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INTRODUCTION

“Koheles: Man’s Quest for Happiness” are student’s notes from 

Rabbi Israel Chait’s lectures on King Solomon’s book covering 

metaphysics1, philosophy, psychology, morality and Torah.  

In the early 1970s, Rabbi Chait presented a thorough and 

insightful analysis of Koheles’ first chapter, comprising Part 

I of this book. In 1986 and 1987, Rabbi Chait gave a series 

of lectures covering many of Koheles’ remaining chapters, 

comprising Parts II, III and IV. Not all verses were addressed, 

therefore there are gaps in the sequence of verses. 

Rabbi Chait deciphers King Solomon’s expressions, lessons, 

metaphors and surface contradictions. He enlightens us to the 

myriad of conscious fantasies, the unconscious, frustrations, 

conflicts, values, ambitions and attitudes confronting man in 

his quest for a fulfilling life. 

Using himself as the subject, King Solomon experimented 

with all possible lifestyles, from indulging in riches and drink, 

to frivolity and sophistication. At every turn, the King records 

his reactions and exposes the fallacies behind blind ambitions 

and ideals. With his keen wisdom, King Solomon unveiled 

the many recesses of man’s psychological dynamics, hidden 

1) Metaphysics (meta is Greek for higher or beyond) refers to a branch of philosophy dealing
with matters higher than the physical world. These matters include God (His justice, kind-
ness, role as Creator and other “traits”), angels, wisdom, concepts, knowledge, man’s soul,
and natural laws. These matters are not physical—not existing in the physical world. Thus, 
they are termed metaphysical matters: matters “higher” than the physical.
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from most people. What are man’s assumptions regarding hap-

piness? What are his psychological faculties, dynamics and their 

pitfalls? How does man fool himself into chasing fantasies and 

unattainable goals? Why does he think certain objectives and 

actions will provide happiness, and why must they fail? And 

what role does the fantasy of immortality play in human ambi-

tion? Koheles is a thorough analysis of these matters, revealing 

the depth of the human psyche, the beauty of God’s human de-

sign, and proper instruction based on King Solomon’s findings.

To gain the most from Koheles, we must appreciate that God 

granted unparalleled wisdom to King Solomon at age 12 when 

his father, King David, died and King Solomon ascended to the 

throne. God appeared to King Solomon in a prophetic dream 

saying, “Ask what I shall give you.” 2 Solomon responded, “Give 
to your servant a hearing heart to judge your people between good 

and evil...”3 God granted this to him, saying, “…as you have re-
quested this matter, and you did not ask for long days, and you did 
not request riches, and you did not ask for the death of your enemies, 
and you requested understanding to hear judgement…behold, I do as 
your words; behold I give to you a heart that is wise and understand-
ing, that like you, there was no one before, and after you, there will 

not arise anyone like you.”4 Leaders from all nations came to hear 

King Solomon’s wisdom5 and were astonished at his insights. 

2) Kings I,  3:5
3) Kings I,  3:9  
4) Kings I, 3:11,12 
5) Kings I, 5:14 
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The reader will be amazed at King Solomon’s genius. As a 

prophet gifted with divine knowledge earning the Rabbis’ praise 

as the wisest man ever next to Moses6, we are offered a trea-

sured opportunity of joining King Solomon in witnessing God’s 

wisdom. The King desired to share his wisdom with all others, 

to help us understand which path and choices will secure true 

happiness, and avoid grief and misfortune. But as King Solomon 

wrote in metaphor and in apparent contradictions7, his words 

require the greatest attention, sensitivity, patience and analysis.

In Part 1—the 1970s lectures—Rabbi Chait’s analysis of Ko-

heles’ first chapter reveals King Solomon’s depth of psychologi-

cal knowledge. This includes explanations of otherwise cryptic 

metaphors with unique and marvelous insights into the pri-

mary components and workings of man’s psyche. Perhaps it is 

no coincidence that in both Genesis’ and in Koheles’ opening 

chapters, we find discussions of immortality, sin, fantasy8, the 

instincts, desire, rivers, blame, remorse, and other psychologi-

cal parallels as prerequisite study for understanding man and 

how to achieve happiness. Rabbi Chait’s lectures on Koheles of-

fer us a unique and valuable opportunity to learn how to guide 

our lives not only as followers of Torah, but as human beings.   

*All footnotes are a student’s words.

6) Guide for the Perplexed, book III, chap. LIV
7) This was done to keep wisdom hidden among the wise men, chochamim.
8) The snake enticed Eve to eat the forbidden fruit. We then read, “The woman (Eve) saw 
the fruit was good to eat...(Gen. 3:5,6).” Eve’s “seeing” refers to her fantasy about the fruit’s 
potential benefits. 
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Part I: The Psyche and Man’s Quest
WHO WAS KING SOLOMON?

דִבְרֵי קֹהֶלֶת בֶן־דָוִד מֶלֶךְ בִירוּשָלָם

“The words of Koheles, the son of David, King in Je-
rusalem (1:1).”

What is the meaning of “Koheles?” Why did King Solomon 

identify himself as the “son of David” and as “King?”  Why is it 

crucial that we know that he reigned “ in Jerusalem?” 

The name of a wise author prods the reader to ap-

ply extensive thought. For if one were to pick up a 

book written by a writer of average caliber, he would 

not carefully analyze the ideas, if there were any.  
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But if one were about to read a book authored by Albert Ein-

stein, he would certainly approach such a book with the care 

required to fully grasp and understand Einstein’s message. An 

intellect as great as Einstein certainly wrote matters of great 

worth. Therefore, King Solomon identified himself to alert the 

reader that his teachings cannot simply be read, but require 

careful thought.

Koheles means “to gather,” as in kehila, a gathering of con-

gregants. Applied to King Solomon, the “gathering” to which 

he referred was his wisdom, which the King possessed in abun-

dance. The King wished to share with his readers that since  

Koheles is a work on metaphysics, which requires knowledge 

from all areas, “Koheles” conveys this idea. In other words, the 

King wished to say, “I gathered much knowledge and therefore 

I have authority to write this book.” King Solomon also wrote 

Proverbs. But as Proverbs addresses ethics alone, the only 

knowledge required is ethical knowledge. 

Another explanation why the name Koheles was used is due 

to the fact that King Solomon always spoke in large gatherings 

comprised of wise men, the Chochmei Yisrael. Why was the 

King concerned to share that he spoke to large groups of wise 

men? King Solomon’s conclusions benefited from other wise 

men, to whose scrutiny he subjected his thoughts. A person 

who learns alone tends to think that his ideas are correct. Hav-

ing contrasted his ideas with men of wisdom, King Solomon 
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eliminated personal error. The reason for stating Koheles here 

and not in Proverbs, is because Proverbs is relatively simple: 

it was not that necessary to tell us that he studied with others.

Why “son of David?” Since one’s teacher impacts his knowl-

edge, King Solomon shared that his teacher was his father, 

King David. Again, to urge the reader to pay careful atten-

tion to the lessons of Koheles, the King reiterated that he was 

trained by one of the greatest minds.

King Solomon also states he was “King in Jerusalem.”  This 

was to convey that he lived in a rich environment, which also 

contributes to one’s knowledge. As King of Jerusalem, he was 

the one person in the choice societal role to take full advantage 

of all which that environment offered.

Why in Proverbs does King Solomon refer to himself as 

“King of Israel?” Proverbs addresses ethical matters, which is 

knowledge pertaining to people. Therefore, he uses the term 

Israel to indicate the nation. Meaning, he is intelligent politi-

cally; he knows how to relate to the people of Israel.
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FANTASY & REALITY

הֲבֵל הֲבָלִים אָמַר קֹהֶלֶת הֲבֵל הֲבָלִים
בֶל הַכֹל הָֽ

“Futility of futilities, said Koheles, futility of futilities; 
all is futile.” (1:2)

As this verse mentions the term futile seven times1, the Rab-

bis teach it references the seven days of Creation. What do the 

Rabbis’ mean? This means to say that King Solomon identified 

the physical world as futile, explaining why he repeated “ fu-

tile” seven times. The universe—not the metaphysical world—

was created during the seven days. The physical alone is futile.

The Written Law—Torah She’bicsav—contains allusions to 

the Oral Law—Torah She’baal peh. But the Rabbis didn’t figure 

out from the Written Law what the Oral Law is. The Oral Law 

too was received at Sinai, as was the Written Law. The Rab-

bis knew the Written Law alludes to that which was already 

known through the Oral Law. Here, the Rabbis did not merely 

deduce from Koheles that the physical world is futile. They 

knew this from a careful analysis of the King’s works. The 

Sages are merely using King Solomon’s seven mentions of “ fu-

tile” as an allusion to an idea already known.

What is meant by the word “ futile?”  And what is meant by 

1) “Futile” in the singular is mentioned three times, and twice in the plural (meaning at least 
two) totaling 7 mentions, correlating to the seven days of Creation.
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the additional word “all” in the phrase, “all is futile?” This indi-

cates that more than the physical world is futile. What is that 

additional thing? Furthermore, why did King Solomon need to 

write “said Koheles?” He already identified himself in the first 

verse. And a powerful question is, how could King Solomon 

say that physical creation is futile, while God called creation 

“good?”2 

To answer this, we must make a crucial distinction. King 

Solomon meant that the physical universe is futile, but only 

when used as an ends. In contrast, God said that it is good 

when utilized as a means for man to perfect his soul. To be 

clear, King Solomon identifies creation as futile, only when it 

is sought for itself as an ends, such as eating for pleasure alone, 

and not as a means to strengthen one’s self to follow God’s To-

rah. God called creation “good” inasmuch as man harnesses the 

physical world to perfect his soul. 

King Solomon’s repetition of “ futile” was not to allude to 

the seven days of Creation. That, as we said, was known from 

Tradition, the Mesora. Just as the Torah repeats topics many 

times with the objective of emphasis (viz., the Love of God, 

the Exodus, idolatry, etc.), so too, the King’s repetition was for 

emphasis. However, wherein lies the importance in his second 

sentence? What precisely is he emphasizing? Just as the To-

rah repeats only those matters that are foundations to Judaism, 

2) Many times in Genesis (chap. 1) God says Creation was “good.”
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King Solomon too must be repeating only that which he feels is 

crucial. What is it? 

