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THEMATICS 

   The themes in the Book of Kohelet are essentially those of interest to ma-

ture individuals of means and achievement. Using sociological analysis, 

Brueggemann concluded that the Book of Kohelet articulates a conservative 

ideology that reflects social control and a concern for stability.
1

 This would 

be the attitude of the establishment – the older people afraid of losing their 

attained comfort. Even when Kohelet seems to be addressing the young, he 

may actually be addressing the concerns of his peers with respect to their 

heirs. A review of the content in the Kohelet corpus clearly impresses one 

with its somberness and maturity. It is retrospective and restraining. Some 

key concepts in the book illustrate these observations. 

   Vanity (hevel) – Kohelet begins and ends his book by stating that all is 

hevel (1:2 and 12:8). The ephemerality that hovers over the book reflects the 

voice of experience, recognizing the elusiveness of aspirations, the insubstan-

tiality of achievements, the inability to control, the passage of time, and the 

inevitable end. The theme suggests a reference to maturity typical of the old. 

   Toil – This concept imparts a continuous struggle, or a prolonged effort, to 

attain some significant understanding, the achievement of a permanent ad-

vantage, everlasting fame, or the perpetuation of an enterprise. Fox observes 

that in Kohelet's view "the toiler may – indeed must – lose the fruit of his toil, 

and someone may get it who did not work for it. It is worse if the recipient is 

a fool, and it is better if he is one's son, but nothing really soothes the sting of 

loss and frustration . . . This, for Kohelet, proves the meaninglessness of hu-

man effort."
2
 Obviously, the search for meaning in toil makes sense only with 

respect to someone who experienced frustration with the randomness of the 

connection between effort and reward.  
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   Joy – Kohelet recommends the pursuit of enjoyment in 2:24a, 3:12, 3:22a, 

5:17, 8:15a, 9:7-9a, and 11:7-12:1a. However, enjoyment of the good that life 

offers is presented from a perspective of the experienced. Kohelet stresses 

that the opportunity to enjoy life is God-given: joy is viewed as a gift from 

God. Man should enjoy the good that life offers because he has to accept his 

lot (2:26, 3:14, 3:22b, 5:18, 9:9), life is short (5:17b, 9:9b, 11:9, 12:1b), and 

the future is uncertain (3:11, 3:22b, 8:14). Kohelet suggests that joy is good 

during the moment it is experienced and this slight advantage makes life, 

with all its miseries, preferable to death (6:6). These depressing rationales for 

enjoyment reflect a somber approach. Joy, to Kohelet, is not an urge to be 

happy, enjoy, live fully the moment, to "have fun." Kohelet describes a ma-

ture, controlled merriment. 

   Wisdom – The Book of Kohelet certainly impresses one with the notion that 

wisdom is valuable. It seems to be suggesting that wisdom is superior to in-

experience as light is to darkness (2:13); can help gain wealth (2:9, 19, 21); 

gives man a cheerful demeanor (8:1b); develops a feel for timeliness (8:5); 

and makes man's speech pleasant and careful (10:12). Though wisdom could 

give man some advantage, it fails to provide a rationale for life's events 

(7:23). Fox points to four aspects of wisdom that undermine its utility: it does 

not provide enough knowledge; it is vulnerable to folly and fortune; it causes 

pain, because it "reveals the bitterness and absurdities of life"; and, it is 

wiped away by death.
3

 Only from the perspective of the experienced is wis-

dom less than a panacea (2:12-17, 10:1). They are aware of the power and 

limitations of knowledge.  

   Death – Kohelet's discussion of death is dark and gloomy. Crenshaw notes 

that Kohelet speaks about death with both neutrality and bitterness, and to 

him "death possesses a full measure of existential angst."
4

 Fox thinks that 

Kohelet exhibits "an obsession with death."
5

 It has been noted that Kohelet 

can be understood as suggesting that thinking of death whets the appetite for 

life.
6

 Young adults do not need such prompts.  

   Kohelet does not fear death; it is part of the natural order (9:5, 12:1-7). 

However, Kohelet is concerned that death cancels everything (2:14-16). 

Burkes writes that for Kohelet death is "the event that neutralizes memory, 

offspring, and choice."
7

 Kohelet is baffled by the random occurrence of 

death. His sense of a right order would have required that one who follows 
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commandments will live longer. His fear that our lives may prove meaning-

less in the end haunts him.
8

 These, too, are mainly concerns of the old. 

