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GENERAL PREFACE

The aim of this series of Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, as
it was in the companion volumes on the New Testament, is to pro-
vide the student of the Bible with a handy, up-to-date commentary
on each book, with the primary emphasis on exegesis. Major crit-
ical questions are discussed in the introductions and additional
notes, while undue technicalities have been avoided.
In this series individual authors are, of course, free to make their

own distinct contributions and express their own point of view on
all debated issues. Within the necessary limits of space they fre-
quently draw attention to interpretations which they themselves do
not hold but which represent the stated conclusions of sincere
fellow Christians.
In the Old Testament in particular no single English translation

is adequate to reflect the original text. The authors of these com-
mentaries freely quote various versions, therefore, or give their own
translation, in the endeavour to make the more difficult passages or
words meaningful today. Where necessary, words from the Hebrew
(and Aramaic) Text underlying their studies are transliterated. This
will help the reader who may be unfamiliar with the Semitic lan-
guages to identify the word under discussion and thus to follow the
argument. It is assumed throughout that the reader will have ready
access to one, or more, reliable renderings of the Bible in English.
The book of Ecclesiastes has within it much timeless teaching

which is still relevant today. Yet it is a biblical book all too infre-
quently read and is often quoted or studied only in part. While
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 E C C L E S I A S T E S

divergent voices are raised regarding its interpretation and applica-
bility, Mr Eaton seeks to bring a balanced, scholarly view through-
out. Nor does he ignore practical references to modern life.
Interest in the meaning and message of the Old Testament con-

tinues undiminished and it is hoped that this series will thus further
the systematic study of the revelation of God and his will and
ways as seen in these records. It is the prayer of the editor and
publisher, as of the authors, that these books will help many to
understand, and to respond to, the Word of God today.

D. J. Wiseman
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

If it needs a man who has suffered to write a commentary on Job,
and if only a restored rebel can comment on Jonah, perhaps the only
person entitled to comment on Ecclesiastes is a cynic who has
revolted from the world in disillusionment and disgust. If so, I
qualify. It is an experience that many have been through, and from
which some never emerge. So it is not surprising to find that a most
diverse circle of admirers are drawn to Ecclesiastes with a sense of
fellow-feeling for one whom they sense is a ‘gentle cynic’. Starting
from widely separated perspectives, men have seen life, in W. E.
Henley’s words, as

… a smoke that curls –
Curls in a flickering skein
That winds, and whisks and whirls,
A figment thin and vain,
Into the great Inane.
One end for hut and hall!
One end for cell and stall!
Burned in one common flame
Are wisdoms and insanities.
For this alone we came:
O vanity of vanities.
(Of the Nothingness of Things)

I bear witness that the Preacher’s advice, blunt and realistic as it
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 E C C L E S I A S T E S

is, is the only remedy to that particular malaise. A ‘handful of quiet-
ness’ (Eccl. :) from him who rules the ‘times and seasons’,
Qoheleth’s God and mine, is the only cure. I cast this particular piece
of bread upon the waters with the prayer that others may make the
same discovery.
This small offering owes much to the advice and help of the Rev.

J. A. Motyer in the days when he taught at Clifton Theological Col-
lege and I used to walk from Tyndale Hall to talk about Ecclesiastes.
More recently help from Professor D. J. Wiseman of the School of
Oriental and African Studies has been much appreciated. Needless
to say, the overall interpretation of Ecclesiastes is my own. I am
encouraged that a recent article by R. N. Whybray (‘Qoheleth,
Preacher of Joy’, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, , , pp.
–) is ready to give much more weight to the joyous side of
Ecclesiastes than has been generally the case. It came out too late for
me to refer to it in the text.
My thanks go to Mrs Caroline Mullenix who typed the manu-

script, and to my wife who prayed the manuscript into existence
when I was lost for a spare moment to write. I had the privilege of
sharing this material with the morning congregation of Nairobi Bap-
tist Church where I was pastor. The blessings of that particular series
of sermons remain with me still.
It is my prayer that God will use this commentary to stimulate

fresh thought on Ecclesiastes, that others may be led as I have been
through despair to a world-view in which God is God, and people
find their rest in him. May a glimpse be caught of the One who fills
the gap in Ecclesiastes, our Lord Jesus Christ.