Additionally, the reason why the King states “said Koheles” is 

because he is again stressing how important this idea is. This 

first statement is so important, that without knowing its mean-

ing, you can’t go any further in this work. Therefore, we must 

understand the meaning of “ futility of futilities.” What kind of 

formulation is this? King Solomon is describing the phenom-

enon of fantasy.3 These are the “ futility of futilities.”  One futil-

ity is seeking the physical world as an ends. The second is the 

fantasy man creates connected to his physical desires. But how 

do fantasies work? How do they fool us to believe that if we pos-

sessed or experienced “X”, we would be happy forever? What 

provides this conviction? 

There are two factors: 1) the quality of the fantasy, i.e., the 

new car, and 2) the quantity of time we will enjoy the car. This 

quantity is somehow left out of the picture. That’s why one feels 

that the enjoyment will never cease. But it does cease and that’s 

when one creates a new fantasy. A person projects the imagined 

enjoyment into the future, indefinitely. The conviction of pure 

pleasure and no pain emanates from the false notion that enjoy-

ments are endless. And since one feels that the imagined plea-

3) An example will illustrate this point. A man will open a magazine and see an advertised 
new sports car. The red metallic shine, the advertised acceleration speed, and the luxurious 
leather interior all contribute to the creation of something other than the car...what we term 
the “fantasy.”  This fantasy is the imagined happiness one believes he will experience with 
his new acquisition...a failed attempt to secure happiness.
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sure will not end, he chases the fantasy. In his work, Guide for 

the Perplexed, Maimonides teaches that in order to have pleasure, 

one must have 1) the desired object, and 2) novelty. If there is 

no novelty, there won’t be pleasure. Thus, when one fantasizes, 

he projects his initial relationship of novelty into the future. He 

assumes the novelty will endure without end. In a fantasy, the 

initial excitement that always fades in reality, is not recognized. 

However, fantasy cannot satisfy as reality. For if it did, one 

would not need reality. The fantasy would be as good as reality.

“Futility of futilities” means there exists a twofold emptiness. 

One emptiness is reality: the car cannot provide indefinite hap-

piness. The other emptiness is the fantasy. Emptiness finds two 

expressions: 1) physical pleasures as an ends, and 2) the imagi-

nation or fantasy of that assumed pleasure.

The one phenomenon which diminishes the fantasy is mortal-

ity. When one realizes that his life is going to end, his fantasies 

end as well. This applies to those of old age or those subject to 

terminal disease. The reality of death terminates fantasies be-

cause it eliminates the backdrop essential for projecting endless 

fantasy. 

“Futility of futilities”  requires one to abandon fantasy life. 

Koheles is an attempt to go beyond the fantasies, to see life as 

it truly is. Additionally, fantasy does not exist regarding spiri-

tual matters. Explaining why “ futility of futilities” applies to the 

physical alone.
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ACCOMPLISHMENT & BENEFIT

יַֽעֲמלֹ אָדָם בְכָל־עֲמָלוֹ שֶֽ מַה־יִתְרוֹן לָֽ
מֶש תַחַת הַשָֽ

“What addition is there to man in all his labor at which 
he labors under the sun?” (1:3)

There exists only reality. In contrast, fantasy is non-existent. 

There are no “additions” (benefits) to man’s imaginations. For 

example, man imagines he benefits from leaving over an em-

pire to his children, or he fantasizes of the prestige from a high 

office. However, these are all empty and there is no benefit to 

them: they are fleeting fantasies. What is real, is man’s labor4. 

What is unreal is the imagined legacy or how man thinks oth-

ers might view him as he attains a higher office. 

What is meant by “under the sun”? This refers to the physi-

cal world: that which is literally under the sun. As stated, the 

physical world is futile if it is used as an end and not as a means 

to study God, Torah and creation to arrive at a love of God and 

to perfect ourselves. 

Rashi says the word “under” (tachas) means “instead.” Mean-

4) Man provides for himself through labor. But the imagined satisfaction of leaving an in-
heritance is diminished by the worry if it reaches his children, or if they will use it wisely. 
And the prestige of high office exists only in the imagination: it is not real. That is, the identi-
cal labor performed by an official, is performed by blue-collar workers. This work is reality, 
but the official’s reality does not differ from the lower-class worker. When the official is in 
front of cameras or sees himself in newspapers, he then imagines a sense of prestige. But 
this feeling fades when he is off-camera and not in the spotlight. He then strives to make 
headlines once again. It is a vicious cycle met with frustration more than with honor.
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ing, there is no benefit for that which is instead of the sun, 

i.e., instead of Torah, referred to as light. Thus, the use of the 

physical world for Torah purposes is not futile, but is man’s 

true goal. 

IMMORTALITY

דֶת דוֹר הֹלֵךְ וְדוֹר בָא וְהָאָרֶץ לְעוֹלָם עֹמָֽ

“One generation passes, and another generation comes; 
but the Earth abides for ever.” (1:4)

The Rabbis teach, “A person does not die with half of his de-
sires in hand. For he who has a hundred, desires to make of it two 

hundred.”5 This means that the fantasy exceeds reality. King 

Solomon addresses one of the two fantasies that drive people. 

One fantasy is regarding objects or possessions. The second 

fantasy deals with man’s feeling of permanence. Man’s fanta-

sies make sense, but only if he lives eternally. An idea has two 

parts: 1) the idea itself, and 2) the emotional effect of the idea. 

Every person is aware of the idea that he or she will die. But the 

emotional effect is usually denied. This enables man to believe 

his fantasy is achievable. It is impossible to live without the 

fantasy of immortality. It expresses itself one way or another. 

5) Koheles Rabbah, 1:13
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The meaning behind this verse is that the average person 

looks at life as the only reality. He cannot perceive himself as 

a single speck in a chain of billions of people and events, where 

he plays but a minuscule role, and passes on. Any feeling man 

has of greatness comes from the feeling of immortality. Im-

mortality never reaches into lusts; only ego.

Here, the King places the correct perspective before us. We 

look at the world as starting with our birth, and as ending with 

our death. Our previous verse dealt with the fantasy of plea-

sures. This verse deals with the fantasy of immortality. But 

there is also a connection between the two fantasies. As soon 

as one sees that his life is nearing its end, he cannot enjoy life 

anymore. Physical enjoyments are tied to the belief in an eter-

nity in which to enjoy them. 

Man’s attention is directed primarily toward his well-being. 

If a life-threatening situation faces man, this is the most dev-

astating experience; everything else doesn’t make that much 

difference to him. Once a person faces death, all fantasies of 

pleasures don’t carry much weight. 

Rashi says on this verse, “Who are those that exist forever? 

They are the humble ones that bow down to the ground.” Rashi 

means there is in fact an eternity: this is for righteous people—

tzaddikim—expressed as those who humble themselves, “ bow-

ing to the ground.” The soul of the Tzaddik will endure forever. 
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LUSTS

וְזָרַח הַשֶמֶש וּבָא הַשָמֶש וְאֶל־מְקוֹמוֹ
ם שוֹאֵף זוֹרֵחַֽ הוּא שָֽ

“The sun also rises, and the sun sets, and hastens to its 
place where it rises again.” (1:5)

King Solomon continues his illustration of man’s psyche, 

now engaging metaphor. The metaphor of the sun describes 

man’s search for taiva, lusts. Man obtains the object of his de-

sires, “the sun rises.” But then the experience passes, “the sun 

sets.” Man then chases the desire again, “and hastens to its place 

where it rises again.”  

PROGRESS

הוֹלֵךְ אֶל־דָרוֹם וְסוֹבֵב אֶל־צָפוֹן סוֹבֵב סבֵֹב
יבֹתָיו שָב הָרֽוּחַ הוֹלֵךְ הָרוּחַ וְעַל־סְבִֽ

“[The wind] goes toward the south, and circles around 
towards the north; encircling, encircling the wind trav-
els and on its circuits the wind returns.” (1:6)

The King is not teaching patterns of weather. This book is 

about man’s quest for happiness. Therefore, this verse must 
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be considered in that light. Here, the King addresses the per-

spective of the Rasha (wind is a metaphor for the Rasha). The 

Rasha feels as though he’s succeeding, or going places in life, 

viz., north, south, etc. But in reality, he goes nowhere: “and the 

wind returns again according to its circuits.” The wind repeats the 

same path.   

Verse 1:5 deals with how reality operates: man chases a de-

sire, the experience or brief satisfaction expires, and he repeats 

his chase. While verse 1:6 deals with the subjective perspective 

of the Rasha: he attributes a value to his actions, as if “going 

places.” But why is the word “encircling”—סבֵֹב—repeated? 

The first instance of סוֹבֵב refers to man’s error in follow-

ing his emotions in the first place. The second סבֵֹב refers to 

the fact that man continues on his foolish path. Why does this 

occur? The first סוֹבֵב (man’s error) is committed due to man’s 

lack of reason. The second סבֵֹב refers to the error in not heed-

ing experience, which should teach man that he was initially 

in error.6

6) Man’s failed attempts at obtaining happiness by chasing his lusts are ignored. For we see 
man repeating fruitless behaviors time and again. This is the second סבֵֹב, or error where 
man repeats his error as if “going in circles” as the saying goes.
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PSYCHOLOGICAL ENERGY

לְכִים אֶל־הַיָם וְהַיָם אֵינֶנּוּ מָלֵא  כָל־הַנְּחָלִים הֹֽ
לְכִים אֶל־מְקוֹם שֶהַנְּחָלִים הֹֽ

כֶת שָם הֵם שָבִים לָלָֽ

“All the rivers flow to the sea; but the sea is not full; 
towards the place where the rivers flow, there they re-
turn again to flow.” (1:7)

Verse 1:5 teaches the cycle that man takes with his emotions. 

Verse 1:6 tells us that this cycle cannot operate without a bit 

of reality: that man feels he is getting somewhere, i.e., north, 

south. However, this is a delusion. There are two causes for 

man following this foolish cycle. One cause is what King Solo-

mon stated in verse 1:6: man thinks he’s getting somewhere. 

But this is only a secondary cause. The primary cause is  based 

on a need. That need is man’s great reservoir of psychologi-

cal energy, depicted as a river; a relentless force. “The sea is 

not full” means that man’s desires are never quenched. Man is 

never satisfied because his energies (rivers) are great: “To the 

place where the rivers flow, there they return again to flow.”7

Man’s sense of progress is a rationalization. But this drive 

is not the primary cause for man’s actions. Rather, it is man’s 
7) It is noteworthy that Genesis (2:10-14) also discusses rivers. There too, rivers are inter-
spersed in a description of man. It is possible that King Solomon understood those rivers 
in Genesis to depict man’s inner workings, and he follows suit here by using the identical 
phenomenon of flowing water to describe some element of man. If this is true, then a study 
of the rivers in Genesis will yield additional insights into man’s psychological nature.
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great amount of energy which is relentless in its search for 

satisfaction. Psychological energy is the cause which under-

lies the rationalization: man’s intense energy drives him into 

a situation where he finds himself rationalizing his progress. 

