:18

4:8 A man who is all alone with no com-

panion,19
he has no children nor siblings;20
yet there is no end to all his toil,
and he21 is never satisfied with riches.
He laments,22 “For whom am I toiling
and depriving myself23 of pleasure?”24
14 sn Qoheleth lists three approaches to labor: (1) the competitive workaholic in 4:4, (2) the impoverished sluggard in
4:5, and (3) the contented laborer in 4:6. The balanced approach rebukes the two extremes.
15 tn The prefixed vav on וְש ְב ִּתי
ַ ׁ (vÿshavti, vav + perfect 1st
person common singular from  ׁשוּב, shuv, “to turn”) might be:
(1) introductory (and left untranslated): “I observed again…”;
(2) consequence of preceding statement: “So I observed
again…”; or (3) continuation of preceding statement: “And I
observed again….”
16 tn Heb “I turned and I saw…”; or “I again considered.”
The Hebrew phrase וְש ְב ִּתי…וָאֶ ְראֶ ה
ַ ׁ (vÿshavti…va’er’eh, “I turned
and I saw”) is a verbal hendiadys (the two verbs represent
one common idea). Normally in a verbal hendiadys, the first
verb functions adverbially, modifying the second verb which
retains its full verbal force. The verb ( ׁשוּבshuv, “to turn”) is
used idiomatically to denote repetition: “to return and do” =
“to do again” (e.g., Gen 26:18; 30:31; 43:2) or “to do repeatedly” (e.g., Lam 3:3); see HALOT 1430 s.v.  ׁשוב5; BDB 998
s.v.  ׁשוּב8; GKC 386 §120.e: “I observed again” or “I repeatedly observed.” On the other hand, the shift from the perfect
וְש ְב ִּתי
ַ ׁ (vav + perfect 1st person common singular from  ׁשוּב,
“to turn”) to the preterite ( וָאֶ ְראֶ הvav + Qal preterite 1st person
common singular from רָ ָאה, ra’ah, “to see”) might indicate a
purpose clause: “I turned [my mind] to consider….” The preterite  וָאֶ ְראֶ הfollows the perfect וְש ְב ִּתי
ַ ׁ . When a wayyiqtol form
(vav + preterite) follows a perfect in reference to a past-time
situation, the preterite also represents a past-time situation.
Its aspect is based on the preceding perfect. In this context,
the perfect and preterite may denote definite past or indefinite past action (“I turned and considered …” as hendiadys
for “I observed again” or “I repeatedly observed”) or past telic
action (“I turned [my mind] to consider…”). See IBHS 554-55
§33.3.1a.
17 tn The word “another” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
18 tn Heb “under the sun.”
19 tn Heb “There is one and there is not a second.”
20 tn Heb “son nor brother.” The terms “son” and “brother”
are examples of synecdoche of specific (species) for the general (genus). The term “son” is put for offspring, and “brother”
for siblings (e.g., Prov 10:1).
21 tn Heb “his eye.” The term “eye” is a synecdoche of part
(i.e., the eye) for the whole (i.e., the whole person); see E. W.
Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 647.
22 tn The phrase “he laments” is not in the Hebrew text, but
is supplied in the translation for clarity. The direct discourse
(“For whom am I toiling and depriving myself of pleasure?”)
is not introduced with an introductory structure. As in the
LXX, some translations suggest that these words are spoken
by a lonely workaholic, e.g., “He says…” (NAB, NEB, ASV, NIV,
NRSV). Others suggest that this is a question that he never
asks himself, e.g., “Yet he never asks himself…” (KJV, RSV,
MLB, YLT, Douay, NASB, Moffatt).
23 tn Heb “my soul.”
24 tn This rhetorical question is an example of negative affirmation, that is, it expects a negative answer: “No one!” (see
E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 949-51).
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This also is futile and a burdensome
task!
Labor is Beneficial When Its Rewards Are Shared
4:9 Two people are better than one,

because they can reap more benefit
from their labor.
4:10 For if they fall, one will help his
companion up,
but pity the person who falls down and
has no one to help him up.
4:11 Furthermore, if two lie down together, they can keep each other warm,
but how can one person keep warm by
himself?
4:12 Although an assailant may overpower one person,
two can withstand him.
Moreover, a three-stranded cord is not
quickly broken.

4:15 I considered all the living who walk

on earth,
as well as the successor who would
arise10 in his place.
4:16 There is no end to all the people11
nor to the past generations,12
yet future generations13 will not rejoice
in him.
This also is profitless and like14 chasing
the wind.
Rash Vows

5:1 (4:17)15 Be careful what you do16 when

you go to the temple17 of God;

Labor Motivated by Prestige-Seeking
4:13 A poor but wise youth is better than

an old and foolish king
who no longer knows how to receive
advice.
4:14 For he came out of prison to become
king,
even though he had been born poor in
what would become his kingdom.

 tn The adjective ( רָ עra’, “evil”) here means “misfortune”
(HALOT 1263 s.v.  רָ עָ ה4) or “injustice, wrong” (HALOT 1262
s.v.  רָ עָ ה2.b). The phrase ’( ִענְ יַן רָ עinyan ra’, “unhappy business;
rotten business; grievous task”) is used only in Ecclesiastes
(1:13; 2:23, 26; 3:10; 4:8; 5:2, 13; 8:16). It is parallel with
( הֶ בֶ לhevel, “futile”) in 4:8, and describes a “grave misfortune”
in 5:13. The noun ’( ִענְ יַןinyan, “business”) refers to something
that keeps a person occupied or busy: “business; affair; task;
occupation” (HALOT 857 s.v.  ; ִענְ יָןBDB 775 s.v. ) ִענְ יָן. The related verb ’( עָ נָהanah) means “to be occupied; to be busy with ( ְּב,
bet),” e.g., Eccl 1:13; 3:10; 5:19 (HALOT 854 s.v. III  ;עָ נָהBDB
775 s.v. II )עָ נָה. The noun is from the Aramaic loanword ִענְ ָינָא
(’inyana’, “concern; care.” The verb is related to the Aramaic
verb “to try hard,” the Arabic verb “to be busily occupied; to
worry; to be a matter of concern,” and the Old South Arabic
root “to be troubled; to strive with” (HALOT 854 s.v. III )ענה.
HALOT 857 s.v.  ִענְ יָןrenders the phrase as “unhappy business” here. The phrase  ִענְ יַן רָ ע, is treated creatively by English versions: KJV, ASV “sore travail”; YLT “sad travail”; Douay
“grievous vexation”; RSV, NRSV, NJPS “unhappy business”;
NEB, Moffatt “sorry business”; NIV “miserable business”;
NAB “worthless task”; NASB “grievous task”; MLB “sorry situation”; NLT “depressing.”
 tn Heb “they have.”
 tn Heb “a good reward.”
 tn Heb “woe to him.”
 tn The verbal root  תקףmeans “to overpower; to prevail
over” e.g., Job 14:20; 15:24; Eccl 4:12; 6:10 (HALOT 1786
s.v. )תקף.
 tn Heb “came from the house of bonds.”
 tn The phrase “what would become” is not in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity. However, it is
not altogether clear whether the 3rd person masculine singular suffix (“his”) on ( ְּב ַמ ְלכוּת ֹוbÿmalkhuto, “his kingdom”) refers
to the old foolish king or to the poor but wise youth of 4:13.

 tn Heb “under the sun.”
 tn Heb “the second youth.”

It is not clear whether “the
second” (הַ ׁ ּ ֵשנִ י, hasheni) refers to the young man who succeeds the old king or a second youthful successor.
10 tn The verb ’( עָ ַמדamad, “to stand”) may denote “to arise;
to appear; to come on the scene” (e.g., Ps 106:30; Dan 8:22,
23; 11:2-4; 12:1; Ezra 2:63; Neh 7:65); cf. BDB 764 s.v. עָ ַמד
6.a; HALOT 840 s.v.  עמד1.a.
11 tn Heb “the people.” The term ’( עַ םam, “people”) can refer to the subjects of the king (BDB 766 s.v.  עַ ם2).
12 tn Heb “those who were before them.”
13 tn Heb “those coming after.” The Hebrew term הָ ַאחֲ ר ֹו־
( נִ יםha’akharonim, “those coming after”) is derived from the
preposition ’( ַא ַחרakhar, “behind”). When used in reference
to time, it refers to future generations (e.g., Deut 29:21;
Pss 48:14; 78:4, 6; 102:19; Job 18:20; Eccl 1:11; 4:16); cf.
HALOT 36 s.v.  ַא ַחרB.3; BDB 30 s.v.  ַא ַחר2.b).
14 tn The word “like” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
15 sn Beginning with 5:1, the verse numbers through 5:20
in the English Bible differ by one from the verse numbers in
the Hebrew text (BHS), with 5:1 ET = 4:17 HT, 5:2 ET = 5:1
HT, etc., through 5:20 ET = 5:19 HT. Beginning with 6:1 the
verse numbers in the English Bible and the Hebrew Bible are
again the same.
16 tn Heb “Guard your feet.” The Kethib is the plural רַ גְ ־
ָ( לֶ יךraglekha, “your feet”), while the Qere is the singular ָרַ גְ ְלך
(raglÿkha, “your foot”), which is preserved in several medieval
Hebrew mss and is reflected in the versions (LXX, Aramaic Targum, Vulgate, Syriac Peshitta). For example, the LXX reads
πόδα σου (poda sou, “your foot”) which reflects ָרַ גְ ְלך.
sn The exhortation, “Guard your feet” is an idiom for “Watch
your steps,” i.e., “Be careful what you do.” This is a compound
figure: “foot” is a metonymy for “step,” and “step” is a metonymy for “action” (e.g., Job 12:5; 23:11; 31:5; Pss 119:59,
101, 105; Prov 1:16; 3:23; 4:26-27; 6:18; 19:2; Isa 58:13;
59:7; Jer 14:10). For example, “I have refrained my feet from
every evil way” (Ps 119:101); see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of
Speech, 648.
17 tn Heb “the house of God.” The term “house” ( ּ ַביִת, bayit)
is a synecdoche of general (i.e., house) for specific (i.e., temple), e.g., 1 Kgs 6:3; 7:12; 1 Chr 9:11; 2 Chr 3:8; 28:11. See
E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 620.
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draw near to listen rather than to offer a
sacrifice like fools,
for they do not realize that they are doing
wrong.
5:2 (5:1) Do not be rash with your mouth
or hasty in your heart to bring up a matter before God,
for God is in heaven and you are on earth!
Therefore, let your words be few.
5:3 Just as dreams come when there are
many cares,
so the rash vow of a fool occurs when
there are many words.
5:4 When you make a vow to God, do


 tn Alternately, “to obey.” The term ַ( ִל ׁ ְשמֹעlishmoa’, preposition + Qal infinitive construct from  ׁ ָש ַמע, shama’, “to hear”)
may be taken in one of two ways: (1) literal: “to listen” in contrast to speak or (2) figurative (metonymy of cause for effect)
“to obey” in contrast to sacrifice (HALOT 1572 s.v.  ׁשמע4; BDB
1033–34 s.v. ) ׁ ָש ַמע. The LXX took the term in the literal sense:
τοῦ ἀκούειν (tou akouein, “to listen”). The English versions
reflect both literal and figurative options: “obedience” (NJPS,
Douay, NAB, NEB) versus “to hear [or listen]” (KJV, ASV, YLT,
MLB, RSV, NASB, NIV, NRSV). The section warns against
rash vows therefore, the nuance “to listen” is more appropriate: the wise man will be slow to speak and quick to listen in
the presence of God; however, the fool is unrestrained and
speaks rashly.
 tn The term “sacrifice” (ז ֶַבח, zevakh) is the general term
that refers to the thank offering and free will offering (Lev
7:12, 16). This section focuses on making vows in prayer and
fulfilling them, such as the vow offering. The term “sacrifice”
functions as a synecdoche of general (i.e., sacrifice) for specific (i.e., vow offering).
 tn Heb “the fools, a sacrifice.” The term “fools” (ילים
ִ הַ ְּכ ִס,
hakkÿsilim) is an adverbial accusative of comparison (e.g.,
GKC 375 §118.r): “rather than giving a sacrifice like fools”
(ילים ז ַָבח
ִ  ִמ ּ ֵתת הַ ְּכ ִס, mittet hakkÿsilim zavakh). Contextually, the
“sacrifice” is a rash vow made to God that is not fulfilled. The
rash vow is referred to in 5:2 as the “voice of a fool.” Qoheleth
admonishes the fool against making a rash vow that is not
paid: “When you make a vow to God, do not delay in paying
it; for God takes no pleasure in fools: Pay what you vow! It is
better for you not to vow than to vow and not pay it” (vv. 4-5
[3-4 HT]).
 tn The term ’( ִענְ יַןinyan) means “business; affair; task;
occupation” (HALOT 857 s.v.  ; ִענְ יָןBDB 775 s.v. ) ִענְ יָן. HALOT
nuances ( ְּברֹב ִענְ יַןbÿrov ‘inyan) as “excessive activity” (HALOT
857 s.v. ) ִענְ יָן. Here, it is used as a metonymy of cause (i.e.,
tasks) for effect (i.e., cares). The term is nuanced variously:
(1) literal sense: “business” (KJV, ASV, YLT, NEB, RSV) and “effort” (NASB), and (2) metonymical: “cares” (NAB, NIV, NRSV),
“concerns” (MLB, Douay), “worries” (Moffatt) and “brooding”
(NJPS). The LXX mistakenly related  ִענְ יַןto the root II ’( עָ נַהanah)
“to afflict,” and rendered it as πειρασμοῦ (peirasmou, “trial”).
 tn The juxtaposition of the two lines joined by vav (“just
as…so…”) suggests a comparison (BDB 253 s.v.  ו1.j); see R.
J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 71, §437.
 tn Heb “voice.” The Hebrew term ( קוֹלqol, “voice”) is used
as a metonymy of cause (i.e., voice) for the contents (i.e., the
thing said), e.g., Gen 3:17; 4:23; Exod 3:18; 4:1, 9; Deut 1:45;
21:18, 20; 1 Sam 2:25; 8:7, 9; 2 Sam 12:18); see HALOT
1084 s.v.  קוֹל4.b; BDB 877 s.v.  קוֹל3.a; also E. W. Bullinger,
Figures of Speech, 545–46. Contextually, this refers to a rash
vow made by a fool who made a mistake in making it because
he is unable to fulfill it.
 tn The word “occurs” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “vow a vow.” The phrase ( ִּת ּדֹר נֶדֶ רtiddor neder,
“to vow a vow”) is a Hebrew idiom in which the root  נדרis
repeated for emphasis. The construction is a cognate accusative (see IBHS 166-67 §10.2.1f). The verb ( נָדַ רnadar, “to
vow”) refers to the action of making a solemn promise to the

not delay in paying it.
For God10 takes no pleasure in fools:
Pay what you vow!
5:5 It is better for you not to vow
than to vow and not pay it.11
5:6 Do not let your mouth cause you12 to
sin,
and do not tell the priest,13 “It was a mistake!”14
Why make God angry at you15
so that he would destroy the work of your
hands?”

Lord to perform an action or offer a sacrifice, e.g., Lev 27:8;
Num 6:21; 30:11; Deut 23:23-24; Jonah 2:10; Mal 1:14; Pss
76:12; 132:2; see HALOT 674 s.v. נדר. The noun “( נֶדֶ רvow”)
was a gift or offering promised to be given to the Lord (Num
30:3; Deut 12:11; 23:19; Isa 19:12; Nah 2:1 HT [1:15 ET]; Ps
61:6, 9 HT [61:5, 8 ET]); see HALOT 674–75 s.v. נֵדֶ ר. It usually
was a sacrifice or free-will offering (Deut 12:6; Ps 66:13) that
was often promised during times of pressure (Judg 11:30; 1
Sam 1:11; 2 Sam 15:7-8; Pss 22:25; 66:13; 116:14, 18; Jonah 2:9).
 tn The term ש ְּלמ ֹו
ַ ׁ ( ְלlÿshallÿmo, preposition + Piel infinitive
construct from  ׁ ָשלַ ם, shalam + 3rd person masculine singular
suffix) is derived from the root  ׁשלםwhich is used in a general
sense of paying a debt (2 Kgs 4:7; Ps 37:21; Prov 22:27; Job
41:3), and more specifically of fulfilling a vow to the Lord (Deut
23:22; 2 Sam 15:7; Pss 22:26 HT [22:25 ET]; 50:14; 61:9 HT
[61:8 ET]; 66:13; 76:12 HT [76:11 ET]; 116:14, 18; Prov 7:14;
Job 22:27; Isa 19:21; Jonah 2:10; Nah 2:1); see HALOT 1535
s.v.  ׁשלם3a; BDB 1022 s.v.  ׁ ָשלֵ ם4. An Israelite was never required to make a vow, but once made, it had to be paid (Lev
22:18-25; 27:1-13; Num 15:2-10; Nah 1:15 [2:1 HT]).
10 tn Heb “he”; the referent (“God”) has been specified in
the translation for clarity.
11 tn The word “it” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but
is supplied in the translation for clarity.
12 tn Heb “your flesh.” The term שר
ָׂ ( ּ ָבbasar, “flesh”) is a
synecdoche of part (i.e., flesh) for the whole (i.e., whole person), e.g., Gen 2:21; 6:12; Ps 56:4[5]; 65:2[3]; 145:21; Isa
40:5, 6; see HALOT 164 s.v.  ; ּ ָב ָׂשרE. W. Bullinger, Figures of
Speech, 642.
13 tc The MT reads ( הַ ּ ַמ ְל ָא ְךhammal’akh, “messenger”),
while the LXX reads τοῦ θεοῦ (tou qeou, “God”) which reflects an alternate textual tradition of ( הָ אֱ ל ִֹהיםha’elohim,
“God”). The textual problem was caused by orthographic confusion between similarly spelled words. The LXX might have
been trying to make sense of a difficult expression. The MT is
preferred as the original. All the major translations follow the
MT except for Moffatt (“God”).
tn Heb “the messenger.” The term ( ַמ ְל ָא ְךmal’akh, “messenger”) refers to a temple priest (e.g., Mal 2:7; cf. HALOT
585 s.v.  ַמ ְל ָא ְך2.b; BDB 521 s.v.  ַמ ְל ָא ְך1.c). The priests recorded what Israelite worshipers vowed (Lev 27:14-15). When an
Israelite delayed in fulfilling a vow, a priest would remind him
to pay what he had vowed. Although the traditional rabbinic
view is that Qoheleth refers to an angelic superintendent
over the temple, Rashi suggested that it is a temple-official.
Translations reflect both views: “his representative” (NAB),
“the temple messenger” (NIV), “the messenger” (RSV, NRSV,
NASB, MLB, NJPS), “the angel” (KJV, ASV, Douay) and “the angel of God” (NEB).
14 tn The Hebrew noun ( ׁ ְש ָגגָהshÿgagah) denotes “error; mistake” and refers to a sin of inadvertence or unintentional sin
(e.g., Lev 4:2, 22, 27; 5:18; 22:14; Num 15:24-29; 35:11, 15;
Josh 20:3, 9; Eccl 5:5; 10:5); see HALOT 1412 s.v.  ; ׁ ְש ָגגָהBDB
993 s.v.  ׁ ְש ָגגָה. In this case, it refers to a rash vow thoughtlessly
made, which the foolish worshiper claims was a mistake (e.g.,
Prov 20:25).
15 tn Heb “at your voice.” This is an example of metonymy
(i.e., your voice) of association (i.e., you).
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5:7 Just as there is futility in many

dreams,
so also in many words.
Therefore, fear God!
Government Corruption

5:8 If you see the extortion of the poor,

or the perversion of justice and fairness
in the government,
do not be astonished by the matter.
For the high official is watched by a
higher official,
and there are higher ones over them!
5:9 The produce of the land is seized by
all of them,

 tn The syntax of this verse is difficult. Perhaps the best
approach is to classify the vav on ַהֲב ִלים
ָ ( וvahavalim, “futilities”) as introducing the predicate (e.g., Gen 40:9; 2 Sam
23:3; Prov 10:25; Isa 34:12; Job 4:6; 36:26); BDB 255 s.v.
 ו5.c.γ: “There is futility….” The phrase ( ְברֹב הֲ לֹמוֹתvÿrob halomot) is an adverbial modifier (“in many dreams”), as is ְד ָב־
( ִרים הַ ְר ּ ֵבהdÿvarim harbeh, “many words”). The vav prefixed
to וּד ָב ִרים
ְ (udÿvarim) and the juxtaposition of the two lines
suggests a comparison: “just as…so also…” (BDB 253 s.v. ו
1.j). The English versions reflect a variety of approaches: “In
the multitude of dreams and many words there are also diverse vanities” (KJV); “In the multitude of dreams there are
vanities, and in many words” (ASV); “When dreams increase,
empty words grow many” (RSV); “In many dreams and follies
and many words” (MLB); “In the abundance of dreams both
vanities and words abound” (YLT); “Where there are many
dreams, there are many vanities, and words without number”
(Douay); “Many dreams and words mean many a vain folly”
(Moffatt); “Much dreaming leads to futility and to superfluous talk” (NJPS); “In many dreams and in many words there
is emptiness” (NASB); “Much dreaming and many words are
meaningless” (NIV); “With many dreams comes vanities and
a multitude of words” (NRSV).
 tn Alternately, “oppression.” The term ֹשק
ֶ ׁ ’( עosheq) has
a basic two-fold range of meaning: (1) “oppression; brutality” (e.g., Isa 54:14); and (2) “extortion” (e.g., Ps 62:11); see
HALOT 897 s.v.  ;ע ׁ ֶֹשקBDB 799 s.v. ע ׁ ֶֹשק. The LXX understands
the term as “oppression,” as the translation συκοφαντίαν
(sukofantian, “oppression”) indicates. Likewise, HALOT
897 s.v.  ע ׁ ֶֹשק1 classifies this usage as “oppression” against
the poor. However, the context of 5:8-9 [7-8 HT] focuses on
corrupt government officials robbing people of the fruit of
their labor through extortion and the perversion of justice.
 tn Heb “robbery.” The noun ( ֵגזֶלgezel, “robbery”) refers
to the wrestling away of righteousness or the perversion of
justice (HALOT 186 s.v. ) ּ ֵגזֶל. The related forms of the root גזל
mean “to rob; to loot” (HALOT 186 s.v. ) ּ ֵגזֶל. The term “robbery”
is used as a figure for the perversion of justice (hypocatastasis): just as a thief robs his victims through physical violence,
so corrupt government officials “rob” the poor through the
perversion of justice.
 tn Heb “in the province.”
 tn The word “official” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 sn And there are higher ones over them! This may describe a corrupt system of government in which each level
of hierarchy exploits its subordinates, all the way down to the
peasants: “Set in authority over the people is an official who
enriches himself at their expense; he is watched by a more
authoritative governor who also has his share of the spoils;
and above them are other officers of the State who likewise have to be satisfied”; see A. Cohen, The Five Megilloth
(SoBB), 141.
 tn The phrase “is seized” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.