Michael Eaton
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INTRODUCTION

. The text of Ecclesiastes

The primary source of the text of Ecclesiastes, as of any other Old
Testament book, is a text-form established in or near the first cen-
tury AD, vocalized and annotated byMassoretes (‘transmitters’) c. AD
–, known as the Massoretic text. This was originally written
in a consonantal form, but from the sixth century onwards several
systems of vocalization arose. In the ninth and tenth centuries one
of these, the Tiberian system, became the standard and is still used
by Old Testament scholars. The text printed in Biblica Hebraica
Stuttgartensia () is that of a manuscript dated AD , a copy of
a text produced by the Tiberian textual scholar Ben Asher in the
tenth century. Any student of the Old Testament must start from the
Massoretic text but, because of inevitable copyists’ errors, must take
into account other Hebrew texts that may be known and ancient
translations which had access to earlier texts.

. For fuller details, cf. B. J. Roberts, The Old Testament and Versions ();
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In the case of Ecclesiastes we are fortunate to have four pieces
of manuscript discovered at Qumran and published in , con-
taining fragments of chs.  – . On the basis of style of script these
have been dated in the mid-second century BC. Most of the vari-
ations are purely orthographic. In addition Muilenburg lists ten
places where the Qumran text differs from the Massoretic text.
The Qumran text (Q Ec) reads ‘for’ instead of ‘as’ at :, omits
‘and’ at : and :, reverses the order of two words in :, has
‘house of pleasure’ insead of ‘house of drinking’ at :, has ‘corrupt’
instead of ‘destroy’ in :, ‘help’ instead of ‘strengthen’ in :, and
slight variations with virtually no change of meaning in :, ; :.

None of this amounts to very much, and the manuscript tends
generally to confirm the reliability of the Massoretic tradition.
Another source of textual evidence is provided by the ancient

translations of the Old Testament. The most important of these is
the Greek Septuagint (LXX), probably translated in stages beginning
with the Pentateuch in the third century and substantially com-
pleted by the late second century BC. It is uncertain at what date
Ecclesiastes was translated. O. Eissfeldt claims that Ben Sira had
all of the law, the prophets and the writings before him in Greek

 E C C L E S I A S T E S

E. Würthwein, The Text of the Old Testament (); R. K. Harrison,
Introduction to the Old Testament (), pp. –.

. Cf. J. Muilenburg, ‘A Qoheleth Scroll From Qumran’, BASOR, ,
, pp. –.

. The variations are:
Q Ec MT

: ky’ k’šr
: gm wgm
: hnpl mmnw mmnw hnpl
: hlk ylk
: w’m lw’ w’lw
: ś]mh.h mšth
: byt bbyt
: gm wgm
: wy‘wh wy’bd
: t‘zr t‘z
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c.  BC, whereas D. Barthélemy claims that the LXX Ecclesiastes
is in fact the work of Aquila, who produced a rival Greek transla-
tion in the second century AD. The LXX translation is quite literal and
generally bears witness to the Massoretic tradition.
The Syriac version, known as the Peshitta, was made in the early

or middle second century AD.

Another witness is Jerome’s fourth-century Vulgate, a revision of
an earlier Latin version. Although the Vulgate is a translation of the
Hebrew text in the Massoretic tradition, Jerome’s textual decisions
were also influenced by the LXX.

The Ethiopic text of Ecclesiastes, dated by S. A. B. Mercer some
time before AD , reveals an acquaintance with theMassoretic trad-
ition, the Vulgate, and perhaps the Old Latin and Syriac. Mercer
points to eighteen instances where it follows the Massoretic text
against the LXX and to fourteen instances where it shows knowledge
of a pre-Massoretic Hebrew text.

TheAramaic Targum toEcclesiastes is of little significance for text-
ual study. It is a free paraphrase not earlier than the fifth century AD,
and is of interest primarily as one stage in the history of interpretation.

The study of these versions leads one to the conclusion that the text
of Ecclesiastes is well preserved and has fewer difficulties than many
OldTestament books. TheQumran texts and the various versions gen-
erally support the Massoretic tradition.

. The date, authorship and literary provenance of
Ecclesiastes

Life in this world does not fundamentally change, and we do not need

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. O. Eissfeldt, The Old Testament – An Introduction (), p. .
. D. Barthélemy, Les devanciers d’Aquila (VTS, , ), pp. f., f.
. The Old Testament in Syriac, part II, fasc.  (Leiden, ).
. Cf. Biblia Sacra iuxta Latinam Vulgatam Versionem, XI, Proverbia, Ecclesiastes,

Canticum Canticorum ().
. Cf. S. A. B. Mercer, The Ethiopic Text of the Book of Ecclesiastes; The

Oriental Research Series,  ().
. Cf. A. Sperber, The Bible in Aramaic, vol. IVA, The Hagiographa ().
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a date for Ecclesiastes in order to receive its message. It is part of the
genius of the Preacher’s thought that it stands on its own feet at any
time and in any place. The book in fact providesmeagre clues to its date:
language, possible dependence on foreign thought, and internal claims.