This verse is an exact analogy to the workings of the psyche. 

The rivers flowing to the sea are the emotions flowing to the 

desired object. “Yet the sea is not full,” i.e., man is not satisfied. 

This is because the desire is only as enjoyable as its novelty. 

Once novelty fades, so does the desire for the object. This is 

what is meant by “there they return again to flow.” Since novelty 

fades away, the waters (man’s energies) gather to flow towards 

yet another desired object. 

Furthermore, when one fantasizes about a desired object, he 

must incorporate into his fantasy the illusion that his satisfac-

tion will be endless. As stated, fantasy requires the desired 

object, and the feeling that the enjoyment is endless. 
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FRUSTRATION & SATISFACTION

א־יוּכַל אִיש לְדַבֵר לאֹ־ כָל־הַדְבָרִים יְגֵעִים לֹֽ
ע א־תִמָלֵא אֹזֶן מִשְמֹֽ תִשְבַע עַיִן לִרְאוֹת וְלֹֽ

“All things are wearisome; man cannot utter it; the eye 
is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled from hear-
ing.” (1:8)

Only these two senses—sight and sound—are used because 

they are the main senses of desire; they arouse lust more than 

other senses. Weariness is felt since the amount of energy 

seeking satisfaction is far greater than what reality offers. 

Man’s design is such, that his desire for satisfaction cannot find 

satisfaction through physical pleasures. The Rabbis state, “A 
person does not die with half of his desires in hand. For he who has 

a hundred, desires to make of it two hundred.”8 The Rabbis teach 

that man will never find satisfaction in physical pleasures. The 

only way man can satisfy his energies is through intellectual 

inquiry; through the pursuit of wisdom. 

An example will illustrate why the physical world cannot of-

fer the amount of satisfaction needed. While a person is plan-

ning a trip, he experiences pent-up energy due to anticipation 

that doesn’t reach satisfaction until the trip. During his plan-

ning stages, he is frustrated. If one spent two months of plan-

ning, during which time his energies are frustrated and not yet 
8) Koheles Rabbah, 1:13
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satisfied, and he experiences just two weeks of actual satisfac-

tion, the person was unsatisfied for two months and satisfied 

for only two weeks. That’s not a good trade-off.9 We would 

not say that overall, the person was experiencing a satisfying 

lifestyle.

MODERNITY

הְיֶה וּמַה־שֶנַּֽעֲשָה הוּא הָיָה הוּא שֶיִֽ  מַה־שֶֽ
מֶש שֶיֵֽעָשֶה וְאֵין כָל־חָדָש תַחַת הַשָֽ

“That which was, it will be; and that which was 
performed will be performed, and there is nothing new 
under the sun.” (1:9)

This verse cannot refer to the physical world. For if it were, 

suggesting “whatever is going to happen already happened” 

would exclude the possibility of a “first thing.” For according 

to this reasoning, it should have already happened! That is, 

9) Due to man’s great energies, the need to plan, and the additional stress due to anticipation, 
man’s energies remain frustrated for an extended period of time. This sustained frustration 
is not worth the brief satisfaction. Other pleasures too are short-lived, accompanied by im-
possible fantasies and hopes for endless satisfaction, which never occur. All pleasures are 
quite temporary, and when they suddenly pass, man is left dissatisfied. Wisdom, on the other 
hand, experiences no delay. One may engage thought—anytime and anywhere. But primar-
ily, wisdom is the only pursuit that engages all of man’s energies, resulting in no frustration 
and complete satisfaction. This experience of studying God’s creations and His Torah is how 
God designed man to achieve happiness. It is impossible that man can satisfy his abundant 
energies completely in any pursuit other than using his mind. 
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the suggestion that there cannot possibly be something new, 

discounts a first thing, because first things are in fact new. But, 

as reason dictates, that the universe [or anything] cannot exist 

if it never had a beginning (a creation), what King Solomon 

refers to here must be a non-physical topic. In this verse, the 

King describes the emotion of “modernity”—the desire for 

newness. 

The motivation behind this desire is that man’s pride and 

contentment are derived from viewing his generation as “the” 

generation. Man wants to feel secure and does so by viewing 

prior generations as archaic, outdated, and that we today have 

more knowledge. “We’re at the forefront” man imagines. He 

finds support in the beliefs that today’s fashions are more styl-

ish, cars are most advanced, and people live more “modern” 

lifestyles. We often hear a scornful tone in that saying, “You’re 

old-fashioned.” The latest generation views itself as reaching 

man’s potential, while former generations fell short. 

The basis for this emotion is that a person can’t face the fact 

of “Dor holeich v’dor bah; A generation passes and a generation comes” 

(1:4). A person feels insecure thinking that he’s only one in 

billions of people who come and go on this planet. To compen-

sate, man attempts to elevate himself from past generations. 

He needs to create a new reality to secure his wishes, denying 

the truth that he too will soon pass, like all other generations, 

and that the next generation will view him as antiquated. Man 
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attempts to placate his fear by fabricating a feeling of moder-

nity: “Our generation is the generation,” man feels. King Solo-

mon responds to this illusion by breaking down this emotion of 

modernity: “there is nothing new under the sun.” 

Rashi cites how Rebbe Eliezer ben Rav Hurkonus found a 

new idea regarding metaphysics—Maaseh Merkava. Rashi dis-

tinguishes the metaphysical from the physical world. When 

man feels a new physical enjoyment surpasses the last one, this 

imagined escalation in satisfaction is only relative to one’s last 

enjoyment. Additionally, it is merely a quantitative difference. 

However, regarding wisdom and metaphysical matters, when 

one learns a new idea that unifies or explains various areas of 

study, this is not a quantitative change from a small idea to a 

large one. Rather, the first idea was enjoyable, for one perceived 

wisdom and enjoyed the concept independently. Now, when that 

individual learns a new idea that helps him to see how many 

ideas are related, he senses greater enjoyment. This is because 

wisdom is a knowledge of unification of matters. And when a 

newly learned concept explains many areas, one unifies more 

matters with this new idea, and this offers man great pleasure.10

We cannot suggest the pleasure derived from wisdom is rela-

tive, like one who buys a new car and then his enjoyment fades. 

10) Imagine a scientist seeking to explain why objects fall when dropped, why the planets 
continually revolve around the sun, and why larger planets have more intense effects on 
matter and light, than do smaller planets. Then, the scientist discovers a new thing called 
“gravity,” explaining all three areas of his inquiry. You can readily appreciate the satisfac-
tion he will experience as he unifies all three phenomena with one newly-discovered law. 
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Such pleasures are relative to the person’s mindset, they vary 

from person to person, and are relative to other competing plea-

sures, like newer cars.

But wisdom is absolute. It does not depend on the individual 

for its capability to provide enjoyment. Wisdom is new and en-

joyable. That is Rashi’s message. 

Another reason why the verse states the language of “was” 

and “performed” is because this emotion of modernity expresses 

itself in two forms: 1) modernity of objects, and 2) of actions, or 

accomplishments. 

MODERNITY IN ACTION

 יֵש דָבָר שֶיאֹמַר רְאֵה־זֶה חָדָש הוּא כְבָר הָיָה
לָמִים אֲשֶר הָיָה מִלְפָנֵֽנוּ לְעֹֽ

“There is a thing that one says, ‘See this, it is new,’ it 
already existed in ancient times that preceded us.” (1:10)

How does one express his beliefs of modernity? He seeks 

support from his environment, saying, “Here is a new thing.” 

This is his attempt to substantiate his philosophy of modernity.  

But King Solomon tells us that in truth, there is nothing that 

does not have its origins in ancient times.11

11) Yes, we will certainly find more modern cars, but carriages always existed. We can in-
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 LEGACY

הְיוּ חֲרנִֹים שֶיִֽ אַֽ אשֹנִים וְגַם לָֽ אֵין זִכְרוֹן לָרִֽ
חֲרנָֹֽהּ אַֽ הְיוּ לָֽ הְיֶה לָהֶם זִכָרוֹן עִם שֶיִֽ א־יִֽ לֹֽ

“There is no remembrance to the first generations, and 
also to the latter ones there will be no remembrance 
with those who will be at the end.” (1:11)

One might think this verse addresses ordinary recorded his-

tory. But this cannot be, for we see that there are records of prior 

generations. What this verse describes is the way one thinks he’s 

going to be remembered, and that is as one who lived during the 

generation of modernity. Since people imagine that their gen-

eration is experiencing the frontier of all preceding generations, 

they feel their remembrance will be great; as one who partook in 

breakthroughs, having lived during that era. 

This, however, falls short of reality just like the emotion of mo-

dernity itself. King Solomon says the first generations harbored 

this feeling of importance, but they were wrong. We too will think 

it, yet we will not be remembered this way. 

Verse 1:9 is the rule set down which breaks the emotion of mo-

dernity: “That which was, it will be; and that which was performed, 

will be performed, and there is nothing new under the sun.”

 Verse 1:10 is showing us how the fantasy is expressed, and 

vent computers, but ancient forms of computation existed such as the abacus. And although 
fashion changes, clothing was always a means of demonstrating status. The message is not 
to seek pleasure or satisfaction by fabricating greater worth via a sense of advancement for 
one’s era.
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King Solomon’s breakdown: people say, “‘See this, it is new.’ [How-

ever] it already existed in ancient times that preceded us.”

And verse 1:11 addresses the delusion of making a mark in his-

tory, striving for the last vestige of modernity. That is, a person 

might think, “It’s true that past generations weren’t truly modern be-

cause they didn’t have what it takes...but we hit upon it!” The break-

down of this misconception is “and also to the latter ones there will 

be no remembrance.” This tells us that if you make this assumption, 

you’re fooling yourself. 

MODERNITY: SELF-APPLIED

אֲנִי קֹהֶלֶת הָיִיתִי מֶלֶךְ עַל־יִשְרָאֵל בִירוּשָלָֽם

“I am Koheles, I was King over Israel in Jerusalem.” 
(1:12)

The message here is told through the phrase “I was.” 