even the king is served by the fields.
Covetousness
5:10 The one who loves money10 will

never be satisfied with money,11
he who loves wealth12 will never be

 tn The function of the term ֱבד
ָ ( ֶנעne’evar, Niphal participle ms from עָ ַבד, ’avar, “to serve”) has been understood in
four ways: (1) adjectival use of the participle, modifying the
noun ( ָׂשדֶ הsadeh, “field”): “cultivated field” (RSV, NRSV, NJPS,
NAB); (2) adjectival use of the participle, modifying ( מֶ לֶ ְךmelekh, “king”): “the king who cultivates” (NASB); (3) verbal use
of the participle, taking “( ָׂשדֶ הfield”) as the subject: “field is
cultivated” (NEB); and (4) verbal use of the participle, taking
“( מֶ לֶ ְךking”) as the subject: “the king is served” (KJV, NASB);
also “the king profits” (NIV). BDB 713 s.v.  עָ ַבד2 lists both the
adjectival and verbal options: “a king for [i.e., devoted to] the
cultivated field” and “a king that makes himself servant to the
field [i.e., devoted to agriculture].” HALOT 774 s.v.  עבדsuggests the line be rendered as “a king who serves the land.”
In the Qal stem the verb ’( עָ ַבדavar) is sometimes used in reference to tribute imposed upon a king’s subjects (e.g., Jer
25:14; 27:7; 30:8; Ezek 34:27) and in reference to subjects
serving a king (e.g., Judg 9:28, 38; 1 Sam 11:1; 1 Kgs 5:1; 2
Sam 22:44; Jer 27:7; 28:14; 2 Kgs 25:24); cf. BDB 713 s.v.
 עָ ַבד3; HALOT 773 s.v.  עבד3. Likewise, it is also used in reference to tilling the ground (e.g., Gen 2:5; 4:2, 12; 2 Sam 9:10;
Isa 30:24; Jer 27:11; Zech 13:5; Prov 12:11; 28:19) and a
vineyard or garden (Gen 2:15; Deut 28:39); cf. HALOT 773
s.v.  עבד3; BDB 713 s.v.  עָ ַבד3.
 tn The syntax and exegesis of the line is difficult. There are
three basic interpretive options: (1) the king takes care of the
security of the cultivated land: “in any case, the advantage
of a country is that there is a king for the cultivated land”; (2)
the king is in favor of a prosperous agricultural policy: “in any
case, the advantage of a country is that there is a king who is
obeyed for the sake of the agriculture”; and (3) the king exploits the poor farmers: “the produce of the land is [seized]
by all, even the king is served by the fields.” Perhaps the best
option in the light of the context is to take the referent of ּכֹל
(kol, “all”) to the government officials of 5:8 rather than to the
people as a whole. The verse depicts the exploitation of the
poor farmers by corrupt government officials. This is reflected
in two English versions: “the increase from the land is taken
by all; the king himself profits from the fields” (NIV); “the profit
of the land is among all of them; a cultivated field has a king”
(RSV margin). On the other hand, the LXX treated the syntax
so the king is viewed in a neutral sense: και περισσεια γης
ἐπι παντι ἐστι, βασιλευς του αργου εἰργασμενου (“The
abundance of the earth is for everyone; the king is dependent
on the tilled field”). Most English versions deal with the syntax
so that the king is viewed in a neutral or positive sense: “the
profit of the earth is for all; the king himself is served by the
field” (KJV); “a king who cultivates the field is an advantage to
the land” (NASB); “this is an advantage for a land: a king for a
plowed field” (NRSV); “the greatest advantage in all the land
is his: he controls a field that is cultivated” (NJPS); “a country
prospers with a king who has control” (Moffatt); “a king devoted to the field is an advantage to the land” (MLB); “a king is
an advantage to a land with cultivated fields” (RSV); “the best
thing for a country is a king whose own lands are well tilled”
(NEB); and “an advantage for a country in every respect is a
king for the arable land” (NAB). See D. Barthélemy, ed., Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew Old Testament
Text Project, 3:576–77.
10 tn Heb “silver.” The Hebrew term ( ּ ֶכסֶ ףkesef, “silver”) refers to “money” (HALOT 490–91 s.v.  ּ ֶכסֶ ף3). It is a synecdoche of specific (i.e., silver) for the general (i.e., money); see E.
W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 625-29.
11 sn The Hebrew term “silver” (translated “money”) is repeated twice in this line for rhetorical emphasis.
12 tn The term ( הָ מוֹןhamon, “abundance; wealth”) has a
wide range of meanings: (1) agitation; (2) turmoil; (3) noise;
(4) pomp; (5) multitude; crowd = noisy crowd; and (6) abundance; wealth (HALOT 250 s.v.  הָ מוֹן1–6). Here, it refers to
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satisfied with his income.
This also is futile.
5:11 When someone’s prosperity increases, those who consume it also
increase;
so what does its owner gain, except that
he gets to see it with his eyes?
5:12 The sleep of the laborer is pleasant
– whether he eats little or much –
but the wealth of the rich will not allow
him to sleep.




Materialism Thwarts Enjoyment of Life
5:13 Here is a misfortune on earth that I

have seen:
Wealth hoarded by its owner to his own
misery.
5:14 Then that wealth was lost through
bad luck;10

abundant wealth (related to “pomp”); cf. HALOT 250 s.v. הָ מוֹן
6, that is, lavish abundant wealth (Ezek 29:19; 30:4; 1 Chr
29:16).
 tn The phrase “will never be satisfied” does not appear in
the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
Note the previous line.
 tn The word “his” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but
is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn The word “someone’s” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn The term ( טו ָֹבהtovah, “good”) connotes “prosperity”
(Deut 23:7; Job 9:25; 21:25; Ps 106:5; Lam 3:17; Eccl 4:8;
5:10, 17; 6:3, 6; 7:14; 9:18; Neh 2:10; Sir 6:11; 41:13); cf.
HALOT 372 s.v.  טו ָֹבה2. The related term ( טוֹבtov, “good”) connotes “prosperity” as well (Prov 11:10; Job 20:21; 21:16); cf.
HALOT 372 s.v.  טו ָֹבה1.b. Here, it refers to the possessions
and wealth a person acquires as the fruit of his labors. This
nuance is well reflected in several English versions: “The more
a man gains, the more there are to spend it” (Moffatt); “When
riches multiply, so do those who live off them” (NEB); “As his
substance increase, so do those who consume it” (NJPS);
and “Where there are great riches, there are also many to devour them” (NAB). The line does not describe the economic
law of “supply and demand,” as some versions seem to imply, e.g., “As goods increase, so do those who consume them”
(NIV); “When goods increase, those who eat them increase”
(NRSV); cf. also KJV, ASV, RSV, MLB, NASB.
 tn The form is plural in the Hebrew text, but the plural is
one of intensification; it is used here to emphasize the owner’s authority over his wealth. See GKC 399 §124.i. See v 13
as well.
 tn The rhetorical question is an example of negative affirmation, expecting a negative answer: “There is no ultimate
advantage!” (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 947-48).
 tn Heb “there is.” The term ( י ֵׁשyesh, “there is”) is often
used in aphorisms to assert the existence of a particular situation that occurs sometimes. It may indicate that the situation is not the rule but that it does occur on occasion, and
may be nuanced “sometimes” (e.g., Prov 11:24; 13:7, 23;
14:12; 16:25; 18:24; 20:15; Eccl 2:21; 4:8; 5:12; 6:1; 7:15
[2x]; 8:14 [3x]).
 tn The noun ( רָ עָ הra’ah, “evil”) probably means “misfortune” (HALOT 1263 s.v.  רָ עָ ה4) or “injustice, wrong” (HALOT
1262 s.v.  רָ עָ ה2.b). The phrase ( רָ עָ ה רַ ּ ָבהra’ah rabbah) connotes “grave injustice” or “great misfortune” (Eccl 2:17; 5:12,
15; 6:1; 10:5).
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
10 tn Or “through a bad business deal.” The basic meaning of ’( ִענְ יַןinyan) is “business; affair” (HALOT 857 s.v.  ) ִענְ יָןor
“occupation; task” (BDB 775 s.v. ) ִענְ יָן. The term is used in a
specific sense in reference to business activity (Eccl 8:16), as
well as in a more general sense in reference to events that
occur on earth (Eccl 1:13; 4:8). BDB suggests that the phrase

although he fathered a son, he has nothing left to give him.11
5:15 Just as he came forth from his mother’s womb, naked will he return as he
came,
and he will take nothing in his hand that
he may carry away from his toil.
5:16 This is another misfortune:12
Just as he came, so will he go.
What did he gain from toiling for the
wind?
5:17 Surely, he ate in darkness every day
of his life,13
and he suffered greatly with sickness and
anger.
Enjoy the Fruit of Your Labor
5:18 I have seen personally what is the

only beneficial and appropriate course
of action for people:14
to eat and drink,15 and find enjoyment in
all their16 hard work17 on earth18
during the few days of their life which
God has given them,
for this is their reward.19
5:19 To every man whom God has given
wealth, and possessions,
he has also given him the ability20
’( ִענְ יַן רָ עinyan ra’) in 5:13 refers to a bad business deal (BDB
775 s.v.  ;) ִענְ יָןhowever, HALOT suggests that it means “bad
luck” (HALOT 857 s.v. ) ִענְ יָן. The English versions reflect the

same two approaches: (1) bad luck: “some misfortune” (NAB,
NIV) and (2) a bad business deal: “a bad investment” (NASB),
“a bad venture” (RSV, NRSV, MLB), “some unlucky venture”
(Moffatt, NJPS), “an unlucky venture” (NEB), “an evil adventure” (ASV).
11 tn Heb “there is nothing in his hand.”
12 tn See the note on the phrase “misfortune” in v. 13.
13 tn Heb “all his days.” The phrase “of his life” does not
appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation
for clarity.
14 tn Heb “Behold, that which I have seen, I, good which
is beautiful.” The phrase “for people” does not appear in the
Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
15 sn The phrase “to eat and to drink” is a common idiom
in Ecclesiastes for a person enjoying the fruit of his labor (e.g.,
2:24; 3:13).
16 tn Heb “his,” and three times later in the verse.
17 tn Heb “the toil which one toils.”
18 tn Heb “under the sun.”
19 tn The term ( חֵ לֶ קkheleq, “lot”) has a wide range of meanings: (1) “share of spoils” (Gen 14:24; Num 31:36; 1 Sam
30:24), (2) “portion of food” (Lev 6:10; Deut 18:8; Hab 1:16),
(3) “portion [or tract] of land” (Deut 10:9; 12:12; Josh 19:9),
(4) “portion” or “possession” (Num 18:20; Deut 32:9), (5) “inheritance” (2 Kgs 9:10; Amos 7:4), (6) “portion” or “award”
(Job 20:29; 27:13; 31:2; Isa 17:14) or “profit; reward” (Eccl
2:10, 21; 3:22; 5:17-18; 9:6, 9); see HALOT 323 s.v. II ;חֵ לֶ ק
BDB 324 s.v. חֵ לֶ ק. Throughout Ecclesiastes, the term is used
in reference to man’s temporal profit from his labor, his reward from God (e.g., Eccl 3:22; 9:9).
20 tn The syntax of this verse is difficult. The best approach
is to view ( ִה ׁ ְש ִליט ֹוhishlito, “he has given him the ability”) as
governing the three following infinitives: ( לֶ אֱ כֹלle’ekhol, “to
eat”), ( וְלָ ֵׂשאתvÿlase’t, “and to lift” = “to accept [or receive]”),
and שמ ַֹח
ׂ ְ וְל
ִ (vÿlismoakh, “and to rejoice”). This statement parallels 2:24-26 which states that no one can find enjoyment in
life unless God gives him the ability to do so.
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to eat from them, to receive his reward
and to find enjoyment in his toil;
these things are the gift of God.
5:20 For he does not think much about
the fleeting days of his life
because God keeps him preoccupied
with the joy he derives from his activity.
Not Everyone Enjoys Life
6:1 Here is another misfortune that I

have seen on earth,
and it weighs heavily on people:10
6:2 God gives a man riches, property, and
wealth

so that he lacks nothing that his heart11
desires,12
yet God does not enable13 him to enjoy14
the fruit of his labor15 –
instead, someone else16 enjoys17 it!18
This is fruitless and a grave misfortune.19
6:3 Even if a man fathers a hundred children and lives many years –
even if he lives a long, long time,20 but
cannot enjoy his prosperity –
even if he were to live forever21 –
I would say, “A stillborn child22 is better
off than he is!”23

11 tn Heb “his appetite.”
12 tn Heb “There is no lack

 tn Heb “this.” The feminine singular demonstrative pronoun ( זֹהzoh, “this”) refers back to all that preceded it in the
verse (e.g., GKC 440-41 §135.p), that is, the ability to enjoy
the fruit of one’s labor is the gift of God (e.g., Eccl 2:24-26).
The phrase “these things” is used in the translation for clarity.
 tn The verb ( זָכַ רzakhar, “to remember”) may be nuanced
“to call to mind; to think about,” that is, “to reflect upon” (e.g.,
Isa 47:7; Lam 1:9; Job 21:6; 36:24; 40:32 HT [41:8 ET]; Eccl
11:8); cf. BDB 270 s.v.  זָכַ ר5; HALOT 270 s.v. I  זכר2.
 tn The word “fleeting” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn The term ענֵה
ֲ ( ַמma’aneh, Hiphil participle ms from II עָ נָה,
’anah, “to be occupied”) refers to activity that keeps a person physically busy and mentally preoccupied, e.g., Eccl 1:13;
3:10; 5:19 (HALOT 854; BDB 775 s.v.  עָ נָהII). The related noun
’( ִענְ יַןinyan,“business; occupation; task”) refers to activity that
keeps man busy and occupies his time, e.g., Eccl 1:13; 2:26;
3:10 (HALOT 857; BDB 775 s.v. ) ִענְ יָן. The participle form is
used to emphasize durative, uninterrupted, continual action.
 tn Heb “with the joy of his heart.” The words “he derives
from his activity” do not appear in the Hebrew, but they are
added to clarify the Teacher’s point in light of what he says
right before this.
 tn The term ( י ֵׁשyesh, “there is”) is often used in aphorisms
to assert the existence of a particular situation that occurs
sometimes. It may indicate that the situation is not the rule
but that it does occur on occasion, and may be nuanced
“sometimes” (Prov 11:24; 13:7, 23; 14:12; 16:25; 18:24;
20:15; Eccl 2:21; 4:8; 5:12; 6:1; 7:15 [2x]; 8:14 [3x]).
 tn The noun ( רָ עָ הra’ah, “evil”) probably means “misfortune” (HALOT 1263 s.v.  רָ עָ ה4) or “injustice, wrong” (HALOT
1262 s.v.  רָ עָ ה2.b); see, e.g., Eccl 2:17; 5:12, 15; 6:1; 10:5.
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
 tn The word “weighs” does not appear in Hebrew, but is
added in the translation for smoothness.
10 tn Heb “it is great upon men.” The phrase וְרַ ּ ָבה ִהיא עַ ל־
( הָ ָאדָ םvÿrabbah hi’ ’al-ha’adam) is taken in two basic ways:
(1) commonality: “it is common among men” (KJV, MLB), “it
is prevalent among men” (NASB), “that is frequent among
men” (Douay). (2) oppressiveness: “it lies heavy upon men”
(RSV, NRSV), “it weighs heavily upon men” (NEB, NAB, NIV),
“it presses heavily on men” (Moffatt), “it is heavy upon men”
(ASV), and “a grave one it is for man” (NJPS). The preposition ’( עַ לal, “upon”) argues against the first in favor of the
second; the notion of commonality would be denoted by the
preposition ( ְּבbet, “among”). The singular noun ’( ָאדָ םadam)
is used as a collective, denoting “men.” The article on הָ ָאדָ ם
(ha’adam) is used in a generic sense referring to humankind
as a whole; the generic article is often used with a collective
singular (IBHS 244 §13.5.1f).

in respect to his appetite”; or
“his desire lacks nothing.”
13 tn The verb שלַ ט
ָ ׁ (shalat) in the Qal stem means “to domineer; to dominate; to lord it over; to be master of” and in the
Hiphil stem “to give power to” (BDB 1020 s.v.  ) ׁ ָשלַ טand “to
grant” (HALOT 1522 s.v. ) ׁשלט. God must grant a person the
ability to enjoy the fruit of his labor, otherwise a person will
not be able to enjoy his possessions and wealth. The ability
to partake of the fruit of one’s labor and to find satisfaction
and joy in it is a gift from God (e.g., Eccl 2:24-26; 3:13; 5:18
[19]; 9:7).
14 tn Heb “to eat of it.” The verb ’( ָאכַ לakhal, “to eat”) functions as a metonymy of association, that is, the action of eating is associated with the enjoyment of the fruit of one’s labor
(e.g., Eccl 2:24-26; 3:12-13, 22; 5:17-19; 8:15; 9:9).
15 tn The phrase “the fruit of his labor” does not appear in
the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
16 tn Heb “a stranger.” The Hebrew expression ’( ִאיש נ ְָכ ִריish
nokhri, “stranger”) sometimes refers not to a foreigner or
someone that the person does not know, but simply to someone else other than the subject (e.g., Prov 27:2). In the light
of 6:3-6, it might even refer to the man’s own heirs. The term
is used as a synecdoche of species (foreigner for stranger) in
the sense of someone else other than the subject: “someone
else” (BDB 649 s.v.  נ ְָכ ִרי3).
17 tn Heb “eats.”
18 sn Instead, someone else enjoys it. A person may be unable to enjoy the fruit of his/her labor due to an unfortunate
turn of events that robs a person of his possessions (5:1314) or a miserly, lifelong hoarding of one’s wealth that robs
him of the ability to enjoy what he has worked so hard to acquire (5:15-17). Qoheleth recommends the enjoyment of life
and the fruit of one’s labor, as God enables (5:18-20). Unfortunately, the ability to enjoy the fruits of one’s labor is often
thwarted by the obstacles described in 6:1-2 and 6:3-9.
19 tn Heb “an evil sickness.”
20 tn Heb “the days of his years are many.”
21 tn Heb “he has no burial.” The phrase יְתה
ָ ַָם־קבוּרָ ה לֹא־ה
ְ וְ ג
(vÿgam-qÿvurah lo’-haytah, “he even has no burial”) is traditionally treated as part of a description of the man’s sorry final state, that is, he is deprived of even a proper burial (KJV,
NEB, RSV, NRSV, ASV, NASB, NIV, NJPS, MLB, Moffatt). However, the preceding parallel lines suggest that this a hyperbolic protasis: “If he were to live one hundred years…even if he
were never buried [i.e., were to live forever]….” A similar idea
occurs elsewhere (e.g., Pss 49:9; 89:48). See D. R. Glenn,
“Ecclesiastes,” BKCOT, 990.
22 tn The noun ( נֶפֶ לnefel) denotes “miscarriage” and by metonymy of effect, “stillborn child” (e.g., Ps 58:9; Job 3:16; Eccl
6:3); cf. HALOT 711. The noun is related to the verb ( נָפַ לnafal, “to fall,” but occasionally “to be born”; see Isa 26:18); cf.
HALOT 710 s.v.  נפל5.
23 sn The point of 6:3-6 is that the futility of unenjoyed
wealth is worse than the tragedy of being stillborn.
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6:4 Though the stillborn child came into


the world for no reason and departed
into darkness,
though its name is shrouded in darkness,
6:5 though it never saw the light of day
nor knew anything,
yet it has more rest than that man –
6:6 if he should live a thousand years
twice, yet does not enjoy his prosperity.
For both of them die!
6:7 All of man’s labor is for nothing more
than to fill his stomach10 –
yet his appetite11 is never satisfied!
6:8 So what advantage does a wise man
have over a fool?12
And what advantage13 does a pauper gain
by knowing how to survive?14
6:9 It is better to be content with15 what
the eyes can see16
 tn Heb “he”; the referent (“the stillborn child”) has been
specified in the translation for clarity.
 tn The phrase “into the world” does not appear in Hebrew,
but is added in the translation for clarity.
 sn The birth of the stillborn was in vain – it did it no good
to be born.
 sn The name of the stillborn is forgotten.
 tn Heb “it never saw the sun.”
 tn The word “anything” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 sn The Hebrew term translated rest here refers to freedom from toil, anxiety, and misery – part of the miserable
misfortune that the miserly man of wealth must endure.
 tn Heb “Do not all go to the same place?” The rhetorical
question is an example of erotesis of positive affirmation, expecting a positive answer, e.g., Ps 56:13 [14] (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 947). It affirms the fact that both the
miserly rich man who lives two thousand years, as well as the
stillborn who never lived one day, both go to the same place
– the grave. And if the miserly rich man never enjoyed the fruit
of his labor during his life, his fate was no better than that of
the stillborn who never had opportunity to enjoy any of the
blessings of life. In a sense, it would have been better for the
miserly rich man to have never lived than to have experienced
the toil, anxiety, and misery of accumulating his wealth, but
never enjoying any of the fruits of his labor.
 tn The phrase “for nothing more than” does not appear in
the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
10 tn Heb “All man’s work is for his mouth.” The term
“mouth” functions as a synecdoche of part (i.e., mouth) for
the whole (i.e., person), substituting the organ of consumption for the person’s action of consumption (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 641-43), as suggested by the parallelism with ( נֶפֶ ׁשnefesh, “his appetite”).
11 tn The term ( נֶפֶ ׁשnefesh, “desire; appetite”) is used as a
metonymy of association, that is, the soul is associated with
man’s desires and appetites (BDB 660 s.v.  נֶפֶ ׁש5.c; 6.a).
12 sn So what advantage does the wise man have over a
fool? The rhetorical question in Hebrew implies a negative answer: the wise man has no absolute advantage over a fool in
the sense that both will share the same fate: death. Qoheleth
should not be misunderstood here as denying that wisdom
has no relative advantage over folly; elsewhere he affirms
that wisdom does yield some relative benefits in life (7:1-22).
However, wisdom cannot deliver one from death.
13 sn As in the preceding parallel line, this rhetorical question implies a negative answer (see the note after the word
“fool” in the preceding line).
14 tn Heb “ What to the pauper who knows to walk before
the living”; or “how to get along in life.”
15 tn The phrase “to be content with” does not appear in
the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
16 tn The expression ( ַמ ְר ֵאה עֵ ינַיִםmar’eh ’enayim, “the see-

than for one’s heart always to crave
more.17
This continual longing18 is futile – like19
chasing the wind.
The Futile Way Life Works
6:10 Whatever has happened was foreor-