Language
The mid-twentieth century has seen the rise of a three-sided debate
concerning the linguistic background of Ecclesiastes. After a ten-
tative suggestion by D. S. Margoliouth that its language is ‘not so
much late Hebrew as foreign Hebrew’, amplified by F. C. Burkitt
in , F. Zimmermann formally proposed in  that Ecclesi-
astes is a translation from an Aramaic original. This was sup-
ported by C. C. Torrey in  and by H. L. Ginsberg in .

These suggestions led to a series of replies by R. Gordis, who main-
tained that the Hebrew of Ecclesiastes is authentic but late. The
discussion further developed in  when M. Dahood suggested
that Ecclesiastes was written in Phoenician orthography and shows
signs of Canaanite-Phoenician literary influence. Again R. Gordis
replied rebutting Dahood’s theory.

 E C C L E S I A S T E S

. The Jewish Encyclopaedia (), , p. .
. F. C. Burkitt, ‘Is Ecclesiastes a Translation?’, JTS, , , pp. –.
. F. Zimmermann, ‘The Aramaic Provenance of Qohelet’. JQR, , –

, pp. –; followed by ‘The Question of Hebrew in Qohelet’, JQR,
, , pp. –.

. C. C. Torrey, ‘The Question of the Original Language of Qohelet’. JQR,
, , pp. –.

. H. L. Ginsberg, Studies in Koheleth ().
. R. Gordis, ‘The Original Language of Qoheleth’. JQR, , , pp. –

; ‘The Translation Theory of Qoheleth Re-Examined’, JQR, , ,
pp. –; ‘Koheleth – Hebrew or Aramaic?’, JBL, , , pp. –.

. M. Dahood, ‘Canaanite-Phoenician Influence in Qoheleth’, Bib, ,
, pp. –, –; ‘Qoheleth and Recent Discoveries’, Bib, ,
, pp. –. Similar suggestions had been made earlier by
C. H. Gordon, Ugaritic Literature (), p. .

. R. Gordis. ‘Was Koheleth a Phoenician?’, JBL, , , pp. –;
‘Qoheleth and Qumran – A Study in Style’, Bib, , , pp. –.
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The Aramaisms of Ecclesiastes are not necessarily proof of a late
date. True, there are Aramaisms in the book, indeed, their pro-
portion is quite high, but since the quantity of material is so small
one must be cautious in attributing too much significance to them.
They may be expected in biblical Hebrew from the tenth century BC,
increasing as the centuries go by, culminating in the sixth to fourth
centuries BC. They are of comparatively little significance for dating.

Even less is it likely that an Aramaic original underlies Ecclesiastes.
To review the many intricate arguments involved is beyond the scope
of the present work; but it must be said that the suggestions of
Zimmermann, Torrey and Ginsberg are upheld only by a large
number of tortuous emendations and suggested mistranslations,
exhibiting considerable ingenuity of thought but carrying very little
conviction. One small indication that the theory is suspect is the com-
bination of the verbs mkk and dlp in :. The two verbs in
combination are an old Canaanite cliché.That it should be the result
of a translation from Aramaic seems unlikely.

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. The number of Aramaisms is a matter of dispute. A possible list is: kĕba-r
(:. etc.), mĕdînâ (:; :) šabbe-ăh. (:; cf. :), ‘inyan (:, etc.), ta-qan
(:; cf. :; :). ta-qap (:: :), ‘al-dibrat (:; :; :), pe-šer
(:). šilt.on (:), qĕra-b (:), gûmma-s. (:), yissa-ken (:), ben-h. ôrîm
(:), madda-’ (:), ba-t.ĕlû (:)’, and the vocalization of ‘ăbadêhem
(:) and hĕbe-l (:, etc.). Cf. O. Loretz, Qohelet und der Alte Orient (),
pp. –; cf. also M. Wagner, Die Lexicalischen und Grammatikalischen
Aramäismen im Alttestamentlichen Hebräisch (), who maintains that .
per cent of Ecclesiastes is Aramaic in origin (p. ). A similar view is
held by C. F. Whitley (Koheleth [], pp. f.), who dates the book within
– BC. Older lists (e.g. those by F. Delitzsch and C. H. H. Wright)
need revision in the light of fuller knowledge of Semitic languages.

. A. Hurvitz, ‘The Chronological Significance of “Aramaisms” in Biblical
Hebrew’, IEJ, , , pp. –, deals with the difficulties of the
subject and the circumstances under which Aramaisms may be
significant. Judged by his criteria the Preacher’s use of sa-lat. (perhaps
replacing the earlier ma-šal ) may be evidence of late date (but see p. ,
footnote ). However, one word cannot be of that much weight.