King Solomon tells us that he was King and that he wasn’t 

overcome with the emotion of modernity. He tells us this so we 

should heed his words. This verse qualifies him, and he in turn 

qualifies his teachings. 
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PLEASURE UNMASKED

חָכְמָה עַל כָל־ וְנָתַתִי אֶת־לִבִי לִדְרוֹש וְלָתוּר בַֽ
 אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה תַחַת הַשָמָיִם הוּא ׀ עִנְיַן רָע נָתַן

עֲנוֹת בֽוֹ אָדָם לַֽ אֱלֹהִים לִבְנֵי הָֽ

“And I applied my heart to inquire and search with 
wisdom on all that is performed under the heaven; it 
is an evil matter God gave to the sons of man to afflict 
him.” (1:13)

If one searches all physical pleasures (“under the heaven”) 

wisdom unveils how dissatisfying12 these things are. That is 

one13 reason it is an evil matter. As King Solomon used his 

keen intelligence to examine the phenomenon of man engaging 

assumed pleasures, he exposed the fallacies with which typical 

men delude themselves as valuable and pleasurable, bringing 

about the affliction described in this verse. 

12) Pleasures are dissatisfying when sought as an ends, as King Solomon states herein. 
But when engaged as part of the Torah lifestyle, in proper measure and at proper times, the 
physical world does offer pleasure and satisfaction. These are the real pleasures, in contrast 
to man’s many fantasies that lead to frustration.
13) Another “affliction” is mentioned in the chapter entitled Wisdom (p 68): “Man’s task to 
search out a philosophy is something which is an evil matter because man has no natural 
means which tell him how to live.”
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KNOWLEDGE IS PAIN

כִי בְרבֹ חָכְמָה רָב־כָעַס
וְיוֹסִיף דַעַת יוֹסִיף מַכְאֽוֹבֹ

“For in much wisdom there is much anger; and he that 
increases knowledge, increases sorrow.” (1:18)

When man gains knowledge, he realizes that which he con-

sidered as enjoyable, truly provides no pleasure. Thereby, he 

loses those enjoyments. 

Man possesses many faculties and attitudes, including wish-

es and his rational element, his intellect. Once man rationally 

unveils his wishes as empty pursuits, he becomes depressed. 

For example, the enjoyment of sports is the measuring of per-

fection of a useless art. Once man sees this enjoyment is truly 

foolish, he loses that desire. He realizes these “sport abilities” 

don’t serve any real purpose in enjoying life. “Ignorance is 

bliss.” That is, bliss remains until wisdom exposes the pur-

suit as foolish. Man thereby loses what he felt was pleasur-

able, resulting in anger and sorrow. Anger is aroused because 

increased knowledge removes the imagined pleasure, resulting 

in a desire to change this situation. Anger is the emotional ex-

pression of man unsuccessfully attempting to change an intol-

erable reality.
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INTOXICATION

 אָמַרְתִי אֲנִי בְלִבִי לְכָה־נָּא אֲנַסְכָה בְשִמְחָה
בֶלֹ וּרְאֵה בְטוֹב וְהִנֵּה גַם־הוּא הָֽ

“And I said in my heart, ‘I will go now and gladden 
myself with wine and experience the good’. And behold, 
it too is futile.” (2:1)

King Solomon realized the imagined pleasures were not en-

joyable. His next attempt to find fulfillment was intoxication. 

His plan was to escape reality by putting himself in a state 

where the critical faculty14 would not function. But this too he 

calls futile. The next verse explains why. 

LAUGHTER & MIRTH

ה לִשְחוֹק אָמַרְתִי מְהוֹלָל וּלְשִמְחָה מַה־זֹה עֹשָֽ

“I said of laughter, it is mad; and of mirth, what does 
it achieve?” (2:2)

 King Solomon recognized that the need for accomplishment 

interferes with enjoyments. This explains why people cannot 

14) Man’s intellect and conscience impress values on him, which intoxication weakens, 
causing man to be less critical in his judgments, and actions.
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sustain a lifestyle of endless partying; it results in nothing, 

frustrating man’s innate need for accomplishment. The words 

“what does it achieve?” teach that a person has a need for accom-

plishment and that these attitudes and pursuits don’t offer that 

fulfillment. 

Rashi holds that there are three attacks on the life of drink-

ing and laughter: 1) once you block out reality through drunk-

enness, you harm yourself: “this too is futile”; 2) the need for 

accomplishment forces man to anticipate whether his chosen 

lifestyle will lead to success, and when man sees no accom-

plishments due to his drinking, which derails his progress, he 

despises this life: “and of mirth, what does it achieve?”; and 3) “I said 

of laughter, it is mad” is the reaction to an attempt at playing with 

reality so as not to deal with stark reality. The joke or laughter 

cannot exist without the pain of reality. A joke will last only as 

long as the pain in reality lasts. Once the pain is gone, there’s 

nothing to escape from. So the enjoyment of the laughter is not 

a pure enjoyment. It’s only a negation of pain. 
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COMBINED PURSUITS

 תַרְתִי בְלִבִי לִמְשוֹךְ בַיַיִן אֶת־בְשָרִי וְלִבִי נֹהֵג
חָכְמָה וְלֶאֱחֹז בְסִכְלוּת עַד אֲשֶר־אֶרְאֶה אֵי־ בַֽ
אָדָם אֲשֶר יַֽעֲשוּ תַחַת הַשָמַיִם  זֶה טוֹב לִבְנֵי הָֽ

ם מִסְפַר יְמֵי חַיֵיהֶֽ

“I sought in my heart to give myself to wine, yet guiding 
my heart with wisdom and to seize folly, until I might 
see which is good for the sons of men that they should 
do under the heavens the number of the days of their 
lives.” (2:3)

The King realized that wisdom and drink were not enjoyable 

lifestyles. Knowledge fails to offer happiness, for it exposes 

the enjoyments as unenjoyable. And drinking fails to offer 

happiness because it denies the satisfaction of one’s desires.15

So, he now tries to embrace both, adding folly as well. King 

Solomon concludes to make a compromise. But the compro-

mise isn’t the end of the line, because we see the King says, 

“until I might see which is good.”  These words refer to analyti-

cal wisdom as opposed to the wisdom where you mainly keep 

yourself in a state where the emotions won’t take over and sub-

due one’s self. King Solomon realizes that this path too will 

yield unhappiness. But there is one more possibility: the life of 

the instincts in their sophisticated form, i.e., “sophistication.” 

This was the next trial, “to seize folly.” 

15) Man is incapacitated while drunk. In that state, he cannot attain desires or basic needs. 
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עֲשָי בָנִיתִי לִי בָתִים נָטַעְתִי לִי כְרָ ־הִגְדַלְתִי מַֽ
ים     עָשִיתִי לִי גַנּוֹת וּפַרְדֵסִים וְנָטַעְתִי בָהֶם מִֽ

רִי עָשִיתִי לִי בְרֵכוֹת מָיִם לְהַשְקוֹת  עֵץ כָל־פֶֽ
ים מֵהֶם יַעַר צוֹמֵחַ עֵצִֽ

 קָנִיתִי עֲבָדִים וּשְפָחוֹת וּבְנֵי־בַיִת הָיָה לִי גַם 
מִקְנֶה בָקָר וָצאֹן הַרְבֵה הָיָה לִי

ם הָיוּ לְפָנַי בִירוּשָלָֽ מִכֹל שֶֽ
־כָנַסְתִי לִי גַם־כֶסֶף וְזָהָב וּסְגֻלַת מְלָכִים וְהַמְ 
עֲנֻגוֹת בְנֵי  דִינוֹת עָשִיתִי לִי שָרִים וְשָרוֹת וְתַֽ

הָאָדָם שִדָה וְשִדֽוֹת

“I made great works for myself; I built houses; I planted 
vineyards. I made gardens and orchards, and I planted 
trees in them of all kinds of fruits. I made pools of water, to 
water with it a forest of growing trees. I acquired servants 
and maidens, and household members; also I had great 
possessions of herds and flocks, more than all who were in 
Jerusalem before me. I gathered also silver and gold, and 
the treasure of kings and of the provinces; I set for myself 
servants and maid servants, and the delight of men, chari-
ots and wagons.” (2:4-8)

These five verses describe the King’s degree of indulgence, si-

lencing any doubt of whether he truly attempted to enjoy the luxu-

ries and sophistications that wealth offers. He intended to leave 

no stone unturned in his exploration of happiness. 
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WEALTH

הָיָה לְפָנַי בִירוּשָלָם וְגָדַלְתִי וְהוֹסַפְתִי מִכֹל שֶֽ
י  אַף חָכְמָתִי עָמְדָה לִֽ

“And I was great, and increased more than all whom 
preceded me in Jerusalem; but my wisdom remained 
with me.” (2:9)

“…but my wisdom remained with me”  means that King Solomon 

retained his objectivity, despite the blinding self image of pres-

tige that successful men fancy themselves. 

The Rabbis say this refers to the wisdom he learned with 

anger.16 The reason why  אַף  (anger) is necessary here is due to 

the overpowering emotion to cave to the feeling of sophistica-

tion.17 Anger was needed to overpower this emotion. 

Maimonides says that one cannot acquire Torah through la-

ziness; learning must be through energetic attempts.

16) A play on the word  אַף  which can mean “but” or “anger.”
17) Anger helps one strengthen his intellect over his emotions. This is treated at length in the 
chapter entitled The Psyche & Perfection, p 95.
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INDULGENCE

אֲלוּ עֵינַי לאֹ אָצַלְתִי מֵהֶם וְכֹל אֲשֶר שָֽ
א־מָנַעְתִי אֶת־לִבִי מִכָל־שִמְחָה לֹֽ

י־לִבִי שָמֵחַ מִכָל־עֲמָלִי כִֽ
י וְזֶה־הָיָה חֶלְקִי מִכָל־עֲמָלִֽ

“And whatever my eyes desired I kept not from them; 
I did not restrain my heart from any joy, for my heart 
rejoiced in all my labor, and this was my portion of all 
my labor.” (2:10)

“...for my heart rejoiced in all my labor” means that King Solo-

mon enjoyed the labor; it satisfied the real need for accomplish-

ment. But mere possession of products and wealth provided no 

enjoyment.18

SOPHISTICATION

עָמָל עָשוּ יָדַי וּבֶֽ עֲשַי שֶֽ י אֲנִי בְכָל־מַֽ  וּפָנִיתִֽ
עֲשוֹת וְהִנֵּה הַכֹל הֶבֶל וּרְעוּת רוּחַ  שֶעָמַלְתִי לַֽ

מֶש וְאֵין יִתְרוֹן תַחַת הַשָֽ

18) When man labors towards a goal, there is happiness in the process of accomplishing. 
Man’s natural ambition is being satisfied. But subsequent to completing his labors, the mere 
possession of his products does not satisfy any innate psychological need. This is contrary to 
the popular view that possessions afford man real satisfaction. Happiness occurs only when 
a real need is addressed, and not when one chases fantasies.
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“Then I looked at all the works that my hands had 
done, and at the labor that I had labored to do; and, 
behold, all was futile and a vexation of spirit, and there 
was nothing additional under the sun.” (2:11)

After King Solomon acquired servants, a household, luxuri-

ous living, cultivated landscapes, vehicles, wealth and other 

amenities of the rich and sophisticated  lifestyle, he was de-

pressed. This is because sophistication is man’s removal from 

the instincts. The King calls this sophistication “ futile and a vex-

ation of spirit.” Futile, because there is nothing in life to substan-

tiate this feeling of importance. A “vexation of spirit” means 

depression. Since the instincts are being thwarted and are not 

being satisfied, this results in frustration.19 Feeling important 

stems from the need20 for importance, and not from reality. 