dained,20
and what happens to a person21 was also
foreknown.
It is useless for him to argue with God
about his fate
because God is more powerful than he
is.22
6:11 The more one argues with words, the
less he accomplishes.23
How does that benefit him?24
6:12 For no one knows what is best for a
person during his life25 –
during the few days of his fleeting life –
for26 they pass away27 like a shadow.
Nor can anyone tell him what the future
will hold for him on earth.28
ing of the eyes”) is a metonymy of cause (i.e., seeing an object) for effect (i.e., being content with what the eyes can see);
see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 552-54.
17 tn Heb “the roaming of the soul.” The expression מֵ הֲלָ ְך־
( נָפֶ ׁשmehalakh-nafesh, “the roaming of the soul”) is a metonymy for unfulfilled desires. The term “soul” (נֶפֶ ׁש, nefesh)
is used as a metonymy of association for man’s desires and
appetites (BDB 660 s.v.  נֶפֶ ׁש5.c; 6.a). This also involves the
personification of the roving appetite as “roving” ( ;)מֵ הֲלָ ְךsee
BDB 235 s.v.  הָ לַ ְךII.3.f; 232 I.3.
18 tn The phrase “continual longing” does not appear in the
Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
19 tn The term “like” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity and smoothness.
20 tn Heb “already its name was called.”
21 tn Or “and what a person (Heb “man”) is was foreknown.”
22 tn Heb “he cannot contend with the one who is more
powerful than him.” The referent of the “the one who is more
powerful than he is” (God) has been specified in the translation for clarity. The words “with God about his fate” have been
added for clarity as well.
23 tn Heb “The more the words, the more the futility.”
24 tn Or “What benefit does man have [in that]?”
25 tn Heb “For who knows what is good for a man in life?”
The rhetorical question (“For who knows…?”) is a negative affirmation, expecting a negative answer: “For no one knows…!”
(see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 949-51). The translation renders this rhetorical device as a positive affirmation.
26 tn The vav prefixed to שם
ֵׂ ( וְ ַי ֲעvÿya’asem, conjunction + Qal
imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from עָ ַׂשה, ’asah, “to
do” + 3rd person masculine plural suffix) functions in an explanatory or epexegetical sense (“For …”).
27 tn The 3rd person masculine plural suffix on the verb ע־
ֲ וְ ַי
( ֵׂשםvÿya’asem, conjunction + Qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from ָע ַׂשה,ָ ’asah, “to do” + 3rd person masculine plural suffix) refers to י־ח ּיֵי
ַ ֵ( הֶ ְבל ֹו ִמ ְס ּ ַפר יְמmispar yÿmekhayye hevlo, “the few days of his fleeting life”). The suffix may
be taken as an objective genitive: “he spends them [i.e., the
days of his life] like a shadow” (HALOT 891 s.v. I  ָָע ַׂשה8) or as
a subjective genitive: “they [i.e., the days of his life] pass like a
shadow” (BDB 795 s.v.  ָָע ַׂשהII.11).
28 tn Heb “Who can tell the man what shall be after him
under the sun?” The rhetorical question (“For who can tell
him…?”) is a negative affirmation, expecting a negative answer: “For no one can tell him…!” (see E. W. Bullinger, Figures
of Speech, 949-51). The translation renders this rhetorical
device as a positive affirmation.
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Life is Brief and Death is Certain!
7:1 A good reputation is better than pre



cious perfume;
likewise, the day of one’s death is better than the day of one’s birth.
7:2 It is better to go to a funeral
than a feast.10

 tn Heb “name.” The Hebrew term שם
ֵ ׁ (shem, “name”) is
used metonymically for a person’s reputation (e.g., Prov 22:1;
Deut 22:14, 19; Neh 6:13; also Gen 6:4; 12:2; 2 Sam 7:9;
8:13; 23:18, 22; 1 Chr 5:24; 12:31; 2 Chr 26:15; Neh 9:10;
Isa 63:12, 14; Jer 32:20; Ezek 16:14; Dan 9:15); cf. HALOT
1549 s.v.  ׁ ֵשםD.2; BDB 1028 s.v.  ׁ ֵשם2.b.
 tn The comparative term ( טוֹבtov, “better”) is repeated
throughout 7:1-12. It introduces a series of “Better-than sayings,” particularly in 7:1-6 in which every poetic unit is introduced by טוֹב.
 tn Heb “good.” The repetition of ( טוֹבtov, “good”) forms an
inclusion (a structural device that rounds off the unit), while
the two internal terms ( ׁ ֵשם… ִמ ׁ ּ ֶשמֶ ןshem mishemen, “name …
ointment”) create a paronomastic wordplay (see the note on
the word “perfume”). The combination of these two sets of
literary devices creates an AB:B’A’ chiasm:  ִמ ׁ ּ ֶשמֶ ן טוֹב// טוֹב ׁ ֵשם
(tov shem // mishemen tov, e.g., “good name”// “ointment
good”).
 tn Or “oil”; or “ointment.” The term שמֶ ן
ֶ ׁ (shemen) refers to
fragrant “perfume; cologne; ointment” (Amos 6:6; Eccl 10:1;
Song 1:2 [1:3 HT]; 4:10); see HALOT 1568 s.v.  ׁ ֶשמֶ ןA.2.c.
Bodily oils were expensive (1 Kgs 17:12; 2 Kgs 2:4). Possession of oils and perfumes was a sign of prosperity (Deut
32:8; 33:24; Job 29:6; Prov 21:17; Ezek 16:13, 20). Wearing
colognes and oils was associated with joy (Ps 45:8; Eccl 9:8;
Isa 61:3) because they were worn on festive occasions (Prov
27:9). The similar sounding terms “name” ( ׁ ֵשם, shem) and
“perfume” ( ) ׁ ֶשמֶ ןcreate a wordplay (paronomasia). See W.
G. E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry (JSOTSup), 242–43;
J. J. Glück, “Paronomasia in Biblical Literature,” Semitics 1
(1970): 50–78; A. Guillaume, “Paronomasia in the Old Testament.” JSS 9 (1964): 282–90; J. M. Sasson, “Wordplay in the
OT,” IDBSup 968-70.
 tn The vav prefixed to the form ( וְיוֹםvÿyom) functions in a
comparative sense, e.g., Job 5:7; 12:11; 16:21; Prov 25:25
(see R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 71, §437).
 tn The word “one’s” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn The article prefixed to ( הַ ּ ָמוֶתhammavet, “death”) probably functions in an indefinite possessive sense or in a generic sense: “one’s death,” e.g., Gen 44:2 (see R. J. Williams,
Hebrew Syntax, 19, §86, §92).
 sn There are two ways to understand this proverb: (1)
Happy times (characterized by celebration and “fragrant
perfume”) teach us less than hard times (“the day of one’s
death”) which can bring about moral improvement (“a good
reputation”). (2) It is better to come to the end of one’s life
(“day of one’s death”) with a good reputation (“a good name”)
than to merely be starting life (“day of one’s birth”) in an auspicious manner in joy and wealth (“fine perfume”). Folly and
wickedness could foil a good beginning so that a person ends
life as a fool. For example, Solomon began as the wisest man
who ever lived, only to end life as one of history’s greatest
fools.
 tn Heb “house of mourning.” The phrase refers to a funeral where the deceased is mourned.
10 tn Heb “house of drinking”; or “house of feasting.” The
Hebrew noun ( ִמ ׁ ְש ּ ֶתהmishteh) can denote (1) “feast; banquet,” occasion for drinking-bouts (1 Sam 25:36; Isa 5:12;
Jer 51:39; Job 1:5; Esth 2:18; 5:14; 8:17; 9:19) or (2) “drink”
(exilic/postexilic – Ezra 3:7; Dan 1:5, 8, 16); see HALOT 653
s.v.  ִמ ׁ ְש ּ ֶתה4; BDB 1059 s.v.  ׁ ָש ַתה.
sn Qoheleth recommended that people soberly reflect on
the brevity of life and the reality of death (It is better to go to a
house of mourning) than to waste one’s life in the foolish pursuit of pleasure (than to go to a house of banqueting). Sober
reflection on the brevity of life and reality of death has more

For death11 is the destiny12 of every
person,13
and the living should14 take this15 to
heart.
7:3 Sorrow16 is better than laughter,
because sober reflection17 is good for the
heart.18
7:4 The heart of the wise is in the house
of mourning,
but the heart of fools is in the house of
merrymaking.19
Frivolous Living Versus Wisdom
7:5 It is better for a person to receive20 a

rebuke from those who are wise21
than to listen to the song22 of fools.
7:6 For like the crackling of quick-burning thorns23 under a cooking pot,
so is the laughter of the fool.
This kind of folly24 also is useless.25
moral benefit than frivolous levity.
11 tn Heb “it”; the referent (“death”) has been specified in
the translation for clarity.
12 tn Heb “the end.” The noun ( סוֹףsof) literally means “end;
conclusion” (HALOT 747 s.v.  סוֹף1; BDB 693 s.v. )סוֹף. It is used
in this context in reference to death, as the preceding phrase
“house of mourning” (i.e., funeral) suggests.
13 tn Heb “all men” or “every man.”
14 tn The imperfect tense verb יִתן
ֵ ּ , yitten (from נ ָָתן, natan, “to
give”) functions in a modal sense, denoting obligation, that
is, the subject’s obligatory or necessary conduct: “should” or
“ought to” (see R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 31-32, §172;
IBHS 508-9 §31.4g).
15 tn The word “this” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for smoothness.
16 tn NEB suggests “grief”; NJPS, “vexation.”
17 tn Heb “in sadness of face there is good for the heart.”
18 tn Or possibly “Though the face is sad, the heart may be
glad.”
19 sn The expression the house of merrymaking refers to
a banquet where those who attend engage in self-indulgent
feasting and riotous drinking.
20 tn Heb “hear.”
21 tn Heb “rebuke of the wise,” a subjective genitive (“the
wise” administer the rebuke).
22 tn Or “praise.” The antithetical parallelism between
“rebuke” ( ּ ַגעֲרַ ת, ga’arat) and “song” ( ׁ ִשיר, shir) suggests that
the latter is figurative (metonymy of association) for praise/
flattery which is “music” to the ears: “praise of fools” (NEB,
NJPS) and “flattery of fools” (Douay). However, the collocation of “song” ( ) ׁ ִשירin 7:5 with “laughter” (שחֹק
ׂ ְ , sÿkhoq) in 7:6
suggests simply frivolous merrymaking: “song of fools” (KJV,
NASB, NIV, ASV, RSV, NRSV).
23 tn The term “thorns” (ירים
ִ הַ ִּס, hassirim) refers to twigs
from wild thorn bushes which were used as fuel for quick
heat, but burn out quickly before a cooking pot can be properly heated (e.g., Pss 58:9; 118:12).
24 tn The word “kind of folly” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
25 tn It is difficult to determine whether the Hebrew term
( הֶ בֶ לhevel) means “fleeting” or “useless” in this context. The
imagery of quick-burning thorns under a cooking pot is ambiguous and can be understood in more than one way: (1) It
is useless to try to heat a cooking pot by burning thorns because they burn out before the pot can be properly heated;
(2) the heat produced by quick-burning thorns is fleeting – it
produces quick heat, but lasts only for a moment. Likewise,
the “laughter of a fool” can be taken in both ways: (1) In comparison to the sober reflection of the wise, the laughter of
fools is morally useless: the burning of thorns, like the laughter of fools, makes a lot of noise but accomplishes nothing;
(2) the laughter of fools is fleeting due to the brevity of life and
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Human Wisdom Overturned by Adversity
7:7 Surely oppression can turn a wise


person into a fool;
likewise, a bribe corrupts the heart.
7:8 The end of a matter is better than its
beginning;
likewise, patience is better than pride.
7:9 Do not let yourself be quickly provoked,
for anger resides in the lap10 of fools.
7:10 Do not say, “Why were the old days
better than these days?”11
certainty of death. Perhaps this is an example of intentional
ambiguity.
 tn Or “extortion.” Scholars debate whether the noun ֹשק
ֶׁע
(’osheq, “oppression; extortion”) in this context denotes “oppression” (HALOT 897 s.v.  ע ׁ ֶֹשק1) or “gain of extortion” (BDB
799 s.v.  ע ׁ ֶֹשק3). The parallelism between  ע ׁ ֶֹשקand ( ַמ ּ ָתנָהmattanah, “bribe”) seems to suggest the latter, but the prominence of the theme of oppression in 7:8-10 argues for the
former. Elsewhere in Ecclesiastes, the noun  ע ׁ ֶֹשקdenotes
“oppression” (Eccl 4:1) and “extortion” (Eccl 5:8 [Heb 5:7]).
The LXX rendered it as συκοφαντία (sukofantia, “oppression”). English translations are split between these two options: “extortion” (ASV, MLB, NIV), “oppression” (KJV, NAB,
NASB, RSV, NRSV, YLT, Douay, Moffatt), as well as “cheating”
(NJPS) and “slander” (NEB).
 tn Or “Oppression drives a wise person crazy”; or “Extortion drives a wise person crazy.” The verb III “( הללto be foolish”) denotes “to make foolish; to make a fool out of someone;
to make into a madman” (Job 12:17; Isa 44:25); cf. HALOT
249 s.v. III  ;הללBDB 239 s.v. II הלל. It has been handled variously: “makes a wise man mad” (KJV, NASB); “drives a wise
man crazy” (NEB); “can make a fool of a wise man” (NAB);
“makes the wise man foolish” (RSV, NRSV); and “turns a wise
man into a fool” (NIV).
 tn The vav prefixed to וִיא ּ ֵבד
ַ (vi’abbed, “corrupts”) may
function in a comparative sense, e.g., Job 5:7; 12:11; 16:21;
Prov 25:25 (see R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 71, §437).
 tc The text has וִיא ּ ֵבד
ַ (vi’abbed, conjunction + Piel imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from  ָא ַבד, ’avad, “to destroy”), but the Dead Sea Scrolls text 4Q109 (Qoha), which
reads , ויעוהassumes “ ויעוהtwists” or “perverts” (conjunction + Piel imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from עָ וָה
I, ’avah, “to bend; to twist.” See J. Muilenburg, “A Qoheleth
Scroll from Qumran,” BASOR 135 [1954]: 27). The verb I עָ וָה
(“to bend; to twist”) is used in reference to moral perversion
(e.g., 2 Sam 7:14; 19:20; 24:17; 1 Kgs 8:47; Job 33:27; Prov
12:8; Jer 9:4); cf. HALOT 796–97 s.v.  ;עוהBDB 730 s.v. I עָ וָה.
The verb  ויאבדis used similarly in reference to moral corruption, e.g., Eccl 3:6; 9:18; Jer 23:1 (HALOT 3 s.v. I  ;אבדBDB 2
s.v.  ָא ַבד2).
 tn Or “and a bribe drives a person mad.” The noun ( לֵ בlev,
“heart”) may be taken as a synecdoche of part (i.e., heart)
for the whole (i.e., a person). HALOT 3 s.v. I  אבדsuggests that
וִיא ּ ֵבד לֵ ב
ַ (vi’abbed lev, “destroys the heart”) is an idiom meaning, “drives a person mad.” The B-line is taken as a comparison with the preceding A-line. On the other hand, the A-line
and B-line might be in synonymous parallelism in which case
the two lines could be rendered: “Surely [the gain of] extortion
turns a wise man into a fool, and a bribe corrupts the heart.”
On the other hand, the lines could be rendered, “Surely oppression drives a wise man crazy, and a bribe drives a person
mad.”
 tn The term ( דָ ָברdavar) denotes “matter; thing” here rather than “speech; word,” as the parallelism with “patience”
suggests. The term was misunderstood as “speech; word” by
the Vulgate (so also Douay).
 tn Heb “the patient of spirit.”
 tn Heb “the proud of spirit.”
 tn Heb “Do not be hasty in your spirit to become angry.”
10 tn Heb “bosom.”
11 tn Heb “these.” “Days” does not appear in the Hebrew

for it is not wise to ask that.12
Wisdom Can Lengthen One’s Life
7:11 Wisdom, like13 an inheritance, is a

good thing;
it benefits those who see the light of day.14
7:12 For wisdom provides15 protection,16
just as17 money provides protection.18
But the advantage of knowledge is this:
Wisdom preserves the life19 of its owner.
text as second time, but is supplied in the translation for
smoothness.
12 tn Heb “It is not from wisdom that you ask about this.”
13 tn Or “Wisdom with an inheritance, is good”; or “Wisdom
is as good as an inheritance.” This use of the preposition ִעם
(’im) may denote: (1) accompaniment: “together with,” or
(2) comparison: “as good as; like; in comparison to” (HALOT
839–40 s.v.  ; ִעםBDB 767–69 s.v. ) ִעם. BDB 767 s.v. 1 suggests the accompaniment nuance “together with,” while
HALOT 840 s.v. 2.c suggests the comparative sense “in comparison to.” The translations are also divided: “wisdom with
an inheritance is good” (KJV, ASV margin, RSV, NASB, YLT);
“wisdom, like an inheritance, is a good thing” (NIV); “wisdom
is as good as an inheritance” (ASV, NRSV, MLB, NJPS, Moffatt); “wisdom is better than an inheritance” (NEB). Because
v. 12 compares wisdom with money (i.e., an inheritance), v.
11 is probably making a comparison as well: “Wisdom, like
an inheritance, is good” (7:11a) = “Wisdom provides protection, just as money provides protection” (7:12a). The “good
thing” that wisdom – like an inheritance or money – provides
is protection.
14 tn Heb “see the sun.”
15 tn Heb “wisdom is a shade.” When used with a predicate nominative in a verbless clause, the preposition ( ְּבbet)
which appears twice in the line ( ְּבצֵ ל הַ ָח ְכ ָמה ְּבצֵ ל הַ ּ ָכסֶ ףbÿtsel
hakhokhmah bÿtsel hakkasef) denotes identity, the so-called
bet of essence (HALOT 104 s.v.  ְּב3; BDB 88 s.v.  ְּב1.7; see
also R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 45, §249).
16 tn The term ( צֵ לtsel, “shade, shadow”) refers to that which
provides protection or a shelter from the sun (Gen 19:8; Judg
9:36; Isa 25:5; 32:2; Jer 48:45; Jonah 4:5). It is used often
in a figurative sense (hypocatastasis) to connote “protection”
from calamity (Num 14:9; Isa 49:2; Hos 14:8; Pss 17:8; 36:8;
57:2; 63:8; 91:1; 121:5; Lam 4:20).
17 tn The phrase “just as” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for smoothness and
clarity.
18 tn Heb “Wisdom is a shade, money is a shade.” The
repetition of ( ְּבצֵ לbÿtsel, “shade; protection”) suggests that
the A-line and B-line function as comparisons. Thus the Hebrew phrases “Wisdom is a shade, money is a shade” may
be nuanced, “Wisdom [provides] protection [just as] money
[provides] protection.” This approach is adopted by several
translations: “wisdom is a defense, as money is a defense”
(ASV), “wisdom is protection just as money is protection”
(NASB), “wisdom like wealth is a defense” (Moffatt), “the protection of wisdom is as the protection of money” (NAB), “the
protection of wisdom is like the protection of money” (RSV,
NRSV), “wisdom protects as wealth protects” (MLB), and “wisdom is a shelter, as money is a shelter” (NIV). The comparison is missed by KJV: “wisdom is a defense, and money is a
defense.” Less likely is taking ( ְּבbet) in a locative sense: “to
be in the shelter of wisdom is to be in the shelter of money”
(NJPS).
19 tn The verb ( ָחיָהkhayah, “to live”) in the Piel denotes (1)
“to let live; to keep alive; to preserve alive; to allow to live happily” (Gen 12:12; Exod 1:17; Num 31:15; Deut 6:24; Josh
9:15; Isa 7:21; Jer 49:11) and (2) “to bring back to life” persons who are ill (Ps 30:4) or deceased (Hos 6:2); HALOT 309
s.v.  ָחיָה. Its parallelism with ( צֵ לtsel, “protection”) indicates
that it means “to preserve someone’s life” from premature
death or calamity. Therefore, “preserves the life” (RSV, NAB,
ASV, NASB, NIV, NJPS) is preferable to “gives life to” (KJV,
Douay, NRSV, YLT).
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Wisdom Acknowledges God’s Orchestration of
Life
7:13 Consider the work of God:

For who can make straight what he has
bent?
7:14 In times of prosperity be joyful,
but in times of adversity consider this:
God has made one as well as the other,
so that no one can discover what the future holds.
Exceptions to the Law of Retribution
7:15 During the days of my fleeting life I

have seen both of these things:
Sometimes a righteous person dies prematurely in spite of his righteousness,
and sometimes10 a wicked person lives
long11 in spite of his evil deeds.

 tn Heb “the day of good.”
 tn Heb “the day of evil.”
 tn Less probable renderings

of this line are “God hath
made the one side by side with the other” (ASV) and “God has
set the one alongside the other” (NEB).
 tn Heb “anything after him.” This line is misinterpreted by
several versions: “that man may not find against him any just
complaint” (Douay); “consequently, man may find no fault
with Him” (NJPS); “so that man cannot find fault with him in
anything” (NAB).
 tn The word “life” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but
is supplied in the translation for smoothness and clarity.
 tn As is the case throughout Ecclesiastes, the term הַ ּכֹל
(hakkol) should be nuanced “both” rather than “all.”
 tn Heb “There is.” The term ( י ֵׁשyesh, “there is”) is often
used in aphorisms to assert the existence of a particular situation that occurs sometimes. It may indicate that the situation
is not the rule but that it does occur on occasion, and may be
nuanced “sometimes” (Prov 11:24; 13:7, 23; 14:12; 16:25;
18:24; 20:15; Eccl 2:21; 4:8; 5:12; 6:1; 7:15 [2x]; 8:14 [3x]).
 tn Heb “perishes.”
 tn Or “in his righteousness.” The preposition ( ְּבbet) on the
terms ( ְּב ִצ ְרק ֹוbÿtsirqo, “his righteousness”) and ( ְּברָ עָ ת ֹוbÿra’ato,
“his evil-doing”) in the following line are traditionally taken in
a locative sense: “in his righteousness” and “in his wickedness” (KJV, NASB, NIV). However, it is better to take the ( ְּבbet)
in the adversative sense “in spite of” (e.g., Lev 26:27; Num
14:11; Deut 1:32; Isa 5:25; 9:11, 16, 20; 10:4; 16:14; 47:9;
Pss 27:3; 78:32; Ezra 3:3); cf. HALOT 104 s.v.  ְּב7; BDB 90
s.v.  ְּב3.7. NJPS renders it well: “Sometimes a good man perishes in spite of his goodness, and sometimes a wicked one
endures in spite of his wickedness.” In a similar vein, D. R.
Glenn (“Ecclesiastes,” BKCOT, 993–94) writes: “The word ‘in’
in the phrases ‘in his righteousness’ and ‘in his wickedness’
can here mean ‘in spite of.’ These phrases…argue against
the common view that in 7:16 Solomon was warning against
legalistic or Pharisaic self-righteousness. Such would have
been a sin and would have been so acknowledged by Solomon who was concerned about true exceptions to the doctrine of retribution, not supposed ones (cf. 8:10–14 where
this doctrine is discussed again).”
10 tn Heb “There is.” The term ( י ֵׁשyesh,“there is”) is often
used in aphorisms to assert the existence of a particular situation that occurs sometimes. It may indicate that the situation
is not the rule but that it does occur on occasion, and may be
nuanced “sometimes” (Prov 11:24; 13:7, 23; 14:12; 16:25;
18:24; 20:15; Eccl 2:21; 4:8; 5:12; 6:1; 7:15 [2x]; 8:14 [3x]).
11 tn Heb “a wicked man endures.”