. Cf. C. H. Gordon, Ugaritic Textbook (), p. , text :.
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The question of Canaanite-Phoenician influence is more difficult
to handle. Dahood argues that at one stage the text of Ecclesiastes
had considerably lessmatres lectiones (consonants used as vowels to aid
reading) than in the Massoretic text. Nouns with a feminine ending
in –t, a conditional particle ’lw, the particle s–, the erratic use of the
article, the infinitive absolute followed by an independent pronoun,
the independent use of the pronoun to express the verb ‘to be’, the
use of ’a-da-m, the phrase under the sun, the seven … eight phrasing
(Eccl. :), all have Phoenician and Canaanite parallels but within
the Old Testament are distinctive of Ecclesiastes. But it is doubtful
if even the cumulative weight of all the parallels to be found point
to an original in ‘Phoenician orthography’. The work of the ‘Dahood
school’ has itself suggested that a considerable quantity of Ugaritic
and Phoenician parallels can be found to sections of the Old Tes-
tament. Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Isaiah, Ezekiel and Nahum are among
books explored along these lines.
The difficulty is that the linguistic data show that Ecclesiastes does

not fit into any known section of the history of the Hebrew lan-
guage. It is dissimilar to works which claim to be Solomonic (Song
of Songs; parts of Proverbs); it does not correspond to the fourth-
century Hebrew of Malachi or Ezra; it does not tally with the
Hebrew of the Qumran scrolls. Two words, parde-s and pitgam, are
often thought to be Persian loanwords. This may be so; in which case
our present Ecclesiastes was written or edited in or after the Per-
sian period.

Our conclusion must be that the language of Ecclesiastes does
not at present provide an adequate resource for dating. It is pos-
sible that a particular style was adopted for pessimism literature. The

 E C C L E S I A S T E S

. There is evidence that ancient documents could be lightly updated with
old-fashioned words replaced. Cf. K. A. Kitchen, Ancient Orient and Old
Testament (), pp. –.

. Cf. M. H. Pope’s similar remark concerning pardes in the Song of Songs.
Although he does not regard that book as entirely early, yet he does not
feel any weight can be given to its inclusion of pardes (cf. Song of Songs
[], p. ). G. Archer believes the words derive from Sanskrit
(A Survey of Old Testament Introduction [], p. ).
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possibility that a northern dialect of Hebrew was used must be left
open. Equally it is possible that its dialect is Phoenicianizing. Cer-
tainly no other document possesses precisely the same characteris-
tics, and no reliable date can be given this way. The language of
Ecclesiastes is probably of interest more in dialectology than
chronology.

Greek influence
A second factor is the question of the book’s dependence on early
Greek writings. It is virtually certain that the Preacher had some
knowledge of and interacted with ancient Near Eastern pessimism,

but what of similar Greek writings? The theory put forward by
Zirkel in , that Greek influence could be detected in the language
of Ecclesiastes, is now almost universally abandoned. Reviewing
the question in H. Ranston concluded that there was evidence
of dependence on Theognis and Hesiod. In that case Ecclesiastes
should probably be dated after the death of Alexander ( BC),
when Hellenistic culture increasingly spread throughout the ancient
world.
More recently scholars have been less inclined to trace Greek

influence. O. Loretz finds none at all. Others (e.g. J. Bright) see
only a general and indirect influence. M. Hengel concedes that all
attempts to prove dependence on particular Greek writers (e.g.
Epicurus, Heraclitus, Hesiod, Theognis) have failed. Yet, dating

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. Cf. O. Loretz, Qohelet und der Alte Orient () for Mesopotamian
contacts; and P. Humbert, Recherches sur les sources Égyptiennes de la
Littérature Sapientale d’Israël (), for Egyptian contacts. Humbert
perhaps overstates his case.

. It was upheld by various scholars in the late nineteenth century; see
C. C. Forman, JSS, , , pp. f.

. H. Ranston, Ecclesiastes and the Early Greek Wisdom Literature ().
. O. Loretz, Qohelet und der Alte Orient, pp. –. Cyrus Gordon also

speaks of ‘the complete absence of Greek influence’, IEJ, , , p. .
. J. Bright, A History of Israel (), p. .
. M. Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism (), vol. , pp. –; vol. ,

pp. –.
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Ecclesiastes between  and  BC, he agrees with R. Kroeber that
‘in ideas and mood the work has contacts with the spirit of Hel-
lenism’. Hengel admits that the Greek parallels adduced for the
book are unsatisfactory and that ‘because of the “international”
spread of wisdom and its universal themes the indication of paral-
lels says nothing about their origin’. He also dismisses attempts to
find Graecisms in particular words. However, he feels that the
Preacher’s spirit is Greek: his individualistic critical analysis of expe-
rience, his cool detachment towards the correction of injustice, his
universal rather than distinctively Israelite conception of God, his
willingness to criticize orthodox Judaism, are all thought to reflect
a Hellenistic outlook.
Hengel’s argument, however, presumes that Ecclesiastes is defin-