“Then I looked at all the works that my hands had done.” The 

labors were depressing, empty and not realistic. When a person 

involves himself in a worthless pursuit such as trying to be the 

successful businessman, his reality principle knows this to be 

false; it is a facade. But he must suppress this reality. And once 

there is a suppression, there is naturally an unsatisfied part 

existing within him. Thus, he will be unhappy.

19) A sophisticate restrains his base drives, acting with refined mannerism such as formal 
dining etiquette learned in finishing schools. Man’s base instinct is to eat without restraint, 
freely satisfying the appetitive drive. But when this drive is restrained in order to appear 
refined in company, that drive undergoes frustration. 
20) A need of the ego. Ego is an essential psychological component, and has its place in a 
Torah lifestyle. But often, man satisfies his ego drive in a futile or destructive fashion. Thus, 
many needs should not be satisfied as man typically wishes.
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This ends Rabbi Chait’s initial lectures from the 
early 1970s. The following chapters are lectures 
from 1986 and 1987 which include further in-
sights on the first chapter and address most of the 
remaining chapters of Koheles.  
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Part II: Contradictions
INTRODUCTION

The problems with Koheles are due to the contradictory21 na-

ture of the book: many verses conflict with others. The purpose 

of the following lectures is to show the underlying philosophy 

of Koheles. King Solomon hides his philosophy within the con-

tradiction, but the solutions lie right next to the contradictions. 

He discusses knowledge, happiness, success, justice, ethics 

and least mentioned, Olam Haba, the Afterlife. In all topics, 

the solutions are interspersed.

Verses will be followed by summaries, isolating the succinct 

message of each verse. This method of presentation will help 

the reader grasp the precise contradictions. 

Part III will provide resolutions.

21) Rabbi Chait explained that King Solomon employed contradictions in order to keep the 
ideas hidden for the wise men to discern. Perhaps the use of apparent contradictions is the 
King’s method of enabling this discernment. Mere facts do not engage the mind. But when 
the wise reader detects statements like “wisdom is pain,” and then reads “nothing com-
pares to wisdom,” he is driven to resolve the contradiction. Primarily, he must determine if 
wisdom is a benefit or not. Once he determines its benefit, he must interpret the other verse 
explaining “when and why” wisdom is pain. Uncovering the verse’s clues, he derives what 
considerations render wisdom to partake of contradictory values, resolving the contradic-
tion. The reader then arrives at the intended lesson, which would be lost, had he not been 
prodded to resolve a contradiction.
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KNOWLEDGE

חָכְמָה עַל כָל־ וְנָתַתִי אֶת־לִבִי לִדְרוֹש וְלָתוּר בַֽ
 אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה תַחַת הַשָמָיִם הוּא ׀ עִנְיַן רָע נָתַן

עֲנוֹת בֽוֹ אָדָם לַֽ אֱלֹהִים לִבְנֵי הָֽ

“And I applied my heart to inquire and search with 
wisdom on all that is performed under the heaven; it 
is an evil matter God gave to the sons of man to afflict 
him.” (1:13)

If knowledge is evil, why does he engage it? A contradiction.

כִי בְרבֹ חָכְמָה רָב־כָעַס
וְיוֹסִיף דַעַת יוֹסִיף מַכְאֽוֹב

“For in much wisdom there is much anger, and he that 
increases knowledge increases sorrow.” (1:18) 

Wisdom results in pain.

חָכָם עֵינָיו בְראֹשוֹ וְהַכְסִיל בַחֹשֶךְ הוֹלֵךְ  הֶֽ
ם  וְיָדַעְתִי גַם־אָנִי שֶמִקְרֶה אֶחָד יִקְרֶה אֶת־כֻלָֽ

“The wise man’s eyes are in his head, but the fool walks 
in darkness; and I myself perceived also that one event 
happens to them all.” (2:14) 

Even though wisdom is good—“eyes are in his head”—you end 
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up the same as a fool. Wisdom does not shield the wise man 

from death.

ן־הַכְסִיל חָכָם מִֽ כִי מַה־יוֹתֵר לֶֽ
ים חַיִֽ הֲלֹךְ נֶגֶד הַֽ עָנִי יוֹדֵעַ לַֽ מַה־לֶֽ

“For what advantage has the wise man over the fool?
What has the poor man who knows how to walk among 
the living?” (6:8) 

There is no advantage in being a wise person.

עֲשָרָה שַלִיטִים חָכְמָה תָעזֹ לֶחָכָם מֵֽ הַֽ
יר אֲשֶר הָיוּ בָעִֽ

“Wisdom strengthens the wise more than ten rulers who 
are in the city.” (7:19) 

Now King Solomon contradicts himself, saying wisdom is 

strength.

מִי־כְהֶחָכָם וּמִי יוֹדֵעַ פֵשֶר דָבָר
חָכְמַת אָדָם תָאִיר פָנָיו וְעזֹ פָנָיו יְשֻנֶּֽא

“Who is like the wise man and who knows the meaning 
of a matter? A man’s wisdom makes his face shine, and 
the boldness of his face is changed.” (8:1)  

Wisdom is incomparable.
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 דִבְרֵי חֲכָמִים כַדָרְבֹנוֹת וּֽכְמַשְמְרוֹת נְטוּעִים
ד רעֶֹה אֶחָֽ עֲלֵי אֲסֻפוֹת נִתְנוּ מֵֽ בַֽ

“The words of the wise are like goads, and like nails 
firmly fixed are the collected sayings, which are given 
by one shepherd.” (12:11)  

The words of a wise man are unshakable, like hammered 

nails. They cannot be uprooted; they are true.

 דִבַרְתִי אֲנִי עִם־לִבִי לֵאמרֹ אֲנִי הִנֵּה הִגְדַלְתִי
וְהוֹסַפְתִי חָכְמָה עַל כָל־אֲשֶר־הָיָה לְפָנַי עַל־

עַת יְרֽוּשָלָם וְלִבִי רָאָה הַרְבֵה חָכְמָה וָדָֽ

“...and my heart has seen much of wisdom and knowl-
edge.” (1:16) 

I saw much knowledge, it is a value.

חָכְמָה אָמַרְתִי אֶחְכָמָה וְהִיא  כָל־זהֹ נִסִיתִי בַֽ
נִּי רְחוֹקָה מִמֶֽ

“All this have I proved by wisdom; I said, I will be 
wise; but it was far from me.” (7:23) 

He is in contradiction even with his personal knowledge.
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HAPPINESS
 הֲבֵל הֲבָלִים אָמַר קֹהֶלֶת הֲבֵל הֲבָלִים הַכֹל
יַֽעֲמלֹ אָדָם בְכָל־עֲמָלוֹ שֶֽ בֶל    מַה־יִתְרוֹן לָֽ  הָֽ
מֶש     דוֹר הֹלֵךְ וְדוֹר בָא וְהָאָרֶץ  תַחַת הַשָֽ

דֶת לְעוֹלָם עֹמָֽ

“Vanity of vanities, said Koheles, vanity of vanities; all 
is vanity. What gains a man from all his labor at which 
he labors under the sun? One generation passes away, 
and another generation comes; but the earth abides for 
ever.” (1:2-4)

There is no happiness; all is futile.

א־יוּכַל אִיש לְדַבֵר לאֹ־ כָל־הַדְבָרִים יְגֵעִים לֹֽ
ע א־תִמָלֵא אֹזֶן מִשְמֹֽ תִשְבַע עַיִן לִרְאוֹת וְלֹֽ

“All things are wearisome; man cannot utter it; the eye 
is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled from hear-
ing.” (1:8) 

There is no satisfaction.

 אָמַרְתִי אֲנִי בְלִבִי לְכָה־נָּא אֲנַסְכָה בְשִמְחָה
בֶל וּרְאֵה בְטוֹב וְהִנֵּה גַם־הוּא הָֽ

“I said in my heart, ‘Come now, I will try you with 
mirth, therefore enjoy pleasure’; and, behold, this also 
is vanity.” (2:1)

I tried to be happy, but it is nonsense and impossible.
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אָדָם אֲשֶר נָֽתַן־לוֹ הָאֱלֹהִים עֹשֶר גַם כָל־הָֽ
וּנְכָסִים וְהִשְלִיטוֹ לֶאֱכֹל מִמֶנּוּ וְלָשֵאת אֶת־
יא עֲמָלוֹ זהֹ מַתַת אֱלֹהִים הִֽ     חֶלְקוֹ וְלִשְמחַֹ בַֽ
 כִי לאֹ הַרְבֵה יִזְכֹר אֶת־יְמֵי חַיָיו כִי הָאֱלֹהִים

עֲנֶה בְשִמְחַת לִבֽוֹ מַֽ

“Every man also to whom God has given riches and 
wealth, and has given him power to eat of it, and to 
take his portion, and to rejoice in his labor; this is the 
gift of God. For he shall not much remember the days of 
his life, in which God provides him with the joy of his 
heart.” (5:18,19)

If a person has his needs, he is happy. But in verse 5:19 King 

Solomon says that one won’t remember the days of his life. He 

contradicts verse 5:17, “...enjoy the good of all his labor in which 
he toils under the sun during the number of the days, which God 
gave him.”