   Fear of God – Kohelet's discussion of the fear of God (3:14, 5:7, 7:18, 

8:12-13) is traditional. It suggests viewing God in awe and wonder, not in 

belittling slavishness. God made everything beautiful in its time (3:11), and 

He also imbued it with mystery, has put eternity into man's mind, yet so that 

he cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end (3:11). 

Kohelet always uses the name Elohim for the deity, which traditionally con-

veys His attribute of judgment. It is not a warm and supporting image of God 

that is concerned with the human condition. Old as young, in Kohelet's time, 

accepted God's role in life (3:10), were incapable of understanding the acts of 

God (7:14, 11:5), and were puzzled by the unpredictable.  

   Justice – Kohelet's discussion of justice and the justice system reflects the 

personal experience of someone who has been involved in litigation. In his 

view, there is no justice where justice should have been practiced (3:16), and 

the poor are oppressed without mercy (4:1-3).  

   Kohelet harbors dissatisfaction with the working of God's justice. God 

sometimes allows the righteous to suffer and the wicked to prosper (8:14). 

Fox says, "It is not only the anomalies that contradict divine justice. There is 

a systemic and invariable violation: death. It's not that death is so bad in itself 

that distresses Kohelet, but that it is unfair; it fails to recognize distinctions" 

(9:3, 11-12).
9

 Such views could have been aired only among Kohelet's close 

friends. 

   Timeliness – The concepts of timeliness (3:1-8), proper manners, and rou-

tines represent the norm, the societal expectations chiseled out by years of 

human interaction. These concepts of the accepted and expected are entirely 

in the domain of the mature and established. Kohelet is unwilling to experi-

ment with alternatives and to defy the established order. He rather reiterates 

the transmitted wisdom. 

   Youth – Barton sums up Kohelet's advice to the young: "Enter into life 

heartily, be kindly, venture to sow and reap and fill the whole round of life's 

duties while you can. Let the young man, therefore, make the most of his 

youth, for the inevitable decay of bodily powers will come with advancing 

age, and the cheerlessness of Sheol will terminate all."
10
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   It is clear from this review that Kohelet deals with issues weighing on the 

mind of the established and experienced members of society. The aristocracy 

in Jerusalem was content with what it had. Its fundamental tendency was to 

promote conservatism and oppose change.  

  

THE BOOK 

   How was the book formed? At first glance, it would appear to be the crea-

tion of a single author because of its personal tenor, expressed, for instance in 

such phrases as I turned to see (2:12), I said in my heart (2:15), I saw (4:4), 

and I tested this in wisdom (7:23).
11

 However, it is possible that Kohelet's 

observations were only a trigger to a more complicated process in which the 

observation led to discussion by a small group of Kohelet's intellectual peers, 

the kohelet, or in later parlance the havurah.
12

 
It would be natural to expect 

that these debaters were not unanimous in their opinions. Kohelet recorded 

their views, although he did not always accept them. This might explain the 

contradictions and repetitions in the Book of Kohelet, as well as the absence 

of any discernible thematic organization or connected orderly argument in the 

book. Indeed, a number of commentators felt that several hands were in-

volved in its shaping.
13

 

   These commentators reflect a strong sentiment that the book cannot reflect 

the mindset of a single person. My suggestion, that Kohelet recorded the po-

sitions expressed and discussed in his kohelet, would aptly accommodate the 

views of this approach. Such an approach would allow for a range of views to 

exist in the discussions of the kohelet.  

   With its pessimistic tone and unorthodox views, how did this book come to 

be included in the Tanakh? It would seem that the themes of the book were 

so unusual and pertinent, and the stature of the members in Kohelet's circle 

was so high, that it made the book a worthy candidate for inclusion in the 

canon.
14

 The members of the kohelet were apparently individuals with a solid 

belief in a God that rules the world who found it difficult to understand di-

vine wisdom on earth. The striving to understand God's ways could not be 

denied or suppressed.  