itely a third-century work. If that assumption is correct, to see Hel-
lenistic atmosphere in the book may well be right. But the argument
is circular. No convincing evidence for influence by Greek authors
has been produced, other than the assumption that Ecclesiastes is
to be dated in the third century.
There are reasons, however, for caution in seeing Greek influence

in the Preacher’s work.Many of the parallels cited are trivial and could
be found anywhere in the ancient Near East. Our ignorance of the
future, the claim to more than ordinary wisdom, the dependence of
mankind uponGod or the gods, the apparent inconsistency of earthly
retribution – these themes, common to Ecclesiastes, Theognis and
Hesiod, are found throughout the ancient Near East. The parallels are
more likely part of a common stock of wisdom subject-matter than
specific borrowings. By contrast, the God-centred, judgment-
orientated, contented life held forth in Ecclesiastes is very different
from the bleak sensualism of Theognis. Pessimism concerning human
life and destiny appears from the third millennium onwards. It is
likely that both theGreeks andEcclesiastes knew of it; there is no need
to postulate that the Preacher drew upon Greek literature. Certainly
Ecclesiastes cannot be reliably dated on these grounds.

 E C C L E S I A S T E S

. Ibid., vol. , p. ; cf. R. Kroeber, Der Prediger (), p. .
. F. Dornseiff also argued for ancient Near Eastern influences upon

Hesiod (cf. Kleine Schriften, I. Anlike und Alter Orient [], pp. –).
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Internal claims
Ecclesiastes is not only a collection of wisdom material; it is also a
narrative. Within its pages there is a person who unobtrusively
appears in the words ‘says the Preacher’. At the very beginning
(Eccl. :) we are gently informed that one man is reporting the
wisdom material of another man. Roughly in the middle (:), the
words appear again as a delicate reminder. At the end (:), lest we
have forgotten, they appear again. Around this narrative is added a
title (:) and an epilogue (:–).
Who are the two personages within the book? Is one man pre-

senting the work of another? Or is a man presenting himself and
adopting the dual role of wise man and editor of his own material?
There are slight pointers in both directions. On the one hand the
voice that says ‘says the Preacher’ would most naturally be taken as
distinct from the author of the material; he would be an editor pre-
senting the material of a revered wise man. Leaving aside :; :;
:, the Preacher speaks of himself not in the third person but in
the first. Although : and : could be self-introduction and self-
commendation, the intrusive ‘says the Preacher’ would be pointless
in : unless the speaker at that instant is a second person peeping
through the curtain. As Fox says: ‘While one can speak of himself
in the third person, it is unlikely he would do so in the middle of a
first-person sentence.’
On the other hand, even within so small a compass as :–

there are phrases which exactly echo the style and phraseology of the
bulk of the book. The use of wĕ yo-te-r (:, ; cf. :, etc.), his way
of speaking of ‘the people’ (:; cf. :), the ‘master of …’ idiom
(in the Heb. of :; cf. :,  and slightly differently in :, ;
:), each echoes the style of the bulk of the material. Delitzsch
points to the similarity of the structure in :–; : and :.

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

P. Walcot compares themes which Hesiod’sWorks and Days has in
common with the Egyptian Instructions of ‘Onchsheshonqy (‘Hesiod and
the Instructions of “Onchsheshonqy”, JNES, , , pp. –).

. For this point, cf. the stimulating article by Michael V. Fox, ‘Frame-
Narrative and Composition in the Book of Qoheleth’,HUCA, ,
, pp. –.
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The hypothesis (and it can be no more than that), which accounts
for these phenomena, is that an editor is presenting in his own words
and style the teaching of a revered wise man. The revered teacher is
‘the Preacher’ (Heb.Qo-helet ); the editor-author presenting Qoheleth’s
wisdom is an unnamed and unknown admirer or disciple working at
a date and location that cannot be precisely determined. Thus one
style pervades the book; but two people, Qoheleth the originator of
the material and an unnamed author-editor, lay behind it.
Who then is Qoheleth and why is this enigmatic name used? The

phrases ‘son of David, king in Jerusalem’ (:) and ‘king over
Israel’ (:) point clearly to Solomon. Admittedly ‘son of David’
could describe any descendant of David. Many generations after the
king a certain Hattush is described as ‘of the sons of David’ (Ezra
:). It is also true that after the fall of Samaria ( BC), and even
sporadically before, ‘Israel’ might be applied to the southern king-
dom Judah. In theory, therefore, any later Davidic king could have
been the author. Nevertheless, in view of the traditions concerning
Solomon (Kgs  – ;  Chr.  – ), without further definition the
title would certainly lead any reader to suppose that the allusion is
to him. Also the account in :– is strongly reminiscent of
Solomon; almost every phrase has its parallel in the narratives con-
cerning Solomon. B. Porten points out that the root qhl serves to
mark the beginning and end of several of the units of narrative in
 Kings .