 אִיש אֲשֶר יִתֶן־לוֹ הָאֱלֹהִים עֹשֶר וּנְכָסִים
ר־יִתְאַוֶּה אֵינֶנּוּ חָסֵר לְנַפְשוֹ ׀ מִכֹל אֲשֶֽ  וְכָבוֹד וְֽ
אֱלֹהִים לֶאֱכֹל מִמֶנּוּ כִי אִיש א־יַשְלִיטֶנּוּ הָֽ  וְלֹֽ

חֳלִי רָע הֽוּא אכְלֶנּוּ זֶה הֶבֶל וָֽ נָכְרִי יֹֽ

“A man to whom God has given riches, wealth, and 
honor, so that he lacks nothing for his soul of all that 
he desires, yet God does not give him power to eat of 
it, but a stranger eats it; this is vanity, and it is an evil 
disease.” (6:2) 

There is no satisfaction.
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ית־אֵבֶל מִלֶכֶת אֶל־בֵית  טוֹב לָלֶכֶת אֶל־בֵֽ
אֲשֶר הוּא סוֹף כָל־הָאָדָם מִשְתֶה בַֽ

וְהַחַי יִתֵן אֶל־לִבֽו

לֵב חֲכָמִים בְבֵית אֵבֶל
ה וְלֵב כְסִילִים בְבֵית שִמְחָֽ

“It is better to go to the house of mourning, than to go to 
the house of feasting; for that is the end of all men; and 
the living will lay it to his heart.” (7:2)

“The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning; but 
the heart of fools is in the house of mirth.” (7:4)

The reality of death diminishes pleasures.

ין־טוֹב י אֲנִי אֶת־הַשִמְחָה אֲשֶר אֵֽ  וְשִבַחְתִֽ
אָדָם תַחַת הַשֶמֶש כִי אִם־לֶאֱכֹל וְלִשְתוֹת  לָֽ
עֲמָלוֹ יְמֵי חַיָיו אֲשֶר־ וְלִשְמוֹחַ וְהוּא יִלְוֶנּוּ בַֽ

מֶש נָֽתַן־לוֹ הָאֱלֹהִים תַחַת הַשָֽ

“And I commended mirth, because a man has no better 
thing under the sun, than to eat, and to drink, and to be 
merry; for this will go with him in his labor during the 
days of his life, which God gives him under the sun.” 
(8:15) 

Eat, drink and be merry for this is happiness. He contradicts 

himself in other verses suggesting there is no happiness.
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JUSTICE

 אָמַרְתִי אֲנִי בְלִבִי אֶת־הַצַדִיק וְאֶת־הָרָשָע
יִשְפֹט הָאֱלֹהִים כִי־עֵת לְכָל־חֵפֶץ וְעַל כָל

ם עֲשֶה שָֽ מַֽ הַֽ

“I said in my heart, God shall judge the righteous and 
the wicked; for there is a time there for every purpose 
and for every work.” (3:17) 

There is justice.

אָדָם וּמִקְרֶה הַבְהֵמָה נֵי־הָֽ כִי מִקְרֶה בְֽ
וּמִקְרֶה אֶחָד לָהֶם כְמוֹת זֶה כֵן מוֹת זֶה

אָדָם מִן־הַבְהֵמָה אָיִן וְרוּחַ אֶחָד לַכֹל וּמוֹתַר הָֽ
בֶל כִי הַכֹל הָֽ

“For that which befalls the sons of men befalls beasts; 
one thing befalls them both; as the one dies, so dies the 
other; they have all one breath so that a man has no 
preeminence above a beast, for all is vanity.” (3:19)  

Man is equal to animal. Where is the justice?

רְאֶה אֶת־כָל־הָעֲשֻקִים אֲשֶר י אֲנִי וָאֶֽ  וְשַבְתִֽ
עֲשֻקִים  נַֽעֲשִים תַחַת הַשָמֶש וְהִנֵּה ׀ דִמְעַת הָֽ

שְקֵיהֶם כֹחַ וְאֵין לָהֶם מְנַחֵם וּמִיַד עֹֽ
ם וְאֵין לָהֶם מְנַחֵֽ
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“So I returned, and considered all the oppressions that are 
done under the sun, and behold, the tears of such as were op-
pressed. And they had no comforter, and on the side of their 
oppressors there was power, but they had no comforter.” (4:1)   

No justice for the oppressed.

 יֶש־הֶבֶל אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה עַל־הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶר ׀ יֵש
רְשָעִים עֲשֵה הָֽ  צַדִיקִים אֲשֶר מַגִיעַ אֲלֵהֶם כְמַֽ
עֲשֵה הַצַדִיקִים  וְיֵש רְשָעִים שֶמַגִיעַ אֲלֵהֶם כְמַֽ

בֶל אָמַרְתִי שֶגַם־זֶה הָֽ

“There is a vanity which is done upon the earth; that 
there are just men, to whom it happens according to the 
deeds of the wicked; again, there are wicked men, to 
whom it happens according to the deeds of the righteous. 
I said that this also is vanity.” (8:14)  

There is no justice.

עֲשֶה הָאֱלֹהִים יָבִא בְמִשְפָט עַל  כִי אֶת־כָל־מַֽ
ע כָל־נֶעְלָם אִם־טוֹב וְאִם־רָֽ

“For God shall bring every deed into judgment, with 
every hidden thing, whether it is good, or whether it is 
evil.” (12:14) 

Every action is judged. There is justice; a contradiction.
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ETHICS

 תַרְתִי בְלִבִי לִמְשוֹךְ בַיַיִן אֶת־בְשָרִי וְלִבִי נֹהֵג
חָכְמָה וְלֶאֱחֹז בְסִכְלוּת עַד אֲשֶר־אֶרְאֶה אֵי־ בַֽ
אָדָם אֲשֶר יַֽעֲשוּ תַחַת הַשָמַיִם  זֶה טוֹב לִבְנֵי הָֽ

ם מִסְפַר יְמֵי חַיֵיהֶֽ

“I sought in my heart to give myself to wine, yet guiding 
my heart with wisdom; and to lay hold on folly, until 
I might see what was good for the sons of men, which 
they should do under the heaven all the days of their 
life.” (2:3)

One should follow a life of folly.

 אַל־תְהִי צַדִיק הַרְבֵה וְאַל־תִתְחַכַם יוֹתֵר לָמָה
ם      אַל־תִרְשַע הַרְבֵה וְאַל־תְהִי סָכָל  תִשוֹמֵֽ

ךָ לָמָה תָמוּת בְלאֹ עִתֶֽ

“Do not be too righteous; nor make yourself too wise; 
why should you destroy yourself? Do not be too wicked, 
nor be foolish; why should you die before your time?” 
(7:16,17) 

Do not be too righteous or too foolish, but partake of both. 

This conflicts with the previous verse.
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SUCCESS

ל אֲשֶר הוּא עָמֵֽ עוֹשֶה בַֽ מַה־יִתְרוֹן הָֽ

“What gains has he who works, in that in which he la-
bors.” (3:9) 

There is no benefit in labor.

וְגַם־זהֹ רָעָה חוֹלָה כָל־עֻמַת שֶבָא כֵן יֵלֵךְ
יַֽעֲמלֹ לָרֽוּחַ וּמַה־יִתְרוֹן לוֹ שֶֽ

“And this also is a grievous evil, that inasmuch as he 
came, so shall he go; and what gains has he who has 
labored for the wind.” (5:15)  

What is the purpose of working?

אֲנִי עָמֵל תַחַת  וְשָנֵאתִי אֲנִי אֶת־כָל־עֲמָלִי שֶֽ
י חֲרָֽ הְיֶה אַֽ אָדָם שֶיִֽ הַשָמֶש שֶאַנִּיחֶנּוּ לָֽ

הְיֶה אוֹ סָכָל וְיִשְלַט בְכָל־ חָכָם יִֽ וּמִי יוֹדֵעַ הֶֽ
חָכַמְתִי תַחַת הַשָמֶש עָמַלְתִי וְשֶֽ  עֲמָלִי שֶֽ

בֶל     וְסַבוֹתִי אֲנִי לְיַאֵש אֶת־לִבִי עַל  גַם־זֶה הָֽ
מֶש עָמַלְתִי תַחַת הַשָֽ כָל־הֶעָמָל שֶֽ

עֲמָלוֹ בְחָכְמָה וּבְדַעַת וּבְכִשְרוֹן י־יֵש אָדָם שֶֽ  כִֽ
מַל־בוֹ יִתְנֶנּוּ חֶלְקוֹ גַם־זֶה הֶבֶל  וּלְאָדָם שֶלאֹ עָֽ

ה וְרָעָה רַבָֽ

 אִיש אֲשֶר יִתֶן־לוֹ הָאֱלֹהִים עֹשֶר וּנְכָסִים
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ר־יִתְאַוֶּה אֵינֶנּוּ חָסֵר לְנַפְשוֹ ׀ מִכֹל אֲשֶֽ  וְכָבוֹד וְֽ
אֱלֹהִים לֶאֱכֹל מִמֶנּוּ כִי אִיש א־יַשְלִיטֶנּוּ הָֽ  וְלֹֽ

חֳלִי רָע הֽוּא אכְלֶנּוּ זֶה הֶבֶל וָֽ נָכְרִי יֹֽ

“And I hated all my labor which I had taken under the 
sun because I should leave it to the man that shall be af-
ter me. And who knows whether he shall be a wise man 
or a fool? Yet, he shall have rule over all my labor in 
which I have labored, and in which I have showed my-
self wise under the sun. This also is vanity. Therefore I 
went about to cause my heart to despair of all the labor 
which I took under the sun. For there is a man whose 
labor is with wisdom, and with knowledge, and with 
skill. Yet, to a man that has not labored in it shall he 
leave it for his portion. This also is vanity and a great 
evil.” (2:18-21)

“A man to whom God has given riches, wealth, and 
honor, so that he lacks nothing for his soul of all that 
he desires. Yet, God does not give him power to eat of 
it, but a stranger eats it; this is vanity, and it is an evil 
disease.” (6:2)  

A person works and leaves it to another. Labor is futile.

 

עָמָל עָשוּ יָדַי וּבֶֽ עֲשַי שֶֽ י אֲנִי בְכָל־מַֽ  וּפָנִיתִֽ
עֲשוֹת וְהִנֵּה הַכֹל הֶבֶל וּרְעוּת רוּחַ  שֶעָמַלְתִי לַֽ

מֶש וְאֵין יִתְרוֹן תַחַת הַשָֽ

“Then I looked at all the works that my hands had 
done, and at the labor that I had labored to do, and 
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behold, all was vanity and a stressful spirit, and there 
was nothing to be gained under the sun.” (2:11)

All my work is useless; it provided no gain. 