7:16 So do not be excessively righteous or

excessively12 wise;13
otherwise14 you might15 be disappointed.16
7:17 Do not be excessively wicked and do
not be a fool;
otherwise17 you might die before your
time.
12 tn The adjective ֹתר
ֵ ( יוyoter) means “too much; excessive,” e.g., 2:15 “excessively wise” (HALOT 404 s.v.  יו ֵֹתר2;
BDB 452 s.v. )יו ֵֹתר. It is derived from the root ( י ֶֶתרyeter, “what
is left over”; cf. HALOT 452 s.v. I  )י ֶֶתרand related to the verb
( י ַָתרyatar, Niphal “to be left over” and Hiphil “to have left
over”; cf. HALOT 451-52). In 2:15 the adjective  יו ֵֹתרis used
with the noun יִתרוֹן
ְ (yitron, “advantage; profit”) in a wordplay
or pun: The wise man has a relative “advantage” (יִתרוֹן
ְ ) over
the fool (2:13-14a); however, there is no ultimate advantage
because both share the same fate – death (2:14b-15a).
Thus, Qoheleth’s acquisition of tremendous wisdom (1:16;
2:9) was “excessive” because it exceeded its relative advantage over folly: it could not deliver him from the same fate as
the fool. He strove to obtain wisdom, yet it held no ultimate
advantage. Likewise, in 7:16, Qoheleth warns that wisdom
and righteous behavior do not guarantee an advantage over
wickedness and folly, because the law of retribution is sometimes violated.
13 tn Heb “So do not be overly righteous and do not be
overly wise.” The Hitpael verb ( ִּת ְת ַח ּ ַכםtitkhakkam, from  ָחכַ ם,
khakham, “to be wise”) means “to make or show yourself
wise” (HALOT 314 s.v.  ;חכםBDB 314 s.v. ) ָחכַ ם. The Hitpael
may be understood as: (1) benefactive reflexive use which refers to an action done for one’s own behalf (e.g., Gen 20:7;
Josh 9:12; 1 Kgs 8:33; Job 13:27): because the law of retribution is sometimes violated, it is not wise for a person to be
overly dependent upon wisdom or righteousness for his own
benefit; (2) estimative-declarative reflexive which denotes esteeming or presenting oneself in a certain state, without regard to the question of truthfulness (e.g., 2 Sam 13:5; Prov
13:6; Esth 8:17): it is useless to overly esteem oneself as wise
or to falsely present oneself as wiser than he really is because
the law of retribution sometimes fails to reward the wise. The
enigma of this line – “overly righteous and overly wise” – may
be resolved by proper classification of the Hitpael stem of this
verb.
14 tn Heb “Why?” The question is rhetorical.
15 tn The imperfect of שמֵ ם
ָ ׁ (shamem) functions in a modal
sense, denoting possibility: “you might be…” (see IBHS 508
§31.4e).
16 tn Or “Why should you ruin yourself?”; or “Why should
you destroy yourself?” The verb ( ׁ ָשמֵ םshamem) is traditionally taken as “to destroy; to ruin oneself.” For its use here
HALOT 1566 s.v.  ׁשמם2 has “to cause oneself ruin”; BDB
1031 s.v.  ׁ ָשמֵ ם2 has “cause oneself desolation, ruin.” Most
English versions take a similar approach: “Why destroy yourself?” (KJV, ASV, NEB, NRSV, MLB, NIV); “Why ruin yourself?”
(NAB, NASB). However, in the Hitpolel stem the root  ׁשמםnever
means this elsewhere, but is always nuanced elsewhere as
“to be appalled; to be astonished; to be dumbfounded; to be
confounded; to be horrified” (e.g., Ps 143:4; Isa 59:16; 63:5;
Dan 8:27); cf. BDB 1031 s.v.  ׁ ָשמֵ ם1; HALOT 1566 s.v.  ׁשמם1.
It is taken this way in the English version of the Tanakh: “or
you may be dumbfounded” (NJPS). Likewise, Cohen renders,
“Why should you be overcome with amazement?” (A. Cohen,
The Five Megilloth [SoBB], 154). If a person was trusting in
his own righteousness or wisdom to guarantee prosperity,
he might be scandalized by the exceptions to the doctrine of
retribution that Qoheleth had observed in 7:15. D. R. Glenn
(“Ecclesiastes,” BKCOT, 994) notes: “This fits in nicely with
Solomon’s argument here. He urged his readers not to be
over-righteous or over-wise ‘lest they be confounded or astonished.’ He meant that they should not depend on their righteousness or wisdom to guarantee God’s blessing because
they might be confounded, dismayed, or disappointed like the
righteous people whom Solomon had seen perishing in spite
of their righteousness [in 7:15].” See GKC 149 §54.c.
17 tn Heb “Why?” The question is rhetorical.
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7:18 It is best to take hold of one warning

without letting go of the other warning;
for the one who fears God will follow
both warnings.
Wisdom Needed Because No One is Truly
Righteous
7:19 Wisdom gives a wise person more

protection
than ten rulers in a city.
7:20 For there is not one truly righteous
 tn The word “warning” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation two times in this line
for clarity.
 sn The other warning. Qoheleth is referring to the two
words of advice in 7:16-17. He is not, as some suggest, urging his readers to grasp righteousness without letting go of
wickedness. His point is not that people should live their lives
with a balance of modest righteousness and modest wickedness. Because he urges the fear of God in 7:18b, he cannot
be inconsistent in suggesting that his readers offend the fear
of God by indulging in some degree of sin in order to counterbalance an overly righteous life. Rather, the proper fear of
God will prevent a person from trusting in righteousness and
wisdom alone for his security, and it will also prevent indulgence in wickedness and folly.
 tn Or “will escape both”; or “will go forth in both.” The
Hebrew phrase ת־כ ּ ָלם
ֻּ
ֶ( יֵצֵ א אyetse’ ’et-kullam, “he will follow
both of them”) has been interpreted in several ways: (1) To
adopt a balanced lifestyle that is moderately righteous while
allowing for self-indulgence in moderate wickedness (“to follow both of them,” that is, to follow both righteousness and
wickedness). However, this seems to unnecessarily encourage an antinomian rationalization of sin and moral compromise. (2) To avoid the two extremes of being over-righteous
and over-wicked. This takes  יֵצֵ אin the sense of “to escape,”
e.g., Gen 39:12, 15; 1 Sam 14:14; Jer 11:11; 48:9; cf. HALOT
426 s.v.  יצא6.c; BDB 423 s.v.  יָצָ א1.d. (3) To follow both of
the warnings given in 7:16-17. This approach finds parallels
in postbiblical rabbinic literature denoting the action of discharging one’s duty of obedience and complying with instruction. In postbiblical rabbinic literature the phrase ( יֵצֵ א יַדֵ יyetse’ yade, “to go out of the hands”) is an idiom meaning “to
comply with the requirements of the law” (Jastrow 587 s.v. יָצָ א
Hif.5.a). This fits nicely with the context of 7:16-17 in which
Qoheleth issued two warnings. In 7:18a Qoheleth exhorted
his readers to follow both of his warnings: “It is best to grasp
the first warning without letting go of the second warning.”
The person who fears God will heed both warnings. He will not
depend upon his own righteousness and wisdom, but upon
God’s sovereign bestowal of blessings. Likewise, he will not
exploit the exceptions to the doctrine of retribution to indulge
in sin, rationalizing sin away just because the wicked sometimes do not get what they deserve.
 tn Heb “both.” The term “warnings” does not appear in
the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
Alternately, “both [extremes]” or “both [fates].” The point of
this expression is either (1) “ he achieves both things,” (2)
“he escapes all these misfortunes,” (3) “he does his duty by
both,” or (4) “he avoids both extremes.” See D. Barthélemy,
ed., Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew Old Testament Text Project, 3:580–81.
 tn Heb “gives strength.”
 tn The introductory particle ( ִּכיki) is rendered variously:
“for” (KJV); “indeed” (NASB); not translated (NIV); “for” (NJPS).
The particle functions in an explanatory sense, explaining the
need for wisdom in v. 19. Righteousness alone cannot always
protect a person from calamity (7:15-16); therefore, something additional, such as wisdom, is needed. The need for
wisdom as protection from calamity is particularly evident in
the light of the fact that no one is truly righteous (7:19-20).
 tn The term “truly” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity. Qoheleth does not

person on the earth
who continually does good and never
sins.
7:21 Also, do not pay attention to everything that people say;
otherwise, you might even hear10 your
servant cursing you.
7:22 For you know in your own heart11
that you also have cursed others many
times.
Human Wisdom is Limited
7:23 I have examined all this by wisdom;

I said, “I am determined12 to comprehend
this”13 – but it was beyond my grasp.14
7:24 Whatever has happened is beyond
human15 understanding;16
it is far deeper than anyone can fathom.17
True Righteousness and Wisdom Are Virtually
Nonexistent
7:25 I tried18 to understand, examine, and

comprehend19
the role of20 wisdom in the scheme of
things,21
and to understand the stupidity of wickedness22 and the insanity of folly.23

deny the existence of some people who are relatively righteous.
 tn Heb “they”; the referent (people) has been specified in
the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “so that you do not hear…”; or “lest you hear….”
10 tn The imperfect tense verb ( ִת ׁ ְש ַמעtishma’; from ש ַמע
ָׁ
[shama’, “to hear”]) functions in a modal sense, denoting possibility: “you might hear” (see IBHS 508 §31.4e).
11 tn Heb “your heart knows.”
12 tn The cohortative ’( אֶ ְח ּ ָכ ָמהekhkamah, from  ָחכַ ם,
khakham,“to be wise”) emphasizes the resolve (determination) of Qoheleth to become wise enough to understand the
perplexities of life.
13 tn Or “I am determined to become wise”
14 tn Or “but it eluded me”; Heb “but it was far from me.”
15 tn The word “human” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for stylistic reasons.
16 tn Heb “is far away.”
17 tn Heb “It is deep, deep – who can find it?” The repetition
of the word “deep” emphasizes the degree of incomprehensibility. See IBHS 233-34 §12.5a.
18 tn Heb “I turned, I, even my heart.”
19 tn Heb “to seek.”
20 tn The phrase “the role of” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity and
smoothness.
21 tn The phrase ( ָח ְכ ָמה וְחֶ ׁ ְש ּבוֹןkhokhmah vÿkheshbon, “wisdom and the scheme of things”) is a hendiadys (a figure of
speech in which two nouns connote one idea): “wisdom in
the scheme of things.” This is similar to the hendiadys ִע ְּצב ֹונ ְֵך
’( וְהֵ ֹרנ ְֵךitsÿvonekh vÿheronekh, “pain and childbearing”) which
connotes “pain in childbearing” (Gen 3:16).
22 tn Or “the evil of folly” The genitive construct phrase שע
ַ ׁ ֶר
( ּ ֶכסֶ לresha’ kesel) may be taken as a genitive of attribution
(“the wickedness of folly”) or as a genitive of attribute (“the
folly of wickedness”). The English versions treat it in various
ways: “wickedness of folly” (KJV); “wrong of folly” (YLT); “evil
of folly” (NASB); “stupidity of wickedness” (NIV); “wickedness,
stupidity” (NJPS); “wickedness is folly [or foolish]” (ASV, NAB,
NRSV, MLB, Moffatt), and “it is folly to be wicked” (NEB).
23 tn Or “the folly of madness” The genitive construct
phrase ( וְהַ ִּס ְכלוּת הוֹלֵ לוֹתvÿhassikhlut holelot) may be taken as
a genitive of attribution (“the stupidity of wickedness”) or a
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7:26 I discovered this:



More bitter than death is the kind of
woman who is like a hunter’s snare;
her heart is like a hunter’s net and her
hands are like prison chains.
The man who pleases God escapes her,
but the sinner is captured by her.
7:27 The Teacher says:
I discovered this while trying to discover
the scheme of things, item by item.
7:28 What I have continually sought, I
have not found;
I have found only one upright man
among a thousand,
but I have not found one upright woman
among all of them.
7:29 This alone have I discovered: God
made humankind upright,
but they have sought many evil schemes.

A person’s wisdom brightens his appearance,11 and softens12 his harsh countenance.13
8:2 Obey the king’s command,14
because you took15 an oath before God16
to be loyal to him.17
8:3 Do not rush out of the king’s presence
in haste – do not delay when the matter
is unpleasant,18
for he can do whatever he pleases.
8:4 Surely the king’s authority19 is absolute;20
no one can say21 to him, “What are you
doing?”
8:5 Whoever obeys his22 command will
not experience harm,
and a wise person23 knows the proper
time24 and procedure.

Human Government Demonstrates Limitations of
Wisdom
8:1 Who is a wise person? Who knows

the solution to a problem?10

genitive of attribute (“the evil of folly”). The phrase is rendered
variously: “foolishness and madness” (KJV); “foolishness of
madness” (NASB); “madness of folly” (NIV); “madness and
folly” (NJPS); “the foolishness which is madness” (NEB); and
“foolishness [or folly] is madness” (ASV, NAB, NRSV, MLB,
Moffatt).
 tn The word “this” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but
is supplied in the translation for smoothness.
 tn The phrase “kind of” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity (see the following note on the word “woman”).
 tn The article on שה
ָ ּ ׁ ( הָ ִאha’ishah) functions in a particularizing sense (“the kind of woman”) rather than in a generic
sense (i.e., “women”).
 tn Heb “is snares.” The plural form ( ְמצו ִֹדיםmÿtsodim, from
the noun I  ָמצוֹד, matsod, “snare”) is used to connote either
intensity, repeated or habitual action, or moral characteristic. For the function of the Hebrew plural, see IBHS 120-21
§7.4.2. The term II “ ָמצוֹדsnare” is used in a concrete sense
in reference to the hunter’s snare or net, but in a figurative
sense of being ensnared by someone (Job 19:6; Prov 12:12;
Eccl 7:26).
 tn The word “only” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for smoothness.
 tn The word “upright” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation twice, here and in the following line, for clarity.
 tn The preposition ( ְּכkaf) prefixed to ( ְּכהֶ ָחכָ םkÿhekhakham,
“wise man”) is traditionally taken in a comparative sense:
“Who is like [or as] the wise man?” On the other hand, it may
denote identity, e.g., Gen 1:26; Num 11:1; 1 Sam 20:3; 2
Sam 9:8; Neh 7:2; Job 10:9; Nah 3:6 (see R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 47, §261; IBHS 202-4 §11.2.9b).
 tn The definite article on ( הֶ ָחכָ םhekhakham, “wise man”)
may be taken in an individualizing (“the wise man”) or generic
sense (“a wise man”).
 tn Or “the explanation.” The noun שר
ֶ ׁ ( ּ ֵפpesher) denotes
“solution; explanation; interpretation; meaning” (HALOT
982–83 s.v.  ; ּ ֵפ ׁ ֶשרBDB 833 s.v. ) ּ ֵפ ׁ ֶשר. The Hebrew term is an
Aramaic loanword from ( ִּפ ׁ ְשרָ אpishra’, “diagnosis; meaning;
solution”). The Aramaic noun ( ְּפ ׁ ַשרpÿshar, “interpretation of
a dream or prophecy”) and verb ( ְּפ ׁ ַשרpÿshar, “to interpret a
dream or prophecy”) reflect a later meaning not present in Ecclesiastes, but current at the time of Daniel (Dan 2:5-7; 4:3,
15, 16; 5:12, 15, 16; 7:16) and Qumran (e.g., 1QpHab).
10 tn Heb “a thing.”

11 tn Heb “makes his face shine.”
12 tc The MT vocalizes the consonantal

form  ישנאas יְש ּנֶא
ֻׁ
(yÿshunne’, Pual imperfect 3rd person masculine singular
from I  ׁ ָשנָה, shana, “to change”). However, the LXX μισθήσεται
(misqhsetai) reflects an alternate vocalization tradition of
שנֵא
ׂ ָ ּ ִ( יyissane’, Niphal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from  ָׂשנֵא, sane’, “to hate”), while the Vulgate’s commutabit
reflects יְש ּנֶה
ַ ׁ (yÿshanneh, Piel imperfect 3rd person masculine
singular from II  ׁ ָשנָה, shanah, “to repeat”).
tn Heb “the strength of his face is changed.”
13 tn Heb “the strength of his face is changed.” The expression ’( עֹז ּ ָפנָיוoz panayv, “strength of his face”) is an idiom for
“boldness; impudence” (BDB 739 s.v.  עֹז4) or “hard face” =
harsh countenance (HALOT 805 s.v. I  עֹז1.c).
14 tc The Leningrad Codex (the basis of BHS) reads אֲ נִ י
(’ani, 1st person common singular independent personal pronoun): “I obey the king’s command.” Other medieval Hebrew
mss and all the versions (LXX, Vulgate, Targum, Syriac Peshitta) preserve an alternate textual tradition of the definite accusative marker ’( אֶ ת־et) introducing the direct object: ת־פי־מֶ לֶ ְך
ִּ
ֶא
’( ׁ ְשמוֹרet-pi-melekh shÿmor, “Obey the command of the king”).
External evidence supports the alternate textual tradition.
The MT is guilty of simple orthographic confusion between
similar looking letters. The BHS editors and the Hebrew Old
Testament Text Project adopt  אֶ ת־as the original reading. See
D. Barthélemy, ed., Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew Old Testament Text Project, 3:582–83.
15 tn The phrase “you took” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for smoothness.
16 tn The genitive-construct ( ׁ ְשבוּעַ ת אֱ ל ִֹהיםshÿvu’at ’elohim,
“an oath of God”) functions as a genitive of location (“an oath
before God”) or an adjectival genitive of attribute (“a supreme
oath”).
17 tn The words “to be loyal to him” do not appear in the Hebrew text, but are supplied in the translation for clarification.
18 tn Or “do not stand up for a bad cause.”
19 tn Heb “word.”
20 tn Heb “supreme.”
21 tn Heb “Who can say…?”
22 tn The word “his” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for smoothness and clarity.
23 tn Heb “the heart of a wise man.”
24 tn The term ’( עֵ תet, “time”) connotes “a proper, suitable
time for an event; the right moment” (HALOT 900 s.v.  עֵ ת6;
BDB 773 s.v.  עֵ ת2.b); e.g., “it was the time for rain” (Ezra
10:13); “a time of judgment for the nations” (Ezek 30:3);
“there is an appropriate time for every occasion” (Eccl 3:1);
“the time when mountain goats are born” (Job 39:1); “the
rain in its season” (Deut 11:14; Jer 5:24); “the time for the
harvest” (Hos 2:11; Ps 1:3); “food in its season” (Ps 104:27).
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8:6 For there is a proper time and proce-

dure for every matter,
for the oppression of the king is severe
upon his victim.
8:7 Surely no one knows the future,
and no one can tell another person what
will happen.
8:8 Just as no one has power over the
wind to restrain it,
so no one has power over the day of his
death.
Just as no one can be discharged during
the battle,
so wickedness cannot rescue the wicked.
8:9 While applying10 my mind11 to everything12 that happens in this world,13 I
have seen all this:
Sometimes one person14 dominates15
 tn Heb “evil”; or “misery.”
 tn Heb “the man.”
 tn Heb “upon him.”
 tn Heb “what will be.”
 tn Heb “Who can tell him what will be?”
 tn Heb “There is not a man who has mastery

over the
wind to restrain the wind.”
 tn The word “his” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but
is supplied in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “There is no discharge in war.”
 tn Heb “its owners.”
10 tn The term ( נָתוֹןnaton, Qal infinitive absolute from ָתן
ַנ,
natan, “to give”) is a verbal use of the infinitive absolute, used
with vav to indicate an action that took place simultaneous to
the main verb (see IBHS 596-97 §35.5.2d). Thus, the clause
ת־ל ִּבי
ִ
ֶ( וְ נָתוֹן אvÿnaton ’et-libbi, “while applying my mind…”) indicates contemporaneous action to the clause, “All this I have
seen” (יתי
ִ ת־כל־זֶה רָ ִא
ָּ
ֶא, ’et-kol-zeh ra’iti). This is view is taken by
several translations: “All this I have seen, having applied my
mind to” (NEB); “All this I observed while applying my mind to”
(RSV); “All this I saw, as I applied my mind to” (NIV); “All this I
saw, as thoughtfully I pondered” (Moffatt). On the other hand,
the LXX vav is taken in a coordinating sense (“and”) and the
infinitive absolute as an independent verb: Και συμπαν
τουτο εἰδον, και ἐδωκα την καρδιαν μου εἰς (“I saw all
this, and I applied my heart to”). This reading is adopted by
other English versions: “All this I have seen, and applied my
heart” (KJV); “All these things I considered and I applied my
mind” (NAB); “All this have I seen, and applied my heart unto”
(ASV); “All this I have seen and applied my mind to” (NASB);
“All these things I observed; I noted” (NJPS).
11 tn Heb “my heart.”
12 tn Heb “every work”; or “every deed.”
13 tn Heb “that is done under the sun.” The phrase “that
is done under the sun” (אֲ ׁ ֶשר ַנ ֲע ָׂשה ּ ַת ַחת הַ ׁ ּ ָשמֶ ׁש, ’asher na’asah
takhat hashamesh) is an idiom for “what happens in this
world” or “on the earth” (BDB 1039 s.v.  ׁ ֶשמֶ ׁש4.c). Moffatt renders this idiom, “what goes on within this world.”
14 tn Heb “the man.” The article on ( הָ ָאדָ םha’adam, “the
man”) can be taken in a particularizing sense (“one person”)
or in a collective sense as humankind as a whole (“humankind”); see HALOT 14 s.v. I  ָאדָ ם1; BDB 9 s.v.  ָאדָ ם2. So LXX:
“All the things in which man has power over [his fellow] man
to afflict him.” This is adopted by the RSV (“man lords it over
man to his hurt”); NJPS (“men still had authority over men to
treat them unjustly”); Moffatt (“men have power over their fellows, power to injure them”); MLB (“man has mastery over
another to harm him”); and YLT (“man hath ruled over man
to his own evil”). On the other hand, 8:1-9 focuses on the absolute power of the king, so the referent of  הָ ָאדָ םis probably
the king. The article functions in an individualizing, particularizing sense. The particularization of  הָ ָאדָ םis reflected in many
English versions: “one man” (KJV, ASV, NEB, NAB, Douay), “a
man” (NASB, NIV), and “one person” (NRSV).
15 tn The verb שלַ ט
ָ ׁ (shalat) denotes “to domineer; to dom-

other people16 to their harm.17
Contradictions to the Law of Retribution
8:10 Not only that,18 but I have seen the

wicked approaching19 and entering the
temple,20
and as they left the holy temple,21 they