However, there are indications that Solomon himself was not the
author. Not only is the presenter of the material apparently distinct

 E C C L E S I A S T E S

. H. L. Ginsberg (Studies in Koheleth, , pp. ff.;WIANE, p. ) takes
mlk to be not melek (king) but mo-le-k, which he renders ‘a property-
owner’, citing an Arabic verb meaning ‘to own’. W. F. Albright takes it as
mo-le-k or malla-k, which is translated ‘counsellor’ on the basis of the
Aramaic verb mlk ‘to counsel’ (WIANE, p. ). Although these
hypotheses are attractive, they remain but conjectures. There is no
evidence for deleting ‘over Israel’ for :, over which both theories
stumble.

. B. Porten, ‘The Structure and Theme of the Solomon Narrative
( Kings  – )’,HUCA, , , pp. –.
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fromQoheleth: the name Solomon is avoided.Qo-helet (:f., ; :;
:–, normally translated ‘Preacher’) is probably an entirely arti-
ficial name. The root qhl is used of ‘gathering’ or ‘assembling’
people but not of collecting things. Names with similar structure
(so-peret, ‘scribe’, Ezra :; po-keret, ‘binder’, Neh. :) are personal,
yet appear to have derived from titles. One might compare in Eng-
lish Baker or Smith, both names and occupations. There are verbal
forms niqhal (‘to assemble, be gathered’) and hiqhîl (‘to gather an
assembly’). Thus it is likely thatQo-helet is a name meaning ‘one who
gathers an assembly to address it’, yet retaining an official force so
that it can be used with the article: ‘theQo-helet ’ (:). The meaning
is easily seen in Kings :, where Solomon gathers (qhl ) the people
of Israel for worship, prayer and instruction. ‘Preacher’ is as good
a translation as any.
We may conclude that the author is a pseudo-editor, an editor-

author, writing in defence of faith in the God of Israel. He is an
admirer of Solomon, writing up the lessons of Solomon’s life in the
tradition of the wisdom for which Solomon was famous. Yet Eccle-
siastes is not pseudonymous, and the writer avoids using Solomon’s
name. Instead he portrays his material as coming from ‘Mr Preacher’,
who has all the characteristics of Solomon except his name. The epi-
logue portraying Qoheleth has all the appearances of referring to an
actual historical character: a wise man, a collector of proverbs, a
teacher and writer. Who else but Solomon? Avoidance of the name
must stem from the fact that the editor-author puts things in his own
way and declines to foist a work directly on Solomon. Yet he thinks
of the material as Solomon’s; it is what Solomon would have said had
he addressed himself to the subject of pessimism. The artificiality
of the name Qoheleth was probably conspicuous. It is as though
there were a book under the pen-name of ‘John Smith, King of Eng-
land’ which proceeded to press home some lessons from the view-
point of an English monarch. The story is real enough; it is

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. On this view the qal form of Qo-helet is the equivalent to the hiphil. The
tendency of the qal to take over the functions of derived conjugations is
especially noticeable in later Mishnaic Hebrew (cf. M. H. Segal, A
Grammar of Mishnaic Hebrew [], p. ).
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Solomon’s with its major lessons highlighted. But Qoheleth was
honest enough to sign himself (for so we might paraphrase): ‘Mr
Preacher, King of Israel.’
The date of the book must be left undecided. If it contains sig-

nificant Persian words, then it must be dated after the fifth century.
If, however, as is likely, the Iranian words are not determinative of
date, the matter must be left open until more is known of the
unique dialect in which the book is written.

. The canonicity of Ecclesiastes

Wemay distinguish between inherent canonicity and recognition of
canonicity. If any part of Scripture is authoritative as coming from
God, it was so from the moment of its being written or of its
coming to its final literary form. Recognition of that authority is a
distinct issue.