טוֹב שֵם מִשֶמֶן טוֹב וְיוֹם הַמָוֶת מִיוֹם הִוָּלְדֽוֹ

“A good name is better than precious oil; and the day of 
death than the day of one’s birth.” (7:1) 

Of what use is a good name, as I won’t be around to experi-
ence this?

חַיִים יֵש  כִי־מִי אֲשֶר יְבֻחַר ]יְחֻבַר[ אֶל כָל־הַֽ
ת אַרְיֵה הַמֵֽ י־לְכֶלֶב חַי הוּא טוֹב מִן־הָֽ בִטָחוֹן כִֽ

“For to him who is joined to all the living there is hope; 
for a living dog is better than a dead lion.” (9:4) 

This means that success is limited by death. The very con-

cept of success is ludicrous because it is inherently limited.
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AFTERLIFE & IMMORTALITY

עֹלָה הִיא לְמָעְלָה אָדָם הָֽ  מִי יוֹדֵעַ רוּחַ בְנֵי הָֽ
רֶץ וְרוּחַ הַבְהֵמָה הַירֶֹדֶת הִיא לְמַטָה לָאָֽ

“Who knows [whether] the spirit of man goes upward 
and the spirit of the beast that goes downward to the 
earth?” (3:21)

One occurrence happens to man and animal. Everything 

came from the Earth and everything returns to the Earth. Most 

men don’t know what’s going to happen after death.  

אֲשֶר יִשְמַח הָאָדָם וְרָאִיתִי כִי אֵין טוֹב מֵֽ
עֲשָיו כִי־הוּא חֶלְקוֹ כִי מִי יְבִיאֶנּוּ לִרְאוֹת מַֽ  בְֽ

יו חֲרָֽ בְמֶה שֶיִהְיֶה אַֽ

“So I saw that there is nothing better, than that a man 
should rejoice in his work for that is his portion. For 
who can bring him to see what shall be after him?” 
(3:22) 

One might as well enjoy this world. Man’s earthly existence 
is praised over death.

חֲךָ עֲשֵה כִי עֲשוֹת בְכֹֽ  כֹל אֲשֶר תִמְצָא יָֽדְךָ לַֽ
עֲשֶה וְחֶשְבוֹן וְדַעַת וְחָכְמָה בִשְאוֹל  אֵין מַֽ

מָה אֲשֶר אַתָה הֹלֵךְ שָֽ
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“Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your 
strength, for there is no work, nor scheme, nor knowl-
edge, nor wisdom in the grave to which you are going.” 
(9:10) 

The afterlife doesn’t exist. Not only is there no physical, but 

no intelligence as well.

Chapter 12 deals with man’s deterioration. Man reaches a point 

where he doesn’t desire life. The city deteriorating is a metaphor 

for man:

א־ וּזְכֹר אֶת־בוֹרְאֶיךָ בִימֵי בְחוּרתֶֹיךָ עַד אֲשֶר לֹֽ
ין־ רָעָה וְהִגִיעוּ שָנִים אֲשֶר תֹאמַר אֵֽ יָבאֹוּ יְמֵי הָֽ
א־תֶחְשַךְ הַשֶמֶש פֶץ      עַד אֲשֶר לֹֽ  לִי בָהֶם חֵֽ
עָבִים אַחַר  וְהָאוֹר וְהַיָרֵחַ וְהַכֽוֹכָבִים וְשָבוּ הֶֽ
תְעַוְּתוּ מְרֵי הַבַיִת וְהִֽ  הַגָֽשֶם     בַיוֹם שֶיָזֻעוּ שֹֽ
שְ חֲנוֹת כִי מִעֵטוּ וְחָֽ ־אַנְשֵי הֶחָיִל וּבָטְלוּ הַטֹֽ

אֲרֻבֽוֹת     וְסֻגְרוּ דְלָתַיִם בַשוּק אוֹת בָֽ  כוּ הָרֹֽ
חֲנָה וְיָקוּם לְקוֹל הַצִפוֹר וְיִשַחוּ טַֽ  בִשְפַל קוֹל הַֽ

יר       גַם מִגָבֹהַּ יִרָאוּ וְחַתְחַ ־כָל־בְנוֹת הַשִֽ
חָגָב וְתָפֵר  תִים בַדֶרֶךְ וְיָנֵאץ הַשָקֵד וְיִסְתַבֵל הֶֽ
אָדָם אֶל־בֵית עוֹלָמוֹ וְסָבְבוּ י־הֹלֵךְ הָֽ אֲבִיוֹנָה כִֽ  הָֽ

א־יֵרָחֵק ים       עַד אֲשֶר לֹֽ  בַשוּק הַסוֹפְדִֽ
 ]יֵֽרָתֵק[ חֶבֶל הַכֶסֶף וְתָרֻץ גֻלַת הַזָהָב וְתִשָבֶר
 כַד עַל־הַמַבוּעַ וְנָרץֹ הַגַלְגַל אֶל־הַבֽוֹר     וְיָשבֹ
הָיָה וְהָרוּחַ תָשוּב אֶל־ עָפָר עַל־הָאָרֶץ כְשֶֽ הֶֽ

הָאֱלֹהִים אֲשֶר נְתָנָֽהּ
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“Remember now your Creator in the days of your youth, be-
fore the evil days come, and the years draw near, when you 
shall say, I have no pleasure in them. Before the sun, and 
the light, and the moon, and the stars are darkened, and the 
clouds return after the rain. In the day when the keepers of 
the house tremble, and the strong men bow themselves, and 
the grinders cease because they are few, and those who look 
out of the windows are dimmed. And the doors are shut on 
the streets, when the sound of the grinding is low, and one 
rises up at the voice of the bird, and all the daughters of song 
are brought low. Also when they are afraid of that which 
is high, and fears are in the way, and the almond tree blos-
soms, and the grasshopper drags itself along, and desire fails; 
because man goes to his eternal home, and the mourners go 
about the streets. Before the silver cord is removed22, or the 
golden bowl is broken23, or the pitcher is broken at the foun-
tain, or the wheel broken at the cistern. And the dust returns 
to the earth as it was and the spirit returns to God who gave 
it.” (12:1-7)  

But in verse 12:7 he says the spirit returns to God, indicating that 

he does believe in the Afterlife. A contradiction.

In summary, King Solomon appears to contradict himself on 

matters of knowledge, ethics, happiness, justice, success and the 

afterlife. In the following chapters, Rabbi Chait resolves many of 

these apparent contradictions and lectures on numerous themes 

throughout Koheles. At times, the resolutions are brief and even a 

single sentence, which suffice to resolve the contradiction or pres-

ent a concept. Other times, when necessary, the resolutions will be 

more elaborate.

22) A metaphor for the spinal cord (Rashi) 
23) The male organ (Rashi) 
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Part III: Contradictions Resolved
KNOWLEDGE

חֲךָ עֲשֵה כִי עֲשוֹת בְכֹֽ  כֹל אֲשֶר תִמְצָא יָֽדְךָ לַֽ
עֲשֶה וְחֶשְבוֹן וְדַעַת וְחָכְמָה בִשְאוֹל  אֵין מַֽ

מָה אֲשֶר אַתָה הֹלֵךְ שָֽ

“Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your 
strength; for there is no work, nor scheme, nor knowl-
edge, nor wisdom, in the grave to which you are going.” 
(9:10)

The King does not reject the Afterlife. He means that man’s 

fantasy of what knowledge will afford him doesn’t exist in the 

grave, for man’s fantasies are attached to his earthly existence. 

When he realizes his mortality, he devalues knowledge, since 

knowledge was viewed as a means to immortality: mortality 

devalues knowledge. Verse 2:15 echoes this idea, “Then said I 
in my heart, ‘As it happens to the fool, so it happens even to me, and 
why was I then more wise?’ Then I said in my heart, that this also 

is vanity.” Meaning, this sentiment is spoken only by one who 

views wisdom as a tool for earthly objectives. Since knowledge 

does not procure his immortality, he questions the value of 

knowledge. The King is echoing the foolish man who despises 

wisdom once he realizes it doesn’t save him from the grave. 

Again, the King is not voicing his opinion, but that of the fool. 

This contradiction is resolved.
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כִי בְרבֹ חָכְמָה רָב־כָעַס
 וְיוֹסִיף דַעַת יוֹסִיף מַכְאֽוֹב

“For in much wisdom there is much grief; and he that 
increases knowledge increases sorrow.” (1:18) 

The more reality man sees, the more he recognizes he can’t 

be happy with what he desired. His desires are exposed as use-

less, or incapable of providing the fantasies he sought, like im-

mortality or prestige. But this is not a rejection of wisdom. It is 

a commentary on the foolish man who finally wakes up. 

 מִי־כְהֶחָכָם וּמִי יוֹדֵעַ פֵשֶר דָבָר חָכְמַת אָדָם
 תָאִיר פָנָיו וְעזֹ פָנָיו יְשֻנֶּֽא

“Who is like the wise man and who knows the meaning 
of a matter? A man’s wisdom makes his face shine, and 
the boldness of his face is changed.” (8:1)  

King Solomon’s personal view: nothing compares to wis-
dom.
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HAPPINESS

ין־טוֹב י אֲנִי אֶת־הַשִמְחָה אֲשֶר אֵֽ  וְשִבַחְתִֽ
אָדָם תַחַת הַשֶמֶש כִי אִם־לֶאֱכֹל וְלִשְתוֹת  לָֽ
עֲמָלוֹ יְמֵי חַיָיו אֲשֶר־ וְלִשְמוֹחַ וְהוּא יִלְוֶנּוּ בַֽ

מֶש נָֽתַן־לוֹ הָאֱלֹהִים תַחַת הַשָֽ

“And I commended mirth, because a man has no better 
thing under the sun than to eat, and to drink, and to be 
merry; for this will go with him in his labor during the 
days of his life24, which God gives him under the sun.” 
(8:15)  

Man must partake of a happy existence.