inate; to lord it over” (HALOT 1522 s.v.  ; ׁשלטBDB 1020 s.v.
) ׁ ָשלַ ט. The English versions have: “rule over” (KJV, YLT, Douay),
“have power over” (NEB, ASV), “lord it over” (RSV, NIV), “have
authority over” (NJPS), “exercise authority over” (NASB,
NRSV); “have mastery over” (MLB); “tyrannize” (NAB).
16 tn Heb “man.” The word “other” does not appear in the
Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity. The
singular noun ’( ָאדָ םadam, “man”) functions as a collective
singular, connoting “men, people” (cf. HALOT 14 s.v.  ָאדָ ם1;
BDB 9 s.v.  ָאדָ ם2). The absence of the article might suggest
an indefinite rather than an individual, particular sense.
17 tn Heb “a man exercises power over [another] man to
his harm” [or “to his own harm”]. The 3rd person masculine singular singular pronominal suffix ( ל ֹוlo, “to his”) may
refer to the antecedent ’( ָאדָ םadam, “man” or “men”), being
understood either in a singular sense (so NEB, RSV, NRSV,
NAB, ASV, NASB) or in a collective sense (Moffatt, NJPS, NIV
margin). However, the antecedent might be ( הָ ָאדםha’adam,
“[one] man” = the king) with the suffix functioning reflexively:
“to his own harm” (KJV, ASV margin, YLT, Douay, NIV).
18 tn Heb “Then…” The construction ( ְבכֵ ןvÿkhen) means
“then; thereupon; on this condition” (cf. Eccl 8:10; Esth 4:16;
Sir 13:7; see GKC 384 §119.ii; BDB 486 s.v.  ּ ֵכן3.b; HALOT
483 s.v.  ּ ֵכן8.c). The line could be rendered, “It is was then
that I saw.”
19 tc There are three textual options: (1) The MT reads ְקבֻ ־
וּמ ְּמקוֹם
ִ ּ( ִרים ו ָָבאוqÿvurim vava’u umimmÿqom, “they were buried, and they came, and from the place”).  ְקבֻ ִריםis a Qal passive participle mpl from קָ ַבר, qavar, “to bury.” The MT reading
is retained by most translations: “[And so I saw the wicked]
buried, who had come and gone from the place [of the holy]”
(KJV); “[Then I saw the wicked] buried; they used to go in and
out of the [holy] place” (RSV, NRSV); “[I saw how the wicked]
were buried, who had gone in and out from the [holy] place”
(MLB); “[I have seen the wicked] buried, those who used to
go in and out from the [holy] place” (NASB); “[Then too, I saw
the wicked] buried – those who used to come and go from
the [holy] place” (NIV); and “[And then I saw] scoundrels coming from the [Holy] Site and being brought to burial” (NJPS).
(2) The LXX reflects the reading וּמ ְּמקוֹם
ִ מוּב ִאים
ָ
( ְק ָב ִריםqÿvarim
muva’im umimmÿqom, “to the tombs they are brought, and
from the place”). The LXX reflects the consonantal text of
 קבריםbut τάφους (tafous, “tombs”) reflects a vocalization
tradition of “( ְק ָב ִריםtombs”). (3) Several scholars suggest
emending the text to “( קרבים ובאים וממקוםapproaching and
coming to the place”). The emendation involves קרבים
ִ
(Qal active participle mpl from “ קרבto approach; to draw near”). The
emendation is adopted by several English versions: “I saw
wicked men approach and enter…the sacred place” (NAB);
“I saw wicked men approaching and even entering the holy
place” (NEB). The emendation makes good sense because
( קָ רַ בqarav, “to approach; to draw near”) is a synonym to ּבוֹא
(bo’, “to enter”), and is often used in reference to a person
approaching the Lord at the tabernacle or temple. The textual
corruption would be due to transposition of ( בbet) and ( רresh)
in ( קָ רַ בqarav, “to approach”) and ( קָ ַברqavar, “to bury”). See
D. Barthélemy, Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew
Old Testament Text Project, 3:584.
20 tn The phrase “the temple” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity and
smoothness. Note the reference to the sanctuary in the next
line.
21 tn Heb “the holy place.”
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boasted in the city that they had done so.
This also is an enigma.
8:11 When a sentence is not executed at
once against a crime,
the human heart is encouraged to do


 tc The MT reads ּוְיִש ּ ַת ְּכחו
ְ ׁ (vÿyishtakkÿkhu, “and they were
forgotten”; Hitpael imperfect 3rd person masculine plural
from  ׁ ָשכַ ח, shakhakh, “to forget”). Apart from the MT reading
here, the verb “ ׁ ָשכַ חto forget” never occurs elsewhere in the
Hitpael (HALOT 1490 s.v. I  ; ׁשכחBDB 1013 s.v. ) ׁ ָשכַ ח. Many medieval Hebrew mss read תבחו
ּ ויש
ׁ “and they boasted” (Hitpael
imperfect 3rd person masculine singular from  ׁ ָש ַבח, shavakh,
“praise, boast”). This alternate textual tradition is reflected
in the Greek versions, e.g., Old Greek: και ἐπῃνέθησαν (kai
ephneqhsan, “and they were praised”), Aquila and Theodotion: και ἐκαυχήσαντο (kai ekauchsanto, “and they
boasted”), and Symmachus: και ἐπαινούμενοι (kai epainoumenoi, “and they were praised”). This is also reflected in
the Vulgate. The English versions are divided; several follow
the MT and translate “they were forgotten” (KJV, ASV, NASB,
MLB, NJPS), but a good number adopt the alternate textual
tradition and translate either “they were praised” or “they
boasted” (NEB, RSV, NAB, NIV, NRSV). The context of 8:1017, which focuses on the enigmatic contradictions in divine
retribution (sometimes the wicked are not punished), favors
the alternate tradition. The wicked boast that they can come
and go as they please in the temple, flaunting their irreligion
without fearing divine retribution (8:10). This thought is continued in v. 11: failure to execute a sentence against a criminal emboldens the wicked to commit more crimes, confident
they will not suffer retribution. It is likely that the original reading of וישתבחו
ׁ was confused for וישתכחו
ׁ because the root ׁ ָש ַבח
(“to praise; to boast”) is much rarer than the common root
“( ׁ ָשכַ חto forget”). The phrase is best rendered “they boasted”
(NEB: “priding themselves”) rather than “they were praised”
(NAB, RSV, NRSV, NIV) – the verb  ׁ ָש ַבחmeans “to praise” in
Piel, but “to boast” in Hitpael (Ps 106:47; 1 Chr 16:35; HALOT
1387 s.v. I  ; ׁשבחBDB 986 s.v. ) ׁ ָש ַבח. This approach is adopted
by the committee for the Jerusalem Hebrew Bible Project: see
D. Barthélemy, ed., Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew Old Testament Text Project, 3:584–85.
 tn The term ( הֶ בֶ לhevel) here means “enigmatic,” that is,
difficult to grasp mentally. This sense is derived from the literal concept of breath, vapor or wind that cannot be seen; thus,
the idea of “obscure, dark, difficult to understand, enigmatic”
(HALOT 236–37 s.v. I  ;הֶ בֶ לBDB 210–11 s.v. I )הֶ בֶ ל. It is used in
this sense in reference to enigmas in life (6:2; 8:10, 14) and
the future which is obscure (11:8, 10).
 tn The particle שר
ֶ ׁ ֲ’( אasher) is used as a conjunction
in a conditional/temporal clause to introduce the protasis
(“when” or “if”), and ל־כן
ֵ ּ ַ’( עal-ken) introduces the apodosis
(“then”); cf. BDB 83 s.v.  אֲ ׁ ֶשר8.d.
 tn The noun ( ִפ ְתגָםfitgam, “decision; announcement;
edict; decree”) is a loanword from Persian patigama (HALOT
984 s.v.  ; ִּפ ְתגָםBDB 834 s.v. ) ִּפ ְתגָם. The Hebrew noun occurs
twice in the OT (Eccl 8:11; Esth 1:20), twice in the Apocrypha (Sir 5:11; 8:9), and five times in Qumran (11QtgJob 9:2;
29:4; 30:1; 34:3; 1QapGen 22:27). The English versions
consistently nuance this as a judicial sentence against a
crime: “sentence” (KJV, NEB, NAB, ASV, NASB, RSV, NRSV,
MLB, YLT), “sentence for a crime” (NIV), “sentence imposed”
(NJPS), “sentence on a crime” (Moffatt).
 tn Heb “is not done.” The verb שה
ַׂ ָ’( עasah, “to do”) refers
to a judicial sentence being carried out (HALOT 892 s.v. 2).
The Niphal can denote “be executed; be carried out” of a sentence (Eccl 8:11) or royal decree (Esth 9:1; BDB 795 s.v. 1.a).
Similarly, the Qal can denote “to execute” vengeance (Judg
11:36) or judgment (1 Sam 28:18; Isa 48:14; Ezek 25:11;
28:26; Ps 149:7, 9; BDB 794 s.v.).
 tn Heb “the evil.”
 tn Heb “the heart of the sons of man.” The singular noun
( לֵ בlev, “heart”) is used collectively. The term  לֵ בis often used
figuratively (metonymy) in reference to inclinations and determinations of the will (BDB 525 s.v. 4), moral character

evil.

8:12 Even though a sinner might commit

a hundred crimes and still live a long
time,10
yet I know that it will go well with Godfearing people11 – for they stand in
fear12 before him.
8:13 But it will not go well with the
wicked,
nor will they13 prolong their14 days like a
shadow,15
because they16 do not stand in fear17 before God.
8:14 Here is18 another19 enigma20 that occurs on earth:
Sometimes there are righteous people
who get what the wicked deserve,21
and sometimes there are wicked people
who get what the righteous deserve.22
I said, “This also is an enigma.”
(BDB 525 s.v. 6), and as a synecdoche for the man himself
(BDB 525 s.v. 7).
 tn Heb “is full to do evil.” The verb ( ָמלֵ אmale’, “to fill”) is
used figuratively (metonymy): the lack of swift judicial punishment only emboldens the wicked to commit more crimes
without fear of retribution. Most English versions translate
the term literally: “are filled” (NIV, MLB, YLT), “is fully set” (KJV,
ASV, RSV, NRSV). However, several versions nuance it figuratively: “emboldened” (ASV, NJPS) and “boldly” (NEB). Moffatt
renders the line, “Because sentence on a crime is not executed at once, the mind of man is prone to evil practices.”
 tn Heb “does evil one hundred [times].”
10 tn Heb “and prolongs his [life].”
11 tn Heb “those who fear God.”
12 tn Heb “they fear.”
13 tn Heb “he.”
14 tn The word “their” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for smoothness.
15 tn The phrase “like a shadow” ( ּ ַכ ּ ֵצל, katsel) modifies the
verb (“prolong”) rather than the noun (“days”). Several English
versions misconstrue the line: “he will not prolong his days,
[which are] like a shadow” (KJV, ASV); “the man who does not
fear God is like a shadow” (NEB); and “he will not prolong his
shadowy days” (NAB). It should be rendered “he will not prolong his days like a shadow” (RSV, NRSV, NASB, MLB, NIV).
Unlike a shadow that lengthens at sunset, the wicked do not
normally live long.
16 tn Heb “he.”
17 tn Heb “they do not fear.”
18 tn Heb “there is.” The term ( י ֶׁשyesh, “there is”) is often
used in aphorisms to assert the existence of a particular situation that occurs sometimes. It may indicate that the situation
is not the rule but that it does occur on occasion, and may be
nuanced “sometimes” (Prov 11:24; 13:7, 23; 14:12; 16:25;
18:24; 20:15; Eccl 2:21; 4:8; 5:12; 6:1; 7:15 [2x]; 8:14 [3x]).
19 tn The word “another” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity and smoothness.
20 tn Or “vanity” (again at the end of this verse). The Hebrew
term ( הֶ בֶ לhevel) here denotes “enigma,” that is, something
that is difficult to understand. This sense is derived from the
literal referent of breath, vapor or wind that cannot be seen;
thus, “obscure; dark; difficult to understand; enigmatic” (see
HALOT 236–37 s.v. I  ;הֶ בֶ לBDB 210–11 s.v. I )הֶ בֶ ל. It is used in
this sense in reference to enigmas in life (6:2; 8:10, 14) and
the future which is obscure (11:8, 10).
21 tn Heb “to whom it happens according to the deeds of the
wicked”; or “who are punished for the deeds of the wicked.”
22 tn Heb “to whom it happens according to the deeds of
the righteous”; or “who are rewarded for the deeds of the righteous.”
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Enjoy Life In Spite of Its Injustices
8:15 So I recommend the enjoyment of

life,
for there is nothing better on earth for a
person to do except to eat, drink, and
enjoy life.
So joy will accompany him in his toil
during the days of his life which God
gives him on earth.
Limitations of Human Wisdom
8:16 When I tried10 to gain11 wisdom

and to observe the activity12 on earth –
even though it prevents anyone from
sleeping day or night13 –
8:17 then I discerned all that God has
done:14
No one really comprehends what happens15 on earth.16
Despite all human17 efforts to discover it,
no one can ever grasp18 it.19

 tn Heb “the enjoyment.” The phrase “of life” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for
clarity.
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
 tn The phrase “to do” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for smoothness.
 tn The construction ( ִּכי… ִאםki…’im) is used as a particle
of exception to limit the preceding clause (“except; nothing
but”). See, e.g., Gen 28:17; 39:9; Lev 21:2; Num 14:30; Deut
10:12; 1 Sam 30:22; 2 Kgs 4:2; 5:15; 2 Chr 21:17; Esth 2:15;
5:12; Eccl 3:12; Isa 42:19; Dan 10:21; Mic 6:8 (cf. HALOT
471 s.v.  ִּכי ִאםB.2; BDB 474 s.v.  ִּכי ִאם2.a).
 sn Except to eat, drink, and enjoy life. Qoheleth is not
commending a self-indulgent lifestyle of Epicurean hedonism. Nor is he lamenting the absolute futility of life and
the lack of eternal retribution. He is submitting to the reality
that in a sin-cursed world there is much of human existence
marked by relative futility. Since the righteous man cannot assume that he will automatically experience temporal prosperity and blessings on this earth, he should – at the very least
– enjoy each day to its fullest as a gift from God. D. R. Glenn
(“Ecclesiastes,” BKCOT, 997) notes, “Each day’s joys should
be received as gifts from God’s hands and be savored as God
permits (3:13; 5:19).”
 tn The term “life” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but
is supplied in the translation for clarity and smoothness.
 tn The vav introduces a logical conclusion.
 tn Heb “it”; the referent (enjoyment of life) has been specified in the translation for clarity.
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
10 tn Heb “I applied my heart.”
11 tn Heb “to know.”
12 tn Heb “and to see the business which is done.”
13 tn Heb “for no one sees sleep with their eyes either day
or night.” The construction ( ִּכי… גַםki… gam) expresses a concessive sense: “even though” (e.g., Ps 23:4; Prov 22:6; Eccl
4:14; Isa 1:15; Lam 3:8; Hos 8:10; 9:16); cf. HALOT 196 s.v.
 ּגַם9; BDB 169 s.v.  ּגַם6; 473 s.v.  ִּכי2.c.
14 tn Heb “all the work of God.”
15 tn Heb “the work that is done.”
16 tn Heb “under the sun.”
17 tn Heb “his”; the referent (man, in a generic sense) has
been specified in the translation as the adjective “human” for
clarity.
18 tn Heb “find.”
19 tn The term “it” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but
is supplied in the translation for smoothness.

Even if20 a wise person claimed21 that he
understood,
he would not really comprehend22 it.23
Everyone Will Die
9:1 So I reflected on all this,24 attempting

to clear25 it all up.
I concluded that26 the righteous and the
wise, as well as their works, are in the
hand of God;
whether a person will be loved or hated27 –
no one knows what lies ahead.28
9:2 Everyone shares the same fate29 –
the righteous and the wicked,
the good and the bad,30
20 tn The particle ’( ִאםim, “even if”) introduces the protasis
in a real conditional clause (“If a wise man …”); see IBHS 63637 §38.2d; R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 74, §453.
21 tn The imperfect tense verb ֹאמר
ַ ( יyo’mar, “to say”) functions in a modal sense, denoting possibility (see IBHS 508
§31.4e; R. J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 31, §169).
22 tn Heb “he cannot find”; or “he does not find.”
23 tn The term “it” does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is
an implied direct object and has been supplied in the translation for smoothness and stylistic reasons.
24 tn Heb “I laid all this to my heart.”
25 tn The term ( וְלָ בוּרvelavur, conjunction + Qal infinitive construct from  ּבוּר, bur, “to make clear”) denotes “to examine; to
make clear; to clear up; to explain” (HALOT 116 s.v.  ;בורBDB
101 s.v. ) ּבוּר. The term is related to Arabic baraw “to examine”
(G. R. Driver, “Supposed Arabisms in the Old Testament,” JBL
55 [1936]: 108). This verb is related to the Hebrew noun ּבֹר
(bor, “cleanness”) and adjective ( ּ ַברbar, “clean”). The term
is used in the OT only in Ecclesiastes (1:13; 2:3; 7:25; 9:1).
This use of the infinitive has a connotative sense (“attempting to”), and functions in a complementary sense, relative to
the main verb.
26 tn The words “I concluded that” do not appear in the Hebrew text, but are supplied in the translation for clarity.
27 tn Heb “whether love or hatred.”
28 tn Heb “man does not know anything before them.”
29 tn Heb “all things just as to everyone, one fate.”
30 tc The MT reads simply “the good,” but the Greek versions read “the good and the bad.” In contrast to the other
four pairs in v. 2 (“the righteous and the wicked,” “those who
sacrifice, and those who do not sacrifice,” “the good man…the
sinner,” and “those who make vows…those who are afraid to
make vows”), the MT has a triad in the second line: לַ ּטוֹב וְלַ ּ ָטהוֹר
( וְלַ ּ ָטמֵ אlattov vÿlattahor vÿlattame’, “the good, and the clean,
and the unclean”). This reading in the Leningrad Codex (ca.
a.d. 1008) – the basis of the BHS and BHK publications of
the MT – is also supported by the Ben Asher text of the First
Rabbinic Bible (“the Soncino Bible”) published in a.d. 148894. On the other hand, the Greek version in B (Aquila) has
two pairs: τῷ ἀγαθῷ καὶ τῷ κακῷ, καὶ τῷ καθαρῷ καὶ
τῷ ἀκαθάρτῳ (“the good and the bad, and the clean and the
unclean”). Either Aquila inserted καὶ τῷ κακῷ (kai tw kakw,
“and the bad”) to fill out a pair and to create six parallel pairs
in v. 2, or Aquila reflects an early Hebrew textual tradition
tradition of ( לַ ּטוֹב וְלַ רָ עlattov vÿlara’, “the good and the bad”).
Since Aquila is well known for his commitment to a literal
– at times even a mechanically wooden – translation of the
Hebrew, with no room for improvisation, it is more than likely
that Aquila is reflecting an authentic Hebrew textual tradition.
Aquila dates to a.d. 130, while the Leningrad Codex dates to
a.d. 1008; therefore, the Vorlage of Aquila might have been
the original Hebrew textual tradition, being much earlier than
the MT of the Leningrad Codex. The alternate textual tradition of Aquila is also seen in the Syriac and Latin versions (but
these are dependent upon the Greek = Aquila). On the other
hand, the editors of BHK and BHS suggest that the presence
of the anomalous  לַ ּטוֹבwas an addition to the Hebrew text,
and should be deleted. They also suggest that the Greek pair
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the ceremonially clean and unclean,
those who offer sacrifices and those who
do not.
What happens to the good person, also
happens to the sinner;
what happens to those who make vows,
also happens to those who are afraid to
make vows.
9:3 This is the unfortunate fact about
everything that happens on earth:
the same fate awaits everyone.
In addition to this, the hearts of all people are full of evil,
and there is folly in their hearts during
their lives – then they die.
Better to Be Poor but Alive than Rich but Dead
9:4 But whoever is among the living

Life is Brief, so Cherish its Joys
9:7 Go, eat your food14 with joy,

and drink your wine with a happy heart,
because God has already approved your
works.
9:8 Let your clothes always be white,
and do not spare precious ointment on
your head.
9:9 Enjoy15 life with your beloved wife16
during all the days of your fleeting17 life
that God18 has given you on earth19 during
all your fleeting days;20
for that is your reward in life and in your
burdensome work21 on earth.22
9:10 Whatever you find to do with your
hands,23
do it with all your might,
because there is neither work nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom in the
grave,24
the place where you will eventually go.25

has hope;
a live dog is better than a dead lion.
9:5 For the living know that they will die,
but the dead do not know anything;
Wisdom Cannot Protect against Seemingly
they have no further reward – and even
Chance Events

the memory of them disappears.
9:11 Again,26 I observed this on the earth:27
9:6 What they loved,10 as well as what
11
12
the race is not always28 won by the
they hated and envied, perished long
swiftest,
ago,
14 tn Heb “your bread.”
and they no longer have a part in any15 tn Heb “see.”
thing that happens on earth.13
16 tn Heb “the wife whom you love.”
17 tn As discussed in the note on the

τῷ ἀγαθῷ καὶ τῷ κακῷ (tw agaqw kai tw kakw, “the
good and the bad”) does not reflect an alternate textual tradition, but that their Vorlage contained only לַ ּטוֹב: the Greek
version intentionally added καὶ τῷ κακῷ (kai tw kakw, “and
the bad”) to create a pair. The English versions are divided.
Several follow the Greek: “the good and the bad, the clean
and the unclean” (NEB, NAB, RSV, NRSV, NIV, Moffatt, NLT).
Others follow the Hebrew: “the good and the clean and the
unclean” (KJV, ASV, MLB, NJPS). None, however, delete “the
good” ( )לַ ּטוֹבas suggested by the BHK and BHS editors. If the
shorter text were original, the addition of καὶ τῷ κακῷ would
be intentional. If the longer text were original, the omission of
“( וְלַ רָ עand the bad”) could have caused by unintentional homoioarcton (“similar beginning”) in the three-fold repetition of
 לטin ( לַ ּטוֹב וְלַ רָ ע וְלַ ּ ָטהוֹר וְלַ ּ ָטמֵ אlattov vÿlara’ vÿlattahor vÿlattame’,
“the good and the bad, the clean and the unclean”). The term
“( וְלַ רָ עand the bad”) was accidentally omitted when a scribe
skipped from the first occurrence of  לטin  לַ ּטוֹבto its second
occurrence in the word “( וְלַ ּ ָטהוֹרthe clean”).
 tn Heb “As is the good (man), so is the sinner.”
 tn Heb “evil.”
 tn Heb “under the sun.”
 tn The term “awaits” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for smoothness and stylistic
reasons.
 tn Heb “also the heart of the sons of man.” Here “heart”
is a collective singular.
 tn Heb “and after that [they go] to [the place of] the
dead.”
 tn The consonantal text (Kethib) has “is chosen, selected.” The translation follows the marginal reading (Qere), “is
joined.” See BDB 288 s.v.  ָח ַברPu.
 tn Heb “all the living.”
 tn Heb “for their memory is forgotten.” The pronominal
suffix is an objective genitive, “memory of them.”
10 tn Heb “their love.”
11 tn Heb “their hatred.”
12 tn Heb “their envy.”
13 tn Heb “under the sun.”