 E C C L E S I A S T E S

. In arguing for a late date other points that are often mentioned are: i.
the identification of historical incidents within the book (cf. :–;
:–); ii. the reflection of post-exilic decadent society in the
Preacher’s arguments; iii. the occasions when the Preacher refers
critically to kingship, and the mention of kings ‘before me in Jerusalem’
(:; :). None of these arguments is very weighty and they are best
left aside. No agreement has been reached concerning any historical
event behind :–; :–. To date the kind of society the Preacher
was addressing is a very subjective matter; the argument addresses itself
to mankind’s plight at any time. There were kings in Jerusalem before
Solomon, and in any case it is wisdom not kingship that is mentioned
in :; :. For these arguments, cf. E. J. Young, Introduction to the
Old Testament (), pp. –; H. H. Rowley, The Growth of the Old
Testament (), pp. –.

. Cf. E. J. Young, ‘The canon of the Old Testament’ in C. F. H. Henry
(ed.), Revelation and the Bible (), pp. –. For a consideration of
the significance of canon emphasizing ‘the peculiar relationship
between text and people of God which is constitutive of the canon’,
cf. B. S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (),
pp. –.
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Canonicity in early times
Comparatively little is known of the stages by which the Old Tes-
tament books were publicly recognized as canonical. S. Z. Leiman
defines as canonical ‘a book accepted by Jews as authoritative for reli-
gious practice and/or doctrine, and whose authority is binding
upon the Jewish people for all generations [and which is] to be stud-
ied and expounded in private and in public’. Defined thus, indica-
tions of the canonicity of Ecclesiastes begin in the early second
century BC. Ben Sira is the earliest writer to use it, although not indi-
cating how he viewed its status. The preface to the Greek transla-
tion refers to ‘the law, the prophets and the other books of our
fathers’, which may well include Ecclesiastes in the last part of this
triad. Leiman thinks that  Maccabees :f. may describe the clos-
ing of the canon of the hagiographa: ‘Judah collected all the books
that had been lost on account of the war.’ But it would be wise not
to read too much into this.
The pseudepigraphical IV Ezra (final redaction AD ) contains

the first explicit reference to the twenty-four books of the Old
Testament, Samuel, Kings, Twelve Prophets, Chronicles, Ezra-
Nehemiah constituting one each. In the first century AD Josephus
refers to a tri-partite canon of twenty-two books, apparently count-
ing Jeremiah-Lamentations and Judges-Ruth as also one book each.
He explicitly mentions ‘four books’ which ‘contain hymns to God’:
Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs.

The canon of the Qumran community cannot perhaps be ade-
quately assessed, but it is noteworthy that the sectaries possessed and
used Ecclesiastes.

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. S. Z. Leiman, The Canonization of the Hebrew Scriptures: The Talmudic and
Midrashic Evidence (), p. .

. For links between Ben Sira and Ecclesiastes, cf. T. Middendorp, Die
Stellung Jesu Ben Siras zwischen Judentum und Hellenismus (), pp. –.

. S. Z. Leiman, op. cit., p. .
. Against Apion .–.
. For possible evidence of use of Ecclesiastes in the Thanksgiving

Hymns, cf. I. H. Eybers’ comments in S. Z. Leiman (ed.), The Canon and
Masorah of the Hebrew Bible (), p. .
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TheNew Testament also provides evidence of the existence in the
first century AD of a tri-partite canon. The word ‘psalms’ in Luke
: probably refers to the entire hagiographa, although Ecclesiastes
is nowhere explicitly mentioned in the New Testament. Early Chris-
tian writers who explicitly mention Ecclesiastes in lists of canonical
books of Scripture include Melito, bishop of Sardis (c. AD ),
Origen (c. AD –), Epiphanius, bishop of Sardis (c. AD –
), Jerome (c. AD –).

Among early Jewish writers an anonymous, undated Talmudic
text, Baba Bathra b–a, assumes a threefold division of canon-
ical Scripture and includes Ecclesiastes explicitly. Several rabbinic
texts (e.g. Bemidhbar Rabbah :; Koheleth Rabbah :) take
Ecclesiastes : (‘Beyond these… be careful’) as a caution against
reading books outside the inspired twenty-four.
Leiman cites evidence that second-century rabbis disputed

whether the prophets and the writings were equal in status; the
majority argued that they were. Sifre on Deuteronomy considers
Ecclesiastes as authoritative as Amos or Jeremiah on the grounds of
its Solomonic authorship. ‘It is written: The words of Amos… Simi-
larly it is written: The words of Qoheleth … Is this all that Solomon
prophesied? Did he not compose three books, half his wisdom in
parables?’
In the third century AD Rabbi Joshua ben Levi is said to have

urged the same viewpoint: ‘The holy spirit rested on him, and he
composed three books: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the Song of
Songs.’ Leiman argues from the early rabbinic evidence that, in con-
trast to medieval Jewish ideas, ‘neither degree of sanctity nor mode
of inspiration separate “Writings” from “Prophets”, for the terms
“prophecy” and “holy spirit” are used interchangeably when describ-
ing books from either the Prophets or the Hagiographa’.