   It is also possible that the superscription (1:1) and the statement in 1:12 

were later interpreted as alluding to Solomon, and thereby facilitated the ac-

ceptance of the book into the canon. It may be that the later rabbinic percep-
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tion of all is hevel as referring only to this world as opposed to the afterlife 

(cf. Targum on 1:2), also helped to smooth the way into the canon. A similar 

intent can perhaps be found in the later addition of verse 12:11, suggesting 

that the words of sages are divinely inspired. However, it is doubtful whether 

these factors played a critical role, although they may have contributed to the 

book’s inclusion.
15

 Concern about its suitability for the general public was of 

greater importance.
16

 However, the canon was, as Ehrlich observed, "a na-

tional literature upon a religious foundation." The uniqueness of the Book of 

Kohelet aptly qualified it for inclusion into the canon.
17

 

   Hengstenberg rightly noted that "The Author has studiously maintained a 

certain tone of reserve in respect of the circumstances of his time; and of de-

sign rather glanced at them, than entered into details."
18

 Indeed, in a number 

of instances, the careful reader can sense fear of the Ptolemaic reporting sys-

tem and Kohelet's use of ambiguity for self-protection (4:17-5:2, 8:5-7, 

10:20-11:1, 12:12-13).
19

 The kohelet, which consisted of the elderly rich, 

feared change and naturally resented the opportunities offered by the Ptole-

maic regime (1:12-16, 4:1-3, 5:7, 12-16, 7:10, 8:9, 10:6-7). It is possible that 

Kohelet confined himself to using only the name Elohim because its secular 

and sacred meanings were so convenient for his intended ambiguities.
20

 Cir-

cumspection apparently dictated the style of the notes taken. These notes are 

suggestive but never fully developed. They highlight an issue, but do not il-

luminate it from all aspects. 

   Finally, the book is intensely human. It soberly addresses the vagaries of 

life at a difficult time for Jews in Judea. Its contributors valiantly search for 

the solid and durable in circumstances containing much that is ephemeral and 

transient. The findings of the elders in the kohelet are typically prudent and 

hesitant. The men of gray saw much grayness. Their focus on the fundamen-

tal problems of human existence makes the book ever pertinent. Jastrow 

writes: "Koheleth is modern because with great literary skill he deals with 

those aspects of human life which are always the same. He is almost brutal in 

holding the mirror up to life. For all that, he is neither a scoffer nor a pessi-

mist."
21
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CONCLUSION 

   The author of the Book of Kohelet was a rich and wise Jewish patrician in 

Jerusalem. He was not a teacher or a preacher. More likely, he was a leader 

of a circle of social and intellectual peers, the kohelet. At the meetings of the 

kohelet practical and philosophical questions were discussed, and the author 

recorded the various positions that were taken. This would explain the struc-

ture of the book and its apparent contradictions. At some point, the author 

adopted the noun Kohelet as his pseudonym. This would explain the confu-

sion between the noun and pseudonym in 7:27 and 12:3.
22

 

   The kohelet relied on experience and keen observation when formulating 

topics for consideration. Reason and experience are the key elements of its 

epistemology (1:13, 2:3, 7:23). It would be too speculative, however, to as-

sume that it had a set of postulates and rules of logic according to which the 

discussions were conducted, although they must have had some intuitive log-

ic. Thus, it cannot be said that the book is a philosophical treatise.  

   The many issues that the kohelet discussed and textual indeterminacy make 

it difficult to define the book's message. Graetz thought that the book is a 

cynical satire on the career of Herod the Great.
23

 Delitzsch named it "the 

Song of the Fear of God."
24

 Some commentators thought that the gist of Ko-

helet's thesis is that "life under God must be taken and enjoyed in all its mys-

tery."
25

 Other commentators felt that the message has been expressed in "Ut-

ter futility! All is futile!" occurring at the beginning of the book (1:2) and its 

end (12:8). There is no doubt that gloom pervades the book and its tenor is 

pregnant with pessimism. For instance, Crenshaw writes: "Qoheleth taught 

by means of various literary types that earlier optimistic claims about wis-

dom's power to secure one's existence have no validity. No discernible prin-

ciple of order governs the universe, rewarding virtue and punishing evil. The 

creator, distant and uninvolved, acts as judge only (if at all) in extreme cases 

of flagrant affront . . . Death cancels all imagined gains, rendering life under 

the sun absurd."
26

 

   The crucial question for the reader is to understand how the kohelet related 

the hevel passages to the joy passages within a divinely guided world.
27

 El-

lul's encapsulation of Kohelet's message may perhaps give the proper answer: 

"In reality, all is vanity. In truth, everything is a gift of God."
28
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