word “futile” in 1:2,
the term ( הֶ בֶ לhevel) has a wide range of meanings, and
should not be translated the same in every place (see HALOT
236–37 s.v. I  ;הֶ בֶ לBDB 210–11 s.v. I )הבֶ ל. The term is used
in two basic ways in OT, literally and figuratively. The literal,
concrete sense is used in reference to the wind, man’s transitory breath, evanescent vapor (Isa 57:13; Pss 62:10; 144:4;
Prov 21:6; Job 7:16). In this sense, it is often a synonym for
“breath; wind” (Eccl 1:14; Isa 57:13; Jer 10:14). The literal
sense lent itself to the metaphorical sense. Because breath/
vapor/wind is transitory and fleeting, the figurative connotation “fleeting; transitory” arose (e.g., Prov 31:30; Eccl 6:12;
7:15; 9:9; 11:10; Job 7:16). In this sense, it is parallel to “few
days” and “[days] which he passes like a shadow” (Eccl 6:12).
It is used in reference to youth and vigor (11:10) or life (6:12;
7:15; 9:9) which are “transitory” or “fleeting.” In this context,
the most appropriate meaning is “fleeting.”
18 tn Heb “he”; the referent (God) has been specified in the
translation for clarity.
19 tn Heb “under the sun”
20 tc The phrase ָ( ּ ָכל יְמֵ י הֶ ְבלֶ ךkol yÿme hevlekha, “all your
fleeting days”) is present in the MT, but absent in the Greek
versions, other medieval Hebrew mss, and the Targum. Its appearance in the MT may be due to dittography (repetition: the
scribe wrote twice what should have been written once) from
ָ( ּ ָכל יְמֵ י ַח ּיֵי הֶ ְבלֶ ךkol yÿme khayye hevlekha, “all the days of your
fleeting life”) which appears in the preceding line. On the other hand, its omission in the alternate textual tradition may be
due to haplography (accidental omission of repeated words)
with the earlier line.
21 tn Heb “in your toil in which you toil.”
22 tn Heb “under the sun.”
23 tn Heb “Whatever your hand finds to do.”
24 tn Heb “Sheol.”
25 tn Or “where you are about to go.”
26 tn Heb “I returned and.” In the Hebrew idiom, “to return
and do” means “to do again.”
27 tn Heb “under the sun.”
28 tn The term “always” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation (five times in this verse) for
clarity.
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the battle is not always won by the
strongest;
prosperity does not always belong to
those who are the wisest,
wealth does not always belong to those
who are the most discerning,
nor does success always come to those
with the most knowledge –
for time and chance may overcome
them all.
9:12 Surely, no one knows his appointed
time!
Like fish that are caught in a deadly net,
and like birds that are caught in a snare
–
just like them, all people are ensnared
at an unfortunate time that falls upon
them suddenly.
Most People Are Not Receptive to Wise Counsel
9:13 This is what I also observed about

wisdom on earth,10
and it is a great burden11 to me:
9:14 There was once12 a small city with a
 tn Heb “bread.”
 tn Heb “favor.”
 tn Heb “happen to.”
 tn Heb “man.” The term

is used here in a generic sense
and translated “no one.”
 tn Heb “time.” BDB 773 s.v.  עֵ ת2.d suggests that ’( עֵ תet,
“time”) refers to an “uncertain time.” On the other hand,
HALOT 901 s.v.  עֵ ת6 nuances it as “destined time,” that is,
“no one knows his destined time [i.e., hour of destiny].” It is
used in parallelism with זְמן
ָ (zÿman, “appointed time; appointed hour”) in 3:1 (HALOT 273 s.v. זְמן
ָ ; BDB 273 s.v. זְמן
ָ ). Eccl
3:9-15 teaches God’s sovereignty over the appointed timetable of human events. Similarly, Qoheleth here notes that no
one knows what God has appointed in any situation or time.
This highlights the limitations of human wisdom and human
ability, as 9:11 stresses.
 tn Heb “bad, evil.” The moral connotation hardly fits
here. The adjective would seem to indicate that the net is the
instrument whereby the fish come to ruin.
 tn Heb “the sons of man.”
 tn The Masoretes pointed the consonantal form יוקשים
ׁ
(“are ensnared”) as ( יוּקָ ׁ ִשיםyuqashim, Pual participle mpl from
ַָיק ֹׁש, yaqosh, “to be ensnared”). This is an unusual form for a
Pual participle: (1) The characteristic doubling of the middle
consonant was omitted due to the lengthening of the preceding short vowel from  י ּ ָֻק ׁ ִשיםto ( יוּקָ ׁ ִשיםGKC 74 §20.n and
143 §52.s), and (2) The characteristic prefix ( ְמmem) is absent, as in a few other Pual participles, e.g., Exod 3:2; Judg
13:8; 2 Kgs 2:10; Isa 30:24; 54:11 (GKC 143 §52.s). On the
other hand, the consonant form  יוקשיםmight actually be an
example of the old Qal passive participle which dropped out
of Hebrew at an early stage, and was frequently mistaken by
the Masoretes as a Pual form (e.g., Jer 13:10; 23:32) (GKC
143 §52.s). Similarly, the Masoretes pointed  אכלas ’( אֻ ּ ָכלukkal, Pual perfect 3rd person masculine singular “he was eaten”); however, it probably should be pointed ’( אֻ כַ לukhal, old
Qal passive perfect 3rd person masculine singular “he was
eaten”) because ’( ָאכַ לakhal) only occurs in the Qal (see IBHS
373-74 §22.6a).
 tn Heb “evil.” The term ( רָ עָ הra’ah, “evil; unfortunate”) is
repeated in v. 12 in the two parts of the comparison: “fish are
caught in an evil ( )רָ עָ הnet” and “men are ensnared at an unfortunate ( )רָ עָ הtime.”
10 tn Heb “under the sun.”
11 tn The term “burden” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity.
12 tn The verbs in this section function either as past defi-

few men in it,
and a mighty king attacked it, besieging13
it and building strong14 siege works
against it.
9:15 However, a poor but wise man lived
in the city,15
and he could have delivered16 the city by
his wisdom,
but no one listened17 to that poor man.
9:16 So I concluded that wisdom is better
than might,18
but a poor man’s wisdom is despised; no
one ever listens19 to his advice.20
Wisdom versus Fools, Sin, and Folly
9:17 The words of the wise are heard in

quiet,
more than the shouting of a ruler is
heard21 among fools.
9:18 Wisdom is better than weapons of
war,
but one sinner can destroy much that is
good.

nite actions (describing a past situation) or as hypothetical
past actions (describing an imaginary hypothetical situation for the sake of illustration). The LXX uses subjunctives
throughout vv. 14-15 to depict the scenario as a hypothetical situation: “Suppose there was a little city, and a few men
[lived] in it; and there should come against it a great king, and
surround it, and build great siege-works against it; and should
find in it a poor wise man, and he should save the city through
his wisdom; yet no man would remember that poor man.”
13 tn The two perfect tense verbs ( וְסָ ַבבvÿsavav, “he besieged”) and וּבנָה
ָ (uvanah, “he built”) may be taken in a complementary sense, qualifying the action of the main perfect
tense verb וּבא
ָ (uva’, “he attacked it”).
14 tn The root “( גדלmighty; strong; large”) is repeated in
9:13b for emphasis: “a mighty (גָדוֹל, gadol) king…building
strong (גְ ד ִֹלים, gÿdolim) siege works.” This repetition highlights
the contrast between the vast power and resources of the attacking king, and the meager resources of the “little” ( ְק ַט ּנָה,
qÿtannah) city with “few” ( ְמעָ ט, mÿ’at) men in it to defend it.
15 tn Heb “was found in it”; the referent (the city) has been
specified in the translation for clarity.
16 tn Or “he delivered.” The verb וּמ ּ ַלט
ִ (umillat, from  ָמלַ ט,
malat, “to deliver”) is functioning either in an indicative sense
(past definite action: “he delivered”) or in a modal sense (past
potential: “he could have delivered”). The literal meaning of
( זָכַ רzakhar, “to remember”) in the following line harmonizes
with the indicative: “but no one remembered that poor man
[afterward].” However, the modal is supported by v. 16: “A
poor man’s wisdom is despised; no one ever listens to his
advice.” This approach must nuance “( זָכַ רto remember”) as
“[no one] listened to [that poor man].” Most translations favor
the indicative approach: “he delivered” or “he saved” (KJV,
RSV, NRSV, NAB, ASV, NASB, MLB, NIV); however, some adopt
the modal nuance: “he might have saved” (NEB, NJPS, NASB
margin).
17 tn Heb “remembered.”
18 tn Or “power.”
19 tn The participle form ( נִ ׁ ְש ָמ ִעיםnishma’im, Niphal participle mpl from  ׁ ָש ַמע, “to listen”) is used verbally to emphasize a
continual, durative, gnomic action.
20 tn Heb “his words are never listened to.”
21 tn The phrase “is heard” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity and smoothness. Note its appearance in the previous line.
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10:1 One dead fly makes the perfumer’s


ointment give off a rancid stench,
so a little folly can outweigh much wisdom.
Wisdom Can Be Nullified By the Caprice of
Rulers
10:2 A wise person’s good sense protects

him,

 tn Heb “flies of death.” The plural form of “flies” (זְבוּבֵ י,
zÿvuve) may be taken as a plural of number (“dead flies”) or a
distributive plural referring to one little fly (“one dead fly”). The
singular form of the following verb and the parallelism support the latter: “one little fly…so a little folly.”
 tn The verb ( ּ ָב ַא ׁשba’ash) means “to cause to stink; to turn
rancid; to emit a stinking odor” (e.g., Exod 16:24; Ps 38:6;
Eccl 10:1); see HALOT 107 s.v. באש
ׁ
1; BDB 93 s.v.  ּ ָב ַא ׁש. It is
related to the noun אש
ׁ ( ְּבbÿ’osh, “stench”; Isa 34:3; Joel 2:20;
Amos 4:10); cf. HALOT 107 s.v. באש
ׁ ; BDB 93 s.v. אש
ׁ  ְּב. The
verbal root  נבעmeans “to ferment” or “to emit; to pour out; to
bubble; to belch forth; to cause to gush forth” (HALOT 665 s.v.
 ;נבעBDB 615 s.v. )נ ַָבע. The two terms ַיש י ִַּביע
ׁ ( י ְַב ִאyav’ish yabbia’, “to stink” and “to ferment”) create a hendiadys: a figurative expression in which two terms are used to connote one
idea: “makes a rancid stench.” Several versions treat this as
a hendiadys (Old Greek, Symmachus, Targum, Vulgate); however, the Syriac treats them as separate verbs. Most translations treat these as a hendiadys: “Dead flies cause the
ointment of the apothecary to send forth a stinking savor”
(KJV); “Dead flies make a perfumer’s oil stink” (NASB); “dead
flies give perfume a bad smell” (NIV); “Dead flies make the
perfumer’s ointment give off an evil odor” (RSV); Dead flies
make the perfumer’s ointment give off a foul odor” (NRSV);
“Dead flies cause a perfumer’s perfume to send forth a stink”
(YLT); “Dead flies make the perfumer’s ointment give off a
foul odor” (NRSV). Others render both separately: “Dead flies
make the perfumer’s sweet ointment rancid and ferment”
(NEB); “Dead flies turn the perfumer’s ointment fetid and putrid” (NJPS).
 tn Heb “carries more weight than”; or “is more precious
than.” The adjective ( יָקָ רyaqar) denotes “precious; valuable;
costly” (HALOT 432 s.v.  יָקָ ר2) or “weighty; influential” (BDB
430 s.v.  יָקָ ר4). The related verb denotes “to carry weight,”
that is, to be influential (HALOT 432 s.v.  יָקָ ר2). The idea is
not that a little folly is more valuable than much wisdom, but
that a little folly can have more influence than great wisdom.
It only takes one little mistake to ruin a life of great wisdom.
The English versions understand it this way: “so a little foolishness is weightier than wisdom and honor” (NASB); “so a
little folly outweighs massive wisdom” (NJPS); “so a little folly
outweighs an abundance of wisdom” (MLB); “so a little folly
outweighs wisdom and honor” (RSV, NRSV, NIV); “so can a
little folly make wisdom lose its worth” (NEB); “so a little folly
annuls great wisdom” (ASV); “a single slip can ruin much that
is good” (NAB); “so doth a little folly him that is in reputation
for wisdom and honor” (KJV). The LXX rendered the line rather freely: τιμιον ὀλιγον σοφιἀ ὑπερ δοξαν ἀφροσυνης
μεγαλην (“a little wisdom is more precious than great glory of
folly”). This does not accurately represent the Hebrew syntax.
sn Qoheleth creates a wordplay by using two Hebrew words
for social honor or influence: “weighty” = honorable (יָקָ ר,
yaqar) and “heavy” = honor ( ּ ָכבוֹד, cavod).
 tn The MT reads ( מֵ ָח ְכ ָמה ִמ ּ ָכבוֹדmekhokhmah mikkavod,
“more than wisdom, more than honor”), but several medieval
Hebrew mss read וּמ ּ ָכבוֹד מֵ ָח ְכ ָמה
ִ (mekhokhmah umikkavod,
“more than wisdom and honor”). However the textual problem is resolved, the two nouns form a hendiadys: two terms
joined by vav that describe one concept. The first noun retains
its full nominal sense, while the second functions adjectivally:
“heavy wisdom” or better, “great wisdom.”
 tn Heb “a wise man’s heart is at his right hand.” The
phrase “right hand” is a Hebrew idiom for the place of protection (e.g., Pss 16:8; 110:5; 121:5). In ancient warfare, the
shield of the warrior on one’s right-hand side protected one’s

but a fool’s lack of sense leaves him vulnerable.
10:3 Even when a fool walks along the
road he lacks sense,
and shows everyone what a fool he is.
10:4 If the anger10 of the ruler flares up11
against you, do not resign12 from your
position,13
for a calm14 response15 can undo16 great
offenses.
10:5 I have seen another17 misfortune18 on
the earth:19
It is an error a ruler makes.20
10:6 Fools21 are placed in many positions
of authority,22
while wealthy men sit in lowly positions.
10:7 I have seen slaves23 on horseback
and princes walking on foot24 like slaves.

right hand. Qoheleth’s point is that wisdom provides protection (e.g., Eccl 7:12).
 tn Heb “and the heart of a fool is at his left hand.” The
fool lacks the protection of wisdom which is at the right-hand
side of the wise man (see note on “right hand” in the previous
line). The wise man’s heart (i.e., good sense) protects him,
but the fool is always getting into trouble.
 tn Heb “he lacks his heart.”
 tn Heb “he tells everyone.”
 sn A fool’s lack of wisdom is obvious to everyone, even
when he is engaged in the simple, ordinary actions of life.
10 tn Heb “spirit.”
11 tn Heb “rises up.”
12 tn Heb “Do not leave.”
13 tn Heb “your place.” The term ( ָמקוֹםmaqom, “place”) denotes a position, post or office (1 Kgs 20:24; Eccl 8:3; 10:4;
BDB 879 s.v.  ָמקוֹם1.c).
14 tn The noun II ( ַמ ְר ּ ֵפאmarpe’, “calmness”) is used in reference to keeping one’s composure with a peaceful heart
(Prov 14:30) and responding to criticism with a gentle tongue
(Prov 15:4); cf. HALOT 637 s.v. II  ַמ ְר ּ ֵפא. It is used in reference
to keeping one’s composure in an emotionally charged situation (BDB 951 s.v.  ַמ ְר ּ ֵפא2). The term “calmness” is used here
as a metonymy of association, meaning “calm response.”
15 tn The term “response” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarification (see preceding note on the word “calm”).
16 tn The verbal root  נוחmeans “to leave behind; to leave
untouched” (HALOT 680 s.v. I  נוח2) in general, and in this
passage, “to undo” or “to allay” offenses (HALOT 680 s.v. I
 נוח3; BDB 629 s.v. נוּח
ַ 5) or “to avoid” offenses (BDB 629
נוּח
ַ 5). The point is either that (1) a composed response can
calm or appease the anger of the ruler, or (2) a calm heart will
help one avoid great sins that would offend the king. The root
“( נוחto rest”) is repeated, creating a wordplay: “Do not leave”
(ל־ת ּנַח
ַ ּ  ַא, ’al-tannakh) and “to avoid; to allay” (יח
ַ י ִַּנ, yanniakh).
Rather than resigning (i.e., leaving), composure can appease
a king (i.e., cause the anger of the king to leave).
17 tn The term “another” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation to indicate that this is
not the first “misfortune” described by the Teacher. See 5:13,
16; 6:1-2.
18 tn Heb “an evil.”
19 tn Heb “under the sun.”
20 tn Heb “like an error that comes forth from the presence
of a ruler.”
21 tn Heb “folly.”
22 tn Heb “high places.”
23 tn Or “servants,” so KJV, ASV, NCV, NLT (also in the following line).
24 tn Heb “upon the earth.”
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Wisdom is Needed to Avert Dangers in Everyday
Life
10:8 One who digs a pit may fall into it,

and one who breaks through a wall may
be bitten by a snake.
10:9 One who quarries stones may be injured by them;
one who splits logs may be endangered
by them.
10:10 If an iron axhead is blunt and a
workman does not sharpen its edge,
he must exert a great deal of effort;
so wisdom has the advantage of giving
success.
10:11 If the snake should bite before it is
charmed,
the snake charmer is in trouble.10
Words and Works of Wise Men and Fools
10:12 The words of a wise person11 win

him12 favor,13

 tn The four imperfect verbs in vv. 8-9 may be nuanced
as indicatives (“will…”) or in a modal sense denoting possibility (“may…”). The LXX rendered them with indicatives, as
do many English translations (KJV, RSV, NRSV, ASV, MLB, YLT,
NJPS). However, it is better to take them in a modal sense
(NEB, NAB, NASB, NIV, NCV, CEV, NLT). One who digs a pit
does not necessarily fall into it, but he may under the right
conditions.
 tn Heb “a serpent will bite him.” The clause “he who
breaks through a wall” (וּ פֹרֵ ץ ּגָדֵ ר, uforets gader) is a nominative
absolute – the casus pendens is picked up by the resumptive
pronoun in the following clause “a serpent will bite him” ( ּיִשכֶ נּ ו
ְּ ׁ
נ ָָח ׁש, yishÿkhennu nakhash). This construction is used for rhetorical emphasis (see IBHS 76-77 §4.7c).
 tn The term “ax head” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but is supplied in the translation for clarity. The preceding noun “iron” functions as a metonymy of material (i.e., iron)
for the object with which it is associated (i.e., ax head).
 tn Heb “he”; the referent (the workman) is implied, and
has been specified in the translation for clarity.
 tn The verb  קללin the Pilpel means “to sharpen; to make a
blade sharp” (HALOT 1104 s.v.  קלל1).This denominative verb
is derived from the rare noun II “ קָ לַ לsmooth; shiny” (referring to bronze; Ezek 1:7; Dan 10:6; HALOT 1105 s.v.). Sharpening the blade or head of a bronze ax will make it smooth
and shiny. It is not derived from I ( קָ לַ לqalal) “to treat light” or
the noun I ( ְקלָ לָ הqÿlalah) “curse.” Nor is it related to I “ קָ לַ לto
shake” (Ezek 21:26); cf. HALOT 1104. BDB 886 s.v.  קָ לַ ל2 erroneously relates it to I קָ לַ ל, suggesting “to whet” or “to move
quickly to and fro.”
 tn Heb “face.”
 tn Heb “strength.” The term ( וַחֲ י ִָליםvakhayalim, conjunction + plural noun from  ַחיִל, khayil, “strength; efficiency”) is
an example of a plural of intensification (GKC 397-98 §124.
e). The point is that it is a waste of a great deal of strength and
energy. If a person is not smart, he will have to use a lot of
energy and waste his efficiency.
 tn Heb “without charming.”
 tn Heb “the master of the tongue.”
10 tn Heb “has no profit”; ASV, NAB, NRSV “there is no advantage.”
11 tn Heb “of a wise man’s mouth.”
12 tn The phrase “win him” does not appear in the Hebrew
text, but has been supplied in the translation for clarity.
13 tn Or “are gracious.” The antithetical parallelism suggests that ( חֵ ןkhen) does not denote “gracious character” but
“[gain] favor” (e.g., Gen 39:21; Exod 3:21; 11:3; 12:36; Prov
3:4, 34; 13:15; 22:1; 28:23; Eccl 9:11); cf. HALOT 332 s.v. חֵ ן
2; BDB 336 s.v.  חֵ ן2. The LXX, on the other hand, rendered חֶ ן
with χάρις (caris, “gracious”). The English versions are di-

but the words14 of a fool are self-destructive.15
10:13 At the beginning his words16 are
foolish
and at the end17 his talk18 is wicked
madness,19
10:14 yet a fool keeps on babbling.20
No one knows what will happen;
who can tell him what will happen in the
future?21
10:15 The toil of a stupid fool22 wears him
out,23
because he does not even know the way
to the city.24
The Problem with Foolish Rulers
10:16 Woe to you, O land, when your king

is childish,25

vided: “are gracious” (KJV, YLT, ASV, NASB, NIV) and “win him
favor” (NEB, RSV, NRSV, NAB, MLB, NJPS, Moffatt).
14 tn Heb “lips.”
15 tn Heb “consume him”; or “engulf him.” The verb I בלע
(“to swallow”) creates a striking wordplay on the homonymic root II “( בלעto speak eloquently”; HALOT 134-35 s.v )בלע.
Rather than speaking eloquently (II בלע, “to speak eloquently”), the fool utters words that are self-destructive (I בלע, “to
swallow, engulf”).
16 tn Heb “the words of his mouth.”
17 sn The terms “beginning” and “end” form a merism, a figure of speech in which two opposites are contrasted to indicate totality (e.g., Deut 6:7; Ps 139:8; Eccl 3:2-8). The words
of a fool are madness from “start to finish.”
18 tn Heb “his mouth.”
19 tn Heb “madness of evil.”
20 tn Heb “and the fool multiplies words.” This line is best
taken as the third line of a tricola encompassing 10:13-14a
(NASB, NRSV, NJPS, Moffatt) rather than the first line of a tricola encompassing 10:14 (KJV, NEB, RSV, NAB, ASV, NIV). Several versions capture the sense of this line well: “a fool prates
on and on” (Moffatt) and “Yet the fool talks and talks!” (NJPS).
21 tn Heb “after him”; or “after he [dies].”
22 tn The plural form of ילים
ִ ( הַ ְּכ ִסhakkÿsilim, from  ְּכ ִסיל, kÿsil,
“fool”) denotes (1) plural of number: referring to several fools
or (2) plural of habitual character or plural of intensity (referring to a single person characterized by a habitual or intense
quality of foolishness). The latter is favored because the two
verbs in 10:15 are both singular in form: “wearies him” (ְּתי ְַּג־
ּעֶ נּ ו, tÿyaggÿ’ennu) and “he does [not] know” (לֹא־יָדַ ע, lo’-yada’);
see GKC 440-41 §135.p. The article on ילים
ִ  הַ ְּכ ִסis used in the
generic sense.
23 tn This line may be interpreted in one of three ways:
(1) “the labor of fools wearies him because he did not know
enough to go to a town,” referring to the labor of the peasants
who had not been able to find a place in town where life was
easier; (2) “the labor of the fools so wearies everyone of them
(singular pronoun taken in a distributive sense) so much that
he even does not know how to go to town,” that is, he does
not even know how to do the easiest thing in the world; (3)
“let the labor of fools so weary him that he may not even know
how to go to town,” taking the verb as a jussive, describing the
foolish man described in 10:12-14. See D. Barthélemy, ed.,
Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew Old Testament
Text Project, 3:592–93.
24 tn Heb “he does not know to go to the city.”
25 tn Or “a child”; or “a servant.” The term ( נַעַ רna’ar) has
a wide range of meanings (HALOT 707 s.v.  ;נַעַ רBDB 654–55
s.v. II )נַעַ ר. Used in reference to age, it may refer to an infant
(Exod 2:6; Judg 13:5; 1 Sam 1:22; 4:21; 2 Sam 12:16), a
child just weaned (1 Sam 1:24), an adolescent in puberty
(1 Sam 16:11), or a young man of marriageable age (Gen
34:19; 2 Sam 14:21; 18:5, 12). Its technical or titular use denotes “servant” (Num 22:22; Judg 7:10-11; 19:3; 1 Sam 3:9;
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and your princes feast in the morning!
10:17 Blessed are you, O land, when your
king is the son of nobility,
and your princes feast at the proper time –
with self-control and not in drunkenness.
10:18 Because of laziness the roof caves
in,
and because of idle hands the house leaks.
10:19 Feasts are made for laughter,
2 Sam 16:1; 2 Kgs 4:12, 25; 19:6), “retainer; attendant; follower” (Gen 14:24; 1 Sam 25:5; 2 Sam 2:14; 2 Kgs 19:6; Isa
37:6; Job 1:15-17; Neh 4:10, 17) and “soldier” (1 Kgs 20:1516). The parallel Ugaritic term is used in reference to physical
age (lad; son; youth) and in a technical sense (guild members;
servitors; soldiers); see UT 19.445. The LXX rendered it with
νεώτερος (newteros, “youthful”). The English versions vary:
“child,” (KJV, ASV, NASB, MLB, RSV, NRSV margin, NIV margin); “childish” (NIV margin); “servant” or “slave” (NEB, NAB,
ASV margin, NRSV, NIV); and “lackey” (NJPS). When used in
reference to rulers, it emphasizes incompetence, naiveté, inexperience, and immaturity (Isa 3:4, 9; 1 Kgs 3:7). This use
must be understood in the light of the parallel antonym: “son
of freemen” ( ּ ֶבן־חו ִֹרים, ben-khorim). This suggests “servant,”
that is, one who was not well trained and prepared by noble
birth to ascend to the throne.
 tn Heb “son of nobles”; or “son of freemen.” The term
( חו ִֹריםkhorim) is from ( חֹרkhor, “noble one; freeman”); cf.
HALOT 348 s.v. I  ;חֹרBDB 359 s.v. I חֹר. It is related to the Aramaic noun ( חֲ רַ רkharar, “freeman”); Sabean “( חרfreeman;
noble”); Old South Arabic  חרand Arabic hurr (“freedom”); cf.
HALOT 348 s.v.  ;חֹרBDB 359 s.v. חֹר.
 tn The noun ’( עֵ תet, “point in time”) has a basic two-fold
range of meanings: (1) “time of an event” and (2) “time for an
event” (BDB 773 s.v. )עֵ ת. The latter has four sub-categories:
(a) “usual time,” (b) “the proper, suitable or appropriate time,”
(c) “the appointed time,” and (d) “uncertain time.” Here it
connotes “a proper, suitable time for an event” (HALOT 900
s.v.  עֵ ת6; BDB 773 s.v.  עֵ ת2.b). Examples of this use include:
“it was the time for rain” (Ezra 10:13); “a time of judgment for
the nations” (Ezek 30:3); “there is an appropriate time for every occasion” (Eccl 3:1); “the rain in its season” (Deut 11:14;
Jer 5:24); “the time for the harvest” (Hos 2:11; Ps 1:3); “food
in its season” (Ps 104:27); “the right moment” (Eccl 8:5); cf.
HALOT 900 s.v.  עֵ ת6.
 tn Heb “for strength and not for drunkenness”; or “as heroes and not as drunkards”; or “for nourishment and not for
drunkenness.” According to HALOT 172 s.v.  גְ בוּרה1.d the term
( גְ בוּרָ הgÿvurah, “strength”) may here connote “self-control.”
This tactic is adopted by a few English versions: “with self-control, and not as drunkards” (NEB) and “with restraint, not with
guzzling” (NJPS). On the other hand, most English versions
render ( ִּבגְ בוּרָ ה וְ לֹא ַב ׁ ְּש ִתיbigvurah vÿlo’ vashÿti) in a woodenly
literal sense, “for strength and not for drunkenness” (YLT, KJV,
ASV, NASB, RSV, NRSV, NIV). However, a few attempt to express the idiom clearly: “as stalwarts and not as drunkards”
(MLB); “stalwart men, not sots” (Moffatt); “for vigor and not in
drinking bouts” (NAB); “for refreshment, and not for riotousness” (Douay).
 tn Or “the rafters sink.”
 tn Heb “lowering of hands.”
 tn Heb “bread.” The term ( לֶ חֶ םlekhem) is used literally of
“bread” and figuratively (i.e., by metonymy) for a “feast” (BDB
536–37 s.v. )לֶ חֶ ם. BDB suggests that שיה לֶ חֶ ם
ׂ ִ ’( ֹעosih lekhem)
in Eccl 10:19 means “make a feast” (BDB 537 s.v.  לֶ חֶ ם1.a).
This obscure line has occasioned numerous proposals: “a
feast is made for laughter” (KJV, ASV, NIV); “feasts are made
for laughter” (NRSV); “men feast for merrymaking” (Moffatt);
“men prepare a meal for enjoyment” (NASB); “the table has
its pleasures” (NEB); “they [i.e., rulers of v. 16] make a banquet for revelry” (NJPS); “people prepare a banquet for enjoyment” (MLB); “for laughter they make bread and wine, that
the living may feast” (Douay); “bread is made for laughter”
(RSV); “bread [and oil] call forth merriment” (NAB).
 tn The subject of the verb is not specified. When active
verbs have an unspecified subject, they are often used in a