The conflicting statements within Ecclesiastes evidently made
some query its canonical status. In Shabbath b we are told that a

 E C C L E S I A S T E S

. Cf. S. Z. Leiman, The Canonization of the Hebrew Scriptures, pp. – for
details.

. Ibid., pp. –.
. Ibid., p. . I translate the Hebrew words in this quotation.
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third-century rabbi had said: ‘The sages wished to withdraw the book
of Ecclesiastes because its words are self-contradictory … The
book of Proverbs they wished to withdraw because its statements
are self-contradictory. Yet why did they not withdraw it? They said:
Did we not examine the book of Ecclesiastes and find a reconcili-
ation?’ Similarly the Aboth of Rabbi Nathan : tells us that a
second-century rabbi had said that Ecclesiastes was at one time tem-
porarily withdrawn until its statement had been interpreted. In the
second century AD Rabbi Simeon and Rabbi Jose reported disputes
over the canonicity of Ecclesiastes, denied by the school of Hillel
and affirmed by the school of Shammai. Nevertheless, Baba ben
Buta, a distinguished Shammaite, expounded Ecclesiastes publicly.

It has often been maintained that Ecclesiastes, along with other
books of the Hagiographa, was adopted into the canon at the Synod
of Jamnia in AD . The evidence, however, does not seem to war-
rant precisely this construction. Rabbinical discussions revolve not
around whetherEcclesiastes was canonical, but why it was. Jamnia dis-
cussed only books already considered canonical; none was treated
as a candidate for admission.

Canonicity today
Within its pages Ecclesiastes claims that its wisdom comes from ‘one
Shepherd’, and that beyond its wisdom the would-be wise man
must exercise care (:f.). It is doubtful that the ‘one Shepherd’ is
Solomon or the author. This would imply a scepticism of all wisdom
except the Preacher’s, which is unlikely to be the author’s view. The
‘one Shepherd’ is surely God. Here we have an unobtrusive claim to
inspiration, a first step towards the New Testament claim that all
Scripture, including Ecclesiastes, is ‘God-breathed’ ( Tim. :).
The question of the canonicity of Ecclesiastes involves the

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. Cf. the rabbinic texts M. Eduyoth : and M. Yadayim :.
. S. Z. Leiman, op. cit., p. .
. E.g. H. E. Ryle, The Canon of the Old Testament (), p. .
. Cf. R. C. Newman, ‘The Council of Jamnia and the Old Testament

Canon’,WTJ, , –, pp. –; J. E. Goldingay, Approaches to Old
Testament Interpretation (), pp. –.
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validity of this claim, and is theological and personal as well as his-
torical. What elicits recognition of any part of Scripture as inherently
authoritative? A certain circularity is inevitable, whatever one’s pos-
ition. The person who is hostile to claims for authority in any reli-
gious document will bring his presuppositions to Ecclesiastes and
find his doubts confirmed. Another person who comes to the Bible,
perhaps to Ecclesiastes, with openness is ready to hear and find that
the Preacher speaks to him as never before. Both have travelled in
a circle – the latter perhaps in a spiral, for his position is higher than
before.
Six factors may contribute to the recognition of inspiration in any

document of Scripture: (i) its place in the history of redemption; (ii)
its authorship or authorship associations; (iii) its content; (iv) its
preservation; (v) the testimony of the church; (vi) the witness of the
Spirit. There can be little doubt that Ecclesiastes’ association with
Solomon contributed to its recognition. The realization that Solomon
may not be its final author need detract less from this than might be
thought; just as some New Testament books were ‘apostolic’ with-
out apostles for authors, so Ecclesiastes is clearly in some sense
‘Solomonic’ without being directly produced by him. Ecclesiastes
emerges within a history of redemption in association with a wisdom-
tradition beginning with Solomon. Its providential emergence in
such circumstances demands our consideration.
In the final analysis, however, it will be the message that grips us.

Some will have ears, but will not hear. Others will say, ‘We will hear
you again about this’ (Acts :). Yet others will say, ‘No man ever
spoke like this man!’ (John :).

. Ecclesiastes in its ancient Near Eastern setting

Ecclesiastes is an Israelite sample of a literary tradition, widely
attested in the ancient Near East, known as ‘wisdom literature’. In
the late third and early second millennium BC, the Sumerians com-
mitted to writing a rich body of literature, among which we find rid-
dles, collections of proverbs, and reflective essays large and small.
Short proverbs include sayings that pre-echo our own ‘Blood is

thicker than water’ and ‘Out of the frying pan into the fire’. The
Sumerian equivalents are: ‘Friendship lasts a day, kinship lasts for

 E C C L E S I A S T E S
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