and wine makes life merry,
but money is the answer for everything.
10:20 Do not curse a king even in your
thoughts,
and do not curse the rich10 while in your
bedroom;11
for a bird12 might report what you are
thinking,13
or some winged creature14 might repeat
your15 words.16
Ignorance of the Future Demands Diligence in
the Present
11:1 Send17 your grain18 overseas,19

for after many days you will get a return.20

passive sense: “Bread [feasts] are made….”
 tn Heb “and wine gladdens life.”
 tn Or “and [they think that] money is the answer for everything.”
10 tn Perhaps the referent is people who are in authority because of their wealth.
11 tn Heb “in chambers of your bedroom.”
12 tn Heb “a bird of the air.”
13 tn Heb “might carry the voice.” The article is used here
with the force of a possessive pronoun.
14 tn The Hebrew phrase ( ּ ַבעַ ל הַ ְּכנָפַ יִםba’al hakkÿnafayim,
“possessor of wings”) is an idiom for a winged creature, that
is, a bird (e.g., Prov 1:17; see HALOT 143 s.v.  ּ ַבעַ לA.6; BDB
127 s.v.  ּ ַבעַ ל5.a). The term “( ּ ַבעַ לmaster; possessor”) is the
construct governing the attributive genitive “( הַ ְּכנָפַ יִםwings”);
see IBHS 149-51 §9.5.3b.
15 tn The term “your” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for smoothness.
16 tn Heb “tell the matter.”
17 tn The verb שלַ ח
ָ ׁ (shalakh, “to send; to cast”) refers to
the action of sending something to someone (e.g., Neh 8:12;
HALOT 1995 s.v. ) ׁשלח. The term is traditionally rendered here
as “cast” (KJV, NAB, RES, ASV, NASB, NIV); however, some
render it “send” (NJPS, NRSV, NEB). LXX uses ἀπόστειλον
(aposteilon, “send”).
18 tn Heb “your bread.” The term ( לֶ חֶ םlekhem) is traditionally rendered “bread” (KJV, NAB, RSV, NRSV, ASV, NASB, NIV,
NJPS). However, 11:1-2 seems to deal with exporting goods
overseas (D. R. Glenn, “Ecclesiastes,” BKCOT, 1002-3). It is
better to take “( לֶ חֶ םbread”) as a metonymy of product, standing for the grain and wheat from which bread is produced
(e.g., Gen 41:54-55; 47:13, 15, 17, 19; 49:20; Num 15:19;
2 Kgs 18:32; Isa 28:28; 30:23; 36:17; 55:10; Jer 5:17; Ezek
48:18; Job 28:5; Ps 104:14; Prov 28:3); see HALOT 526 s.v.
1; BDB 537 s.v. 1.b. It is taken this way by several translations:
“grain” (NEB) and “goods” (Moffatt). Qoheleth encouraged
the export of grain products overseas in international trade.
19 tn Heb “upon the surface of the waters.” This is traditionally viewed as extolling generosity from which a reward will be
reaped. On the other hand, some scholars suggest that the
imagery deals with commercial business through maritime
trade. M. Jastrow took this verse as advice to take risks in business by trusting one’s goods or ships that will after many days
return with a profit (A. Cohen, The Five Megilloth [SoBB], 181).
Sea trade was risky in the ancient Near East, but it brought
big returns to its investors (e.g., 1 Kgs 9:26-28; 10:22; Ps
107:23); see D. R. Glenn, “Ecclesiastes,” BKCOT, 1002-3. The
verse is rendered thus: “Send your grain across the seas, and
in time you will get a return” (NEB); or “Trust your goods far and
wide at sea, till you get a good return after a while” (Moffatt).
20 tn Heb “find it.”
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11:2 Divide your merchandise among

or how the bones form in the womb of a
seven or even eight investments,
pregnant woman,
for you do not know what calamity
so you do not know the work of God who
may happen on earth.
makes everything.
11:3 If the clouds are full of rain, they will
11:6 Sow your seed in the morning,
empty themselves on the earth,
and do not stop working10 until the eveand whether a tree falls to the south or to
ning;11
the north, the tree will lie wherever it
for you do not know which activity12 will
falls.
succeed13 –
11:4 He who watches the wind will not sow,
whether this one or that one, or whether
and he who observes the clouds will not
both will prosper equally.14
reap.
Life Should Be Enjoyed Because Death is
11:5 Just as you do not know the path of
Inevitable
the wind,
 tn Heb “give a portion.”
11:7 Light15 is sweet,16
 tn The phrase “seven or eight” is a graded numerical
and it is pleasant for a person17 to see the
saying depicting an indefinite plurality: “The collocation of a
sun.18
numeral with the next above it is a rhetorical device employed


in numerical sayings to express a number, which need not,
or cannot, be more exactly specified. It must be gathered
from the context whether such formulae are intended to denote only an insignificant number (e.g., Is 17:6 “two” or at the
most “three”) or a considerable number (e.g., Mi 5:4). Sometimes, however, this juxtaposition serves to express merely
an indefinite total, without the collateral idea of intensifying
the lower by means of the higher number” (GKC 437 §134.s).
Examples: “one” or “two” (Deut 32:30; Jer 3:14; Job 33:14;
40:5; Ps 62:12); “two” or “three” (2 Kgs 9:32; Isa 17:6; Hos
6:2; Amos 4:8; Sir 23:16; 26:28; 50:25); “three” or “four” (Jer
36:23; Amos 1:3-11; Prov 21:19; 30:15, 18; Sir 26:5); “four”
or “five” (Isa 17:6); “six” or “seven” (Job 5:19; Prov 6:16);
“seven” or “eight” (Mic 5:4; Eccl 11:2).
 tn The word “investments” is not in the Hebrew text; it is
added here for clarity. This line is traditionally understood as
an exhortation to be generous to a multitude of people (KJV,
NAB, ASV, NASB, RSV, NRSV, NIV, NJPS); however, it is better
taken as shrewd advice to not commit all one’s possessions
to a single venture (A. Cohen, The Five Megilloth [SoBB], 181).
D. R. Glenn (“Ecclesiastes,” BKCOT, 1003) writes: “In view of
the possibility of disaster, a person should make prudent investments in numerous ventures rather than put all his ‘eggs
in one basket’ (e.g., Gen 32:7-8 for a practical example of this
advice).” Several translations reflect this: “Divide your merchandise among seven ventures, eight maybe” (NEB); “Take
shares in several ventures” (Moffatt).
 sn The phrase you do not know is repeated throughout
this section (11:2, 5-6). Human beings are ignorant of the future. This should motivate a person to invest their financial
resources wisely (11:1-3) and to work diligently (11:4-6).
 tn The term ( רעהlit. “evil”) refers to calamity (e.g., Eccl
5:13; 7:14; 9:12).
 sn This proverb criticizes those who are overly cautious.
The farmer who waits for the most opportune moment to
plant when there is no wind to blow away the seed, and to
reap when there is no rain to ruin a ripe harvest, will never do
anything but sit around waiting for the right moment.
 tn Heb “what is the way of the wind.” Some take these
words with what follows: “how the spirit comes to the bones
in the womb of a pregnant woman.” There is debate whether
ה־דרֶ ְך
ֶ ּ רוּח ַמ
ַ ָ( הmah-derekh haruakh) refers to the wind (“the
path of the wind”) or the human spirit of a child in the mother’s womb (“how the spirit comes”). The LXX understood it as
the wind: “the way of the wind” (ἡ ὁδὸς τοῦ πνεύματος, Jh
Jodos tou pneumatos); however, the Targum and Vulgate
take it as the human spirit. The English versions are divided:
(1) spirit: “the way of the spirit” (KJV, YLT, Douay); “the breath
of life” (NAB); “how a pregnant woman comes to have…a living spirit in her womb” (NEB); “how the lifebreath passes into
the limbs within the womb of the pregnant woman” (NJPS);
“how the spirit comes to the bones in the womb of a woman
with child” (RSV); “how the breath comes to the bones in the
mother’s womb” (NRSV); and (2) wind: “the way of the wind”
(ASV, RSV margin); “the path of the wind” (NASB, NIV); and
“how the wind blows” (MLB, Moffatt).

 tn The term “form” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity and smoothness.
 tn Heb “the one who is full.” The feminine adjective ְמלֵ ָאה
(mÿle’ah, from  ָמלֵ א, male’, “full”) is used as a substantive referring to a pregnant woman whose womb is filled with her
infant (HALOT 584 s.v.  ָמלֵ א2; BDB 571 s.v. ) ָמלֵ א. This term
is used in reference to a pregnant woman in later Hebrew
(HALOT 584 s.v. ) ָמלֵ א. The LXX understood the term in this
sense: κυοφορούσης (kuoforoushs, “pregnant woman”).
10 tn Heb “do not let your hand rest.” The Hebrew phrase
“do not let your hand rest” is an idiom that means “do not
stop working” or “do not be idle” (e.g., Eccl 7:18); cf. BDB
628 s.v. נוּח
ַ B.1. Several English versions capture the sense
of the idiom well: “do not stop working” (NEB); “do not be idle”
(MLB); “let not your hand be idle” (NAB); “let not your hands
be idle” (NIV); “stay not your hand” (Moffatt). The term “hand”
is a synecdoche of part (i.e., do not let your hand rest) for the
whole person (i.e., do not allow yourself to stop working).
11 tn The terms “morning” ( ּבֹקֶ ר, boqer) and “evening”
(עֶ רֶ ב, ’erev) form a merism (a figure of speech using two polar extremes to include everything in between) that connotes
“from morning until evening.” The point is not that the farmer
should plant at two times in the day (morning and evening),
but that he should plant all day long (from morning until evening). This merism is reflected in several translations: “in the
morning…until evening” (NEB, Moffatt).
12 tn The term “activity” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity and smoothness.
13 tn The verb שר
ֵ ׁ ( ּ ָכkasher, “to prosper”) is used metonymically to denote “will succeed.” In 11:10, it means “skill in
work.”
14 tn Or “together.”
15 tn The term “light” (אוֹר, ’or) is used figuratively (metonymy of association) in reference to “life” (e.g., Job 3:20; 33:30;
Ps 56:14 HT [56:13 ET]). By contrast, death is described as
“darkness” (e.g., Eccl 11:8; 12:6-7).
16 tn The Hebrew term ( ָמתוֹקmatoq, “sweet”) is often used
elsewhere in reference to honey. The point is that life is sweet
and should be savored like honey.
17 tn Heb “to the eyes.” The term “eyes” is a synecdoche
of part (i.e., eyes) for the whole person. Used with the idiom
“to see the sun” (i.e., to be alive), Qoheleth is simply saying
that the experience of a life is a pleasant thing that should
be savored.
18 tn The expression “to see the sun” (both שמֶ ׁש
ָ ּ ׁ ָרָ ָאה ה, ra’ah
hashamesh, and  ָחזָה הַ ׁ ּ ָשמֶ ׁש, khazah hashamesh) is an idiom
meaning “to be alive” (e.g., Ps 58:9; Eccl 6:5; 7:11; 11:7); cf.
BDB 1039 s.v.  ׁ ֶשמֶ ׁש4.b. The opposite idiom, “the sun is darkened,” refers to the onset of old age and death (Eccl 12:2).
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11:8 So, if a man lives many years, let him

rejoice in them all,
but let him remember that the days of
darkness will be many – all that is
about to come is obscure.

Enjoy Life to the Fullest under the Fear of God
11:9 Rejoice, young man, while you are

young,
and let your heart cheer you in the days
of your youth.
Follow the impulses of your heart and
the desires of your eyes,
but know that God will judge your motives and actions.
11:10 Banish emotional stress from
your mind.
and put away pain10 from your body;11

 tn The phrase “the days of darkness” refers to the onset of old age (Eccl 12:1-5) and the inevitable experience of
death (Eccl 11:7-8; 12:6-7). Elsewhere, “darkness” is a figure
of speech (metonymy of association) for death (Job 10:21-22;
17:13; 18:18).
 tn The term ( הֶ בֶ לhevel) here means “obscure,” that is,
unknown. This sense is derived from the literal concept of
breath, vapor or wind that cannot be seen; thus, the idea
of “obscure; dark; difficult to understand; enigmatic” (see
HALOT 236–37 s.v. I  ;הֶ בֶ לBDB 210–11 s.v. I )הֶ בֶ ל. It is used in
this sense in reference to enigmas in life (6:2; 8:10, 14) and
the future which is obscure (11:8).
 tn Heb “in your youth”; or “in your childhood.”
 tn Heb “walk in the ways of your heart.”
 tn Heb “the sight.”
 tn Heb “and know that concerning all these God will
bring you into judgment.” The point is not that following one’s
impulses and desires is inherently bad and will bring condemnation from God. Rather the point seems to be: As you follow your impulses and desires, realize that all you think and
do will eventually be evaluated by God. So one must seek joy
within the boundaries of God’s moral standards.
 tn The verb ( סוּרsur, “to remove”) normally depicts a concrete action of removing a physical object from someone’s
presence (HALOT 748 s.v.  סור1). Here, it is used figuratively
(hypocatastasis) of the emotional/psychological action of
banishing unnecessary emotional stress from one’s mind.
The Hiphil usage means “to remove; to abolish; to keep away;
to turn away; to push aside” (HALOT 748 s.v. 1). The English
versions render this term in a variety of ways, none of which
is very poetic: “remove” (KJV, RSV, ASV, NASB); “turn aside”
(YLT); “ward off” (NAB); and “banish” (NEB, MLB, NIV, NRSV,
NJPS, Moffatt).
 tn The root “vexation” ( ּ ַכעַ ס, ka’as) has a broad range
of meanings: “anger” (Deut 4:25; 9:18), “irritation” (Deut
32:21), “offend” (2 Kgs 23:26; Neh 3:37 HT [4:5 ET]), “vexation” or “frustration” (Ezek 20:28), “grief” (1 Sam 1:6), and
“worry” (Ps 112:10; Eccl 7:9); cf. HALOT 491 s.v.  ּ ַכעַ ס. Here, it
refers in general to unnecessary emotional stress and anxiety
that can deprive a person of the legitimate enjoyment of life
and its temporal benefits.
 tn Heb “your heart.”
10 tn In light of the parallelism, ( רָ עָ הra’ah) does not refer
to ethical evil, but to physical injury, pain, deprivation or suffering (e.g., Deut 31:17, 21; 32:23; 1 Sam 10:19; Neh 1:3;
2:17; Pss 34:20; 40:13; 88:4; 107:26; Eccl 12:1; Jer 2:27;
Lam 3:38); see HALOT 1263 s.v.  רָ עָ ה4.b; BDB 949 s.v. רָ עָ ה
2. This sense is best captured as “pain” (NASB, RSV, NRSV,
MLB, Moffatt) or “the troubles [of your body]” (NEB, NIV), rather than “evil” (KJV, ASV, YLT, Douay) or “sorrow” (NJPS).
11 tn Heb “your flesh.”

for youth12 and the prime of life13 are
fleeting.14
Fear God Now Because Old Age and Death
Come Quickly
12:1 So remember15 your Creator in the

days of your youth –
before16 the difficult17 days come,
and the years draw near when you will
say, “I have no pleasure in them”;
12:2 before the sun and the light18 of the
moon and the stars grow dark,
and the clouds disappear19 after the rain;

12 tn Or “childhood.”
13 tn Or “youth”; Heb “black hair” or “the dawn [of life].” The

feminine noun ( הַ ׁ ּ ַשחֲ רוּתhashakharut) is a hapax legomenon,
occurring only here. There is debate whether it is from ׁ ָשחֹר
(shakhor) which means “black” (i.e. black hair, e.g., Lev 13:31,
37; Song 5:11; HALOT 1465 s.v.  ; ׁשחרBDB 1007 s.v.  ׁ ָשחֹרand
 ) ׁ ָש ַחרor ( ׁ ַש ַחרshakhar) which means “dawn” (e.g., Gen 19:15;
Job 3:9; Song 6:10; HALOT 1466–67 s.v. ) ׁ ָש ַחר. If this term
is from  ׁ ָשחֹרit is used in contrast to gray hair that characterizes old age (e.g., Prov 16:31; 20:29). This would be a figure
(metonymy of association) for youthfulness. On the other
hand, if the term is from  ׁ ַש ַחרit connotes the “dawn of life”
or “prime of life.” This would be a figure (hypocatastasis) for
youthfulness. In either case, the term is a figure for “youth” or
“prime of life,” as the parallel term ( הַ ּי ְַלדוּתhayyaldut, “youth”
or “childhood”) indicates. The term is rendered variously in
the English versions: “black hair” (NJPS); “the dawn of youth”
(NAB); “the dawn of life” (ASV, MLB, RSV, NRSV); “the prime of
life” (NEB, NASB); “vigor” (NIV); “youth” (KJV); and “manhood”
(Moffatt). The plural forms of  הַ ׁ ּ ַשחֲ רוּתand  הַ ּי ְַלדוּתare examples
of the plural of state or condition that a person experiences
for a temporary period of time, e.g., ( זְקֻ נִ יםzÿqunim, “old age”);
עוּרים
ִ ְ( נnÿ’urim, “youth”); and ֲלוּמים
ִ ’( עalumim, “youthfulness”);
see IBHS 121 §7.4.2b.
14 tn The term ( הֶ בֶ לhevel, “vanity”) often connotes the
temporal idea “fleeting” (e.g., Prov 31:30; Eccl 3:19; 6:12;
7:15; 9:9). This nuance is suggested here by the collocation
of “youth” (הַ ּי ְַלדוּת, hayyaldut) and “the prime of life” (הַ ׁ ּ ַשחֲ רוּת,
hashakharut).
15 tn The imperative ( זְ כֹרzekhor, “Remember!”) is a figurative expression (metonymy of association) for obeying God
and acknowledging his lordship over one’s life (e.g., Num
15:40; Deut 8:18; Pss 42:6-7; 63:6-8; 78:42; 103:18; 106:7;
119:52, 55; Jer 51:50; Ezek 20:43; Jonah 2:7; Mal 4:4). The
exhortation to fear God and obey his commands in 12:13-14
spells out what it means to “remember” God.
16 tn The temporal adjective ’( עַ דad, “before”) appears
three times in 12:1-7 (vv. 1b, 2a, 6a). Likewise, the temporal
preposition ( ְּבbet, “when”) is repeated (vv. 3a, 4b). These seven verses comprise one long sentence in Hebrew: The main
clause is 12:1a (“Remember your Creator in the days of your
youth”), while 12:1b-7 consists of five subordinate temporal
clauses (“before…before…when…when…before…”).
17 tn The adjective ( רָ עָ הra’ah, “evil”) does not refer here to
ethical evil, but to physical difficulty, injury, pain, deprivation
and suffering (e.g., Deut 31:17, 21; 32:23; 1 Sam 10:19; Neh
1:3; 2:17; Pss 34:20; 40:13; 88:4; 107:26; Eccl 11:10; Jer
2:27; Lam 3:38); see HALOT 1263 s.v.  רָ עָ ה4.b; BDB 949 s.v.
 רָ עָ ה2.
18 tn Heb “the light and the moon and the stars.” The phrase
“the light and the moon” is a hendiadys (two separate terms
denoting one idea) or perhaps even a hendiatris (three separate terms denoting one idea) for “the light of the moon and
stars” (e.g., Gen 1:14).
19 tn The verb ( ׁשוּבshuv, “to return”) here denotes “to desist” (HALOT 1430 s.v.  ׁשוּב3). It pictures the disappearance
of the clouds as a result of the precipitation of their contents.
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12:3 when those who keep watch over the

house begin to tremble,
and the virile men begin to stoop over,
and the grinders begin to cease because
they grow few,
and those who look through the windows
grow dim,
12:4 and the doors along the street are
shut;
when the sound of the grinding mill
grows low,
and one is awakened by the sound of a
bird,
and all their songs grow faint,10
12:5 and they are afraid of heights and the
dangers11 in the street;
 tn Heb “the watchers of the house.”
 tn The verb ַ( זְוּעzÿua’, “to tremble”) probably

does not refer to physical tremors but to trembling in fear (e.g., Esth 5:9;
Hab 2:7; Sir 48:12); cf. HALOT 267 s.v. )זוע. At the onset of old
age, those who had been the most courageous during their
youth suddenly become fearful.
 tn The verb ’( עָ וַתavat, “to bend; to stoop”) means “to be
stooped” (HALOT 804 s.v.  )עותrather than “to bend themselves” (BDB 736 s.v. )עות. The perfect tense may be taken in
an ingressive sense (“begin to stoop over”).
 tn The term ( הַ ּטֹחֲ נוֹתhattokhanot, Qal active participle feminine plural from  ָט ַחן, takhan, “to grind”) is a double entendre.
In its literal sense, it refers to female mill-grinders; in its figurative sense, it refers to molar teeth (HALOT 374 s.v. *)טֹחֲ נָה. The
related Hebrew noun ( ַטחֲ נָהtakhanah) refers to a “mill,” and
the related Arabic noun tahinat means “molar tooth” (HALOT
374 s.v. *) ַטחֲ נָה.
 tn The verb ש ְך
ַ ׁ ( ָחkhashakh, “to grow dim”) is used elsewhere in reference to failing eyesight (e.g., Ps 69:24; Lam
5:17); see HALOT 361 s.v. חשך
ׁ 2. Therefore, the phrase
“those who look through the windows” is probably a figurative description of the eyes, picturing failing eyesight at the
onset of old age.
 tn The noun ( ַטחֲ נָהtakhanah) refers to a “grinding-mill”
where grain is ground into flour (HALOT 374 s.v. ) ַטחֲ נָה. The
term is here used as a double entendre, figuratively describing the loss of one’s teeth at the onset of old age. The figurative usage also draws upon the polysemantic nature of this
noun; the related Arabic root tahinat means “molar tooth”
(HALOT 374 s.v. *)טֹחֲ נָה.
 tn Heb “rises up.” The verb ( קוּםqum, “to arise”) refers to
being awakened from sleep in the middle of the night by a
sound (e.g., Exod 12:30; 1 Sam 3:6, 8) and waking up early
in the morning (e.g., Gen 24:54; Judg 16:3; Ruth 3:14; Neh
2:12; Job 14:12; 24:14); see HALOT 1086 s.v.  קוּם1; BDB
877 s.v.  קוּם1.a. Here it describes one of the frustrations of
old age: the elderly person is unable to get a full night’s sleep
because every little sound awakens him in the middle of the
night or too early in the morning.
 tn The term “their” does not appear in the Hebrew text,
but is supplied in the translation for clarity and smoothness.
 tn Heb “all the daughters of song.” The expression “the
daughters of song” ( ְּבנוֹת הַ ׁ ִּשיר, bÿnot hashir) is an idiom for
“songs; musical sounds; melodious notes” (HALOT 166 s.v.
I  ּ ַבת2; BDB 123 s.v.  ּ ַבת5; GKC 418 §128.v). The genitive
“( הַ ׁ ִּשירsong”) represents the nature, quality, character or condition of the construct “( ְּבנוֹתdaughters”); see IBHS 149-51
§9.5.3b. The idiom refers to the musical songs sung during
one’s youth or to the ability to hear songs that are sung. This
line is lamenting the loss of hearing which occurs at the onset
of old age.
10 tn Heb “are brought low.”
11 tn The Hebrew noun ( ַח ְת ַח ִּתיםkhatkhattim) literally means
“terrors” (HALOT 363 s.v.  ; ַח ְת ַחתBDB 369 s.v. ) ַח ְת ַחת. Here it
is used as a metonymy (cause for effect) to refer to dangers
that cause the elderly to be fearful of going outside or walking along the streets. The form  ַח ְת ַח ִּתיםis a reduplicated noun

the almond blossoms12 grow white,13
and the grasshopper14 drags itself along,15
and the caper berry16 shrivels up17 –
because man goes to his eternal home,18
stem from the root “( חתתterror”); HALOT 363 s.v.  ; ַח ְת ַחתBDB
369 s.v.  ַח ְת ַחת. The reduplication of the noun stem intensifies its meaning: the noun ( ִח ּ ַתתkhittat) means “terror,” so
the intensified reduplicated form ( ַח ְת ַחתkhatkhat) connotes
something like “great terror” (see S. Moscati, Comparative
Grammar, 78-79, §12.9-13). The plural form “( ַח ְת ַח ִּתיםgreat
terrors”) denotes plural of number (more than one) or plural
of intensity (which would further intensify the experience of
fear); see IBHS 122 §7.4.3a.
12 tn The noun שקֵ ד
ָ ׁ (shaqed) is used in the OT in reference
to the “almond nut” (e.g., Gen 43:11; Num 17:23 HT [17:8
ET]) and metonymically (product for thing producing it) for the
“almond tree” (e.g., Jer 1:11); cf. HALOT 1638 s.v.  ; ׁ ָשקֵ דBDB
1052 s.v.  ׁ ָשקֵ ד2.
13 tn The verb “( נצץto blossom”) is a geminate verb (II =
III) that, in this case, is written with a matres lectionis (plene spelling) rather than the normal spelling of ( וינץGKC 204
§73.g). The Hiphil verb ( ָינֵאץyane’ts) is from the root “ נצץto
shine; to sparkle; to blossom” (HALOT 717 s.v.  ;נצץBDB 665
s.v. )נָצַ ץ. It is used in reference to almond blossoms whose
color progresses from pink to white as they ripen (e.g., Song
6:11). This is an appropriate metaphor (comparison of sight)
to describe white hair that often accompanies the onset of
old age.
14 tn Or “locust.”
15 tn The verb ( סָ ַבלsaval, “to bear a heavy load”) means “to
drag oneself along” as a burden (BDB 687 s.v.  )סָ ַבלor “to become thick; to move slowly forward; to clear off” (HALOT 741
s.v. )סבל.
16 tn The noun ’( אֲ ִביּ ֹונָהaviyyonah, “caper berry, caper fruit”)
is a hapax legomenon, occurring only here in the Hebrew Bible. It refers to the Capparis spinosa fruit which was eaten as
an aphrodisiac in the ancient Near East (HALOT 5 s.v. ;אֲ ִביּ ֹונָה
BDB 2–3 s.v. )אֲ ִביּ ֹונָה. There are two options for the interpretation of this figure: (1) At the onset of old age, the sexual virility
that marked one’s youth is nothing more than a distant memory, and even aphrodisiacs fail to stimulate sexual desire to
allow for sexual intercourse. (2) The onset of old age is like
the shriveling up of the caper berry fruit; the once virile youth
has passed his prime just like a shriveled caper berry can no
longer provide a sexual stimulant.
17 tc The MT vocalizes consonantal  ותפרas וְתפֵ ר
ָ (vÿtafer,
conjunction + Hiphil imperfect 3rd person feminine singular
from  ּ ָפרַ ר, parar, “to burst”). However, an alternate vocalization tradition of ( וְתֻ ּ ַפרvÿtupar, conjunction + Hophal imperfect
3rd person feminine singular “to be broken down”) is reflected in the LXX which reads καὶ διασκεδασθῇ (kai diaskedasqh, “is scattered”) and Symmachus καὶ διαλυθῇ (kai
dialuqh, “is broken up”) which is followed by the Syriac. On
the other hand, Aquila’s καὶ καρπεύσει (kai karpeusei, “are
enjoyed,” of fruits) reflects וְת ְפרֶ ה
ִ (Qal imperfect 3rd person
feminine singular from פָ רַ ה, “to bear fruit”); this does not reflect an alternate reading but a translator’s error in word division between וְתפֵ ר הָ אֲ ִביּ ֹונָה
ָ (vÿtafer ha’aviyyonah, “the caper
berry bursts”) and וְת ְפרֶ ה אֲ ִביּ ֹונָה
ִ (vÿtifreh ’aviyyonah, “the caper
berry bears fruit”).
tn Or “fails”; or “bursts.” The meaning of the verb ( ּ ָפרַ רparar,
“to break; to make ineffectual”) is debated: (1) “to be ineffectual,” that is, to fail to provide sexual power as an aphrodisiac,
or (2) “to break; to burst,” that is, the caper berry fruit shrivels as it lingers on its branch beyond its period of ripeness
(HALOT 975 s.v.  פרר2.f; BDB 830 s.v. I.  ּ ָפרַ ר2.d).
18 tn In the construct phrase ( ּ ֵבית עוֹלָ מ ֹוbet ’olamo, “house
of his eternity”), the genitive “( עוֹלָ מ ֹוeternity”) functions as an
attributive adjective: “his eternal home.” This is an idiom for
the grave as the resting place of the body (e.g., Ps 49:12 [11];
Job 7:9; 14:10-12; Eccl 12:5) or Sheol as the residence of the
dead (e.g., Job 17:13; 30:23); see HALOT 124 s.v. I  ּ ַביִת2; 799
(5); BDB 109 s.v.  ּ ַביִת1.d. For example, the term “( ּ ֵביתhouse”)
is used in Job 30:23 in parallelism with “death” ( ָמוֶת, mavet). The same idiom appears in postbiblical Hebrew: “the
house of eternity” ( ּ ֵבית עוֹלָ ם, bet ’olam) is a euphemism for a
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and the mourners go about in the streets –
12:6 before the silver cord is removed,
or the golden bowl is broken,
or the pitcher is shattered at the well,
or the water wheel is broken at the cistern –
12:7 and the dust returns to the earth as it
was,
and the life’s breath returns to God who
gave it.
Concluding Refrain: Qoheleth Restates His
Thesis
12:8 “Absolutely futile!” laments the

Teacher,
“All of these things are futile!”

burial ground or cemetery (e.g., Lamentations Rabbah 1:5);
see Jastrow 1084-85 s.v.  עָ לַ םIII. This idiom is also found in
a Moabite text in reference to the grave (Deir Alla Inscription
2:6). A similar idiom is found in Phoenician and Palmyrene in
reference to the grave (DISO 35). The idiom appears to have
originated in Egyptian literature (H. A. Hoffner, TDOT 2:113).
See F. Cumont, Afterlife in Roman Paganism, 48-50.
 tn Heb “water-spring.”
 tn The term ( ּג ְַל ּגַלgalgal, “wheel”) refers to the “water wheel” or “paddle wheel” for drawing water from a well
(HALOT 190 s.v. I  ּג ְַל ּגַל2; BDB 165 s.v.  ּג ְַל ּגַל1.b). This Hebrew
noun is related to the Akkadian term gulgullu (“pot”), as well
as Phoenician (?) “( גלגלwheel for drawing water”). The Latin term girgillus (“lever for the bucket”) is a late derivation
from this term. See G. Dalman, Arbeit und Sitte in Palästina,
2:225-28.
 tn Or “spirit.” The likely referent is the life’s breath that
originates with God. See Eccl 3:19, as well as Gen 2:7; 6:17;
7:22.
 tn Heb “futility of futilities.” The phrase “absolutely futile”
(הֲב ִלים
ָ הֲבֶ ל, havel havalim) is a superlative genitive construction (GKC 431 §133.i). See note on “futile” at 1:2.
 tn Elsewhere in the book, the author is identified with the
anarthrous term ( קֹהֶ לֶ תqohelet, Eccl 1:1, 2, 12; 7:27; 12:9,
10); however, in 12:8 it is used with the article, indicating
that it is a professional title rather than a personal surname:
( הַ ּקוֹהֶ לֶ תhaqqohelet, “the Teacher”). Numerous English translations render  קֹהֶ לֶ תas a professional title: “the Speaker” (NEB,
Moffatt); “the Preacher” (KJV, RSV, YLT, MLB, ASV, NASB);
“the Teacher” (NIV, NRSV); “the Leader of the Assembly” (NIV
margin); “the Assembler” (NJPS margin). Others render it as
a personal surname: “Koheleth” (JPS, NJPS) and “Qoheleth”
(NAB, NRSV margin).
 tn Heb “Everything.” The term is rendered “all of these
things” for clarity. Although ( ּכֹלkol, “everything; all”) is often
used in an absolute or comprehensive sense (BDB 481 s.v. ּכֹל
1), it is frequently used as a synecdoche of the general for the
specific, that is, its sense is limited contextually to the topic
at hand (BDB 482 s.v. 2). This is particularly true of ( הַ ּכֹלhakkol, BDB 482 s.v. 2.b) in which the article particularizes or
limits the referent to the contextual or previously mentioned
topic (e.g., Gen 16:12; 24:1; Exod 29:24; Lev 1:9, 13; 8:27;
Deut 2:36; Josh 11:19 [see 2 Sam 19:31; 1 Kgs 14:26 = 2
Chr 12:9]; 21:43; 1 Sam 30:19; 2 Sam 17:3; 23:5; 24:23; 1
Kgs 6:18; 2 Kgs 24:16; Isa 29:11; 65:8; Jer 13:7, 10; Ezek
7:14; Pss 14:3; 49:18; 1 Chr 7:5; 28:19; 29:19; 2 Chr 28:6;
29:28; 31:5; 35:7; 36:17-18; Ezra 1:11; 2:42; 8:34-35;
10:17; Eccl 5:8). Thus, “all” does not always mean “all” absolutely or universally in comprehension. In several cases the
context limits its reference to two classes of objects/issues
being discussed, so  הַ ּכֹלmeans “both” (e.g., 2:14; 3:19: 9:1,
2). Thus, “( הַ ּכֹלall; everything”) refers only to what Qoheleth
characterizes as “futile” (הֶ בֶ ל, hevel) in the context. This does
not mean that everything is futile. For example, fearing God
is not “futile” (2:26; 3:14-15; 11:9-10; 12:1, 9, 13-14). Only
those objects/issues that are contextually placed under ּכֹל
are designated as “futile” ()הֶ בֶ ל.
 tn The term ( הֶ בֶ לhevel, “futile”) is repeated three times

Concluding Epilogue: Qoheleth’s Advice is Wise
12:9 Not only was the Teacher wise,

but he also taught knowledge to the
people;
he carefully evaluated and arranged10
many proverbs.
12:10 The Teacher sought to find delightful11 words,
and to write12 accurately truthful
within the six words of this verse for emphasis. See footnote
on “futile” at 1:2.
sn Absolutely futile!…All of these things are futile! This motto is the theme of the book. Its occurs at the beginning (1:2)
and end of the book (12:8), forming an envelope structure (inclusio). Everything described in 1:2—12:8 is the supporting
proof of the thesis of 1:2. With few exceptions (e.g., 2:24-26;
3:14-15; 11:9–12:1, 9), everything described in 1:2—12:8 is
characterized as “futile” (הֶ בֶ ל, hevel).
 sn Eccl 12:9-12 fits the pattern of a concluding colophon
that draws from a conventional stock of ancient Near Eastern
scribal practices and vocabulary. See M. A. Fishbane, Biblical
Interpretation, 29–31.
 tn Heb “he weighed and studied.” The verbs וְח ּ ֵקר
ִ וְא ּזֵן
ִ
(vÿ’izzen vekhiqqer, “he weighed and he explored”) form a hendiadys (a figurative expression in which two separate terms
used in combination to convey a single idea): “he studiously
weighed” or “carefully evaluated.” The verb וְא ּזֵן
ִ (conjunction +
Piel perfect 3rd person masculine singular from II ’( ָאזַןazan)
“to weigh; to balance”) is related to the noun ( מֹאזֵןmo’zen)
“balances; scales” used for weighing money or commercial
items (e.g., Jer 32:10; Ezek 5:1). This is the only use of the
verb in the OT. In this context, it means “to weigh” = “to test; to
prove” (BDB 24 s.v.  )מאזןor “to balance” (HALOT 27 II ) ָאזַן. Cohen suggests, “He made an examination of the large number
of proverbial sayings which had been composed, testing their
truth and worth, to select those which he considered deserving of circulation” (A. Cohen, The Five Megilloth [SoBB], 189).
10 tn The verb ( ּ ָתקַ ןtaqan, “to make straight”) connotes “to
put straight” or “to arrange in order” (HALOT 1784 s.v. ;תקן
BDB 1075 s.v. ) ּ ָתקַ ן.This may refer to Qoheleth’s activity in
compiling a collection of wisdom sayings in an orderly manner, or writing the wisdom sayings in a straightforward, direct
manner.
11 tn In the construct phrase ( ִּד ְברֵ י־חֵ פֶ ץdivre-khefets, “words
of delight”) the noun “( חֵ פֶ ץdelight”) functions as an attributive genitive (“delightful words”) or a genitive of estimation
or worth (“words viewed as delightful by Qoheleth” or “words
that he took delight in”). For another example of a genitive
of estimation of worth, see זִבחֵ י אֱ ל ִֹהים
ְ (zivkhe ’elohim) “sacrifices of God” = “sacrifices viewed as acceptable to God” (Ps
51:19). In other words, Qoheleth wrote his proverbs so effectively that he was able to take moral and aesthetic delight in
his words.
12 tc The consonantal form  וכתובhas been revocalized in
three ways: (1) The Masoretes read ( וְכָ תוּבvÿkhatuv, conjunction + Qal passive participle ms from  ּ ָכ ַתב, katav, “to write”):
“Qoheleth sought to find pleasant words, what was written
uprightly, namely, words of truth.” This is supported by the
LXX’s καὶ γεγραμμένον (kai gegrammenon, conjunction +
masculine accusative singular perfect passive participle from
γράφω, grafw, “to write). (2) The BHS editors suggest the
vocalization ( וְכָ תוֹבvÿkhatov, conjunction + Qal infinitive absolute). The infinitive “( וְכָ תוֹבand to write”) in the B-line would
parallel the infinitive of purpose ( ִל ְמצֹאlimtso’, “to find”) in the
A-line: “Qoheleth sought to find pleasant words, and to write
accurately words of truth.” (3) Several medieval Hebrew mss
preserve an alternate textual tradition of ( וְכָ ַתבvÿkhatav, conjunction + Qal perfect 3rd person masculine singular). This
is reflected in the Greek versions (Aquila and Symmachus),
Syriac Peshitta and Vulgate. The major English versions are
divided among these three textual options: (1) ( וְכָ תוּבQal passive participle): “and that which was written was upright, even
words of truth” (KJV); “and that which was written uprightly,
even words of truth” (ASV); “and, written by the upright, words
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sayings.
12:11 The words of the sages are like
prods,
and the collected sayings are like firmly
fixed nails;
they are given by one shepherd.


of truth” (YLT); “but what he wrote was the honest truth”
(NEB); “and what he wrote was upright and true” (NIV). (2)
( וְכָ תוֹבQal infinitive absolute): “and to write words of truth correctly” (NASB); “and to write correctly the reliable words of
truth” (MLB); “and to write down true sayings with precision”
(NAB). (3) ( וְכָ ַתבQal perfect 3rd person masculine singular):
“and uprightly he wrote words of truth” (RSV); “and he wrote
words of truth plainly” (NRSV); “even as he put down plainly
what was true” (Moffatt); “and he wrote words most right, and
full of truth” (Douay); and “and he recorded genuinely truthful
sayings” (NJPS). The editors of the Jerusalem Hebrew Bible
project favor “ וְכָ תוֹבand to write” (option 2): see D. Barthélemy, ed., Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew Old
Testament Text Project, 3:596–97.
 tn The construct phrase ( ִּד ְברֵ י אֱ מֶ תdivre ’emet, “words of
truth”) is a genitive of content (“words containing truth”) or
an attributive genitive (“truthful words”). Depending upon the
vocalization of וכתוב, the phrase functions in one of two ways:
(1) as direct object of ( וְכָ תוֹב י ׁ ֶֹשרvÿkhatov yosher) “and he accurately wrote truthful words”; or (2) in apposition to וְכָ תוּב י ׁ ֶֹשר
(vÿkhatuv yosher) “and what is written uprightly, namely, truthful words.”
 tn Or “goads”; NCV “sharp sticks used to guide animals.”
For further information see M. A. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, 29–32.

Concluding Exhortation: Fear God and Obey His
Commands!
12:12 Be warned, my son, of anything in

addition to them.
There is no end to the making of many
books,
and much study is exhausting to the
body.
12:13 Having heard everything, I have
reached this conclusion:
Fear God and keep his commandments,
because this is the whole duty of man.
12:14 For God will evaluate every deed,
including every secret thing, whether
good or evil.

 sn The exhortation may be understood in two ways: (1)
to avoid any so-called wisdom sayings beyond those mentioned in vv. 10-11: “The words of the wise…are given from
one shepherd. And of anything beyond these, my son, be
warned!” (see RSV, NRSV, NAB, Douay, NIV). This is paraphrased well by Moffatt: “My son, avoid anything beyond the
scriptures of wisdom” (Moffatt). (2) The exhortation refers to
the concerns of v. 12b, namely, diligent study is wearisome,
i.e., “Furthermore, my son, be warned: there is no end to the
making of books, and much study is wearisome to the body”
(see NEB, ASV, NASB, MLB).
 tn The verb שה
ָׂ ָ’( עasah, “to do”) may mean “to make”
(HALOT 890 s.v. I  עשׂה3) or “to acquire” (HALOT 891 s.v. I
 עשׂה6). The LXX rendered it as ποιῆσαι (poihsai, “making”),
as do most English versions: “making” (KJV, YLT, RSV, NRSV,
NAB, ASV, MLB, NIV, NJPS). However, several English versions
reflect a different nuance: “there is no end to the buying of
books” (Moffatt); “the use of books is endless” (NEB); and
“the writing of many books is endless” (NASB).
 tn Heb “the flesh.” The term שר
ָׂ ( ּ ָבbasar, “flesh”) refers to
the body, functioning as a synecdoche or part (i.e., flesh, skin)
for the whole (i.e., body), e.g., Gen 17:13; Ps 16:9; Prov 14:30
(see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 642).
 tn Heb “The end of the matter, everything having been
heard.”
 tn Heb “This is all men”; or “This is the whole of man.”
The phrase ( זֶה ּ ָכל־הָ ָאדָ םzeh kol-ha’adam, “this is all men”)
features rhetorical elision of a key word. The ambiguity over
the elided word has led to no less than five basic approaches:
(1) “this is the whole duty of man” (KJV, ASV, RSV, NAB, NIV);
(2) “this is the duty of all men” (MLB, ASV margin, RSV margin); (3) “this applies to all men” (NASB, NJPS); (4) “this is the
whole duty of all men” (NRSV, Moffatt); and (5) “there is no
more to man than this” (NEB). The four-fold repetition of ּכֹל
(kol, “all”) in 12:13-14 suggests that Qoheleth is emphasizing the “bottom line,” that is, the basic duty of man is simply
to fear and obey God: After “all” ( ) ּכֹלhas been heard in the
book, his conclusion is that the “whole” ( ) ּכֹלduty of man is to
obey God because God will bring “all” ( ) ּכֹלacts into judgment,
including “all” ( ) ּכֹלthat is hidden, whether good or bad. See D.
Barthélemy, ed., Preliminary and Interim Report on the Hebrew Old Testament Text Project, 3:596.
 tn Heb “will bring every deed into judgment.”