עֹלָם נָתַן  אֶת־הַכֹל עָשָה יָפֶה בְעִתוֹ גַם אֶת־הָֽ
אָדָם אֶת א־יִמְצָא הָֽ בְלִבָם מִבְלִי אֲשֶר לֹֽ

עֲשֶה אֲשֶר־עָשָה הָאֱלֹהִים מֵראֹש וְעַד־סֽוֹף      הַמַֽ
עֲשוֹת  יָדַעְתִי כִי אֵין טוֹב בָם כִי אִם־לִשְמוֹחַ וְלַֽ
 טוֹב בְחַיָֽיו     וְגַם כָל־הָאָדָם שֶיאֹכַל וְשָתָה
יא וְרָאָה טוֹב בְכָל־עֲמָלוֹ מַתַת אֱלֹהִים הִֽ

“He has made every thing beautiful in his time; also 
he has set the world in their heart, so that no man can 
find out the work which God has made from the begin-
ning to the end. I know that there is nothing better for 

24) Notice that the King repeats “his life.” This stresses that the real enjoyments “during” 
life are worthwhile. As those are matters actually enjoyed—they are not fantasies. In con-
trast, an immortal fantasy like leaving wealth to another cannot be realized. For man is gone 
at the moment his wealth is bequeathed: “And who knows whether he shall be a wise man or a 
fool, yet he shall have rule over all my labor in which I have labored (2:19).”
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them, than to rejoice, and to do good in his life. And also 
that it is the gift of God that every man should eat and 
drink, and see the good of all his labor.” (3:11-13)  

The only way to enjoy life is to abandon the fantasy of im-

mortality. Then, man can value the here and now. One’s happi-

ness should be without ego satisfaction, “the gift of God.”25

מַֽ אֲשֶר יִשְמַח הָאָדָם בְֽ ־וְרָאִיתִי כִי אֵין טוֹב מֵֽ
 עֲשָיו כִי־הוּא חֶלְקוֹ כִי מִי יְבִיאֶנּוּ לִרְאוֹת בְמֶה

יו חֲרָֽ שֶיִהְיֶה אַֽ

“So I saw that there is nothing better, than that a man 
should rejoice in his work; for that is his portion; for 
who can bring him to see what shall be after him (3:22)?” 

Happiness should not be tied to what occurs afterwards.

JUSTICE

 אָמַרְתִי אֲנִי בְלִבִי אֶת־הַצַדִיק וְאֶת־הָרָשָע
יִשְפֹט הָאֱלֹהִים כִי־עֵת לְכָל־חֵפֶץ וְעַל כָל

ם עֲשֶה שָֽ מַֽ הַֽ

25) Only with this perspective does man free himself from his feeling of success, and can 
appreciate it as external to his accomplishments, a “gift.”
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“I said in my heart, God shall judge the righteous and 
the wicked; for there is a time there for every purpose 
and for every work.” (3:17) 

God judges fairly.

רְאֶה אֶת־כָל־הָעֲשֻקִים אֲשֶר י אֲנִי וָאֶֽ  וְשַבְתִֽ
עֲשֻקִים  נַֽעֲשִים תַחַת הַשָמֶש וְהִנֵּה ׀ דִמְעַת הָֽ
שְקֵיהֶם כֹחַ וְאֵין לָהֶם  וְאֵין לָהֶם מְנַחֵם וּמִיַד עֹֽ

ם מְנַחֵֽ

“So I returned, and considered all the oppressions that 
are done under the sun; and behold the tears of such as 
were oppressed, and they had no comforter; and on the 
side of their oppressors there was power; but they had 
no comforter.” (4:1)  

There is injustice for the oppressed.

 יֶש־הֶבֶל אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה עַל־הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶר ׀ יֵש
רְשָעִים עֲשֵה הָֽ  צַדִיקִים אֲשֶר מַגִיעַ אֲלֵהֶם כְמַֽ
עֲשֵה הַצַדִיקִים  וְיֵש רְשָעִים שֶמַגִיעַ אֲלֵהֶם כְמַֽ

בֶל אָמַרְתִי שֶגַם־זֶה הָֽ

“There is a vanity which is done upon the earth; that 
there are just men, to whom it happens according to the 
deeds of the wicked; again, there are wicked men, to 
whom it happens according to the deeds of the righteous; 
I said that this also is vanity.” (8:14)  
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The King seems to say there is no reward for righteous peo-

ple. How do we answer these contradictions? Insofar as man 

views these questions from a material framework, he won’t 

find an answer. Meaning, if one views “the good” as physical 

security, these verses support questions on God’s justice.

However, the true good that God intends for man, and what 

man should value, is not temporal earthly life. True goodness 

is what affects our souls; our eternal element. Again we see 

how man’s immortality fantasy tells him Earth is all that ex-

ists, so he values and devalues based on his assessment of his 

earthly successes, be it fortune, fame, or health. 

 רְאֵה חַיִים עִם־אִשָה אֲשֶר־אָהַבְתָ כָל־יְמֵי
 חַיֵי הֶבְלֶךָ אֲשֶר נָֽתַן־לְךָ תַחַת הַשֶמֶש כֹל יְמֵי
עֲמָלְךָ אֲשֶר חַיִים וּבַֽ הֶבְלֶךָ כִי הוּא חֶלְקְךָ בַֽ

מֶש אַתָה עָמֵל תַחַת הַשָֽ

“Live joyfully with the wife whom you love all the days 
of the life of your vanity, which He has given you under 
the sun, all the days of your vanity for that is your por-
tion in life, and in your labor in which you labor under 
the sun.” (9:9)  

If a person has the true ideas, no matter how little wealth he 

has and no matter what befalls him, he will be happy. Genu-

ine happiness is derived from living in line with truth and ap-

preciating God’s wisdom. Some of the Rabbis were extremely 



63

poor, but they were also extremely happy in their Torah lives. 

However, if man is tied to a physical life, he won’t be happy. 

The Talmud26 teaches that children, income, and one’s lifespan 

aren’t due to merits, but to chance.27 

The King had more knowledge than anyone. This refers 

to factual knowledge. But in terms of “feeling” smarter, he 

remarked, “I said I would become wise, but it was far from me” 

(7:23). When he tried to satisfy the emotion of attaining a self-

image of a “wise man”, it fell short. Like all fantasies, the real-

ity must fall short of how we imagine we will feel. Fantasies 

are perfect; we concoct a flawless image in our minds. Then we 

add to the impossibility of attaining that fantasy, the additional 

feeling that the fantasy will endure endlessly. But reality can-

not provide this. 

The main idea of Koheles is a breakdown of the immortality 

fantasy. There are occurrences which ruin long-term plans and 

fantasies: “...the righteous, and the wise, and their deeds, are in the 
hand of God...” (9:11).

26) Moade Kattan 28a
27) The point being that man is not correct in questioning God’s justice about these three 
matters, for they are not granted based on our righteousness. This explains why the Rabbis 
who lived in poverty didn’t complain. Additionally, these matters cannot remove a person 
from pursuing true happiness through studying God’s Torah and His universe; our true 
objective.
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AFTERLIFE & IMMORTALITY

עֹלָה הִיא לְמָעְלָה אָדָם הָֽ  מִי יוֹדֵעַ רוּחַ בְנֵי הָֽ
רֶץ וְרוּחַ הַבְהֵמָה הַירֶֹדֶת הִיא לְמַטָה לָאָֽ

“Who knows the spirit of man, that goes upward, 
and the spirit of the beast that goes downward to the 
Earth.” (3:21) 

The King did not say הַעלָֹה (ha-olah) “ if it goes up”, which 

would question if the soul endures. Rather, he says עלָֹה -haw) הָֽ

olah) “that goes up.” Thus, the King was not questioning the 

truth of the Afterlife; he knew it was so.28 He was saying 

“Which people are convinced in the truth of the Afterlife?” 

This is the meaning of “Who knows the spirit of man, that goes 

upward...”  This removes the question of whether King Solo-

mon believed in the Afterlife. He clearly affirms its truth.

אֲשֶר יִשְמַח הָאָדָם וְרָאִיתִי כִי אֵין טוֹב מֵֽ
עֲשָיו כִי־הוּא חֶלְקוֹ כִי מִי יְבִיאֶנּוּ לִרְאוֹת מַֽ  בְֽ

יו חֲרָֽ בְמֶה שֶיִהְיֶה אַֽ

 “So I saw that there is nothing better, than that a man 
should rejoice in his work; for that is his portion; for 
who can bring him to see what shall be after him?” 
(3:22)

28) His intent is to say, “Which men know the Afterlife is a truth?” Meaning, the Afterlife is a 
reality, but so few men know of this, or live with this conviction.
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One should be concerned with only the here and now, and 

not the Afterlife. In this verse, King Solomon depicts man’s 

false view. Very few men have knowledge about the soul after 

death. The King means to say that man’s fantasy of immortal-

ity causes this belief, that all man has is an earthly existence. 

This is not an opinion based on knowledge.29

The King is not concerned merely with what the good is, 

but also with understanding human motivation. Here, man’s 

fantasy of immortality motivates him to view his earthly exis-

tence as his only existence. Most men question the eternity of 

the soul. Again, the King was not questioning this. He means 

“Who among men know that the soul truly continues?” And 

based on this doubt among most men, verse 3:22 expresses 

their natural conclusion, “...there is nothing better, than that a 
man should rejoice in his work; for that is his portion...”

King Solomon maintained that the most detrimental part of 

man is his ego, “ם בְּלִבָּ֔ ן  נָתַ֣ אֶת־הָֽעלָֹם֙  ם   Also the world He has ; גַּ֤

placed in man’s heart” (3:11). This feeling prevents man from un-

covering reality. The ego drive in man expresses itself through 

success, religion and knowledge. These are the ways through 

which man feels he will achieve immortality. 

Man’s nature and his relationships to his objectives are such, 

that he targets goals which cannot be achieved in reality. His 
29) Many times in Koheles (3:19, 9:4, 9:7), King Solomon voices the opinion of the popu-
lous, and not his own opinion. Knowing this fact, we remove many questions. By voicing 
the popular (ignorant) view of mankind, he gains man’s attention (for they think he will 
endorse their beliefs) thereby enabling man to hear his rejection of their unexamined views.
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true objective is to attain immortality. That is why man is frus-

trated when he arrives at his goal: what he searched for doesn’t 

exist.30 He deluded himself as he aspired to achieve fame or 

riches. In truth, he harbored an underlying desire for immor-

tality.31 Therefore, the riches cannot satisfy this fantasy, and he 

remains unhappy.

30) He is not immortal.
31) When, after decades of labor, man attains great wealth and fame, man is unsatisfied 
since these were not his true objectives. He was seeking immortality. Throughout life, he 
senses dissatisfaction and frustration, until in old age, he senses depression when he finally 
accepts his mortality.
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Part IV: Themes of Koheles  
PSYCHOLOGY

Ancient philosophers possessed true ideas, but they did not 

demonstrate how to incorporate these ideas into one’s life. 

Koheles addresses not only philosophy, but also psychology. 

Without psychology, one cannot benefit from the ideas. An 

example is one whose immortality fantasy encompasses im-

mortal earthly life and endless physical pleasures. He is not 

in the position to question why evil happens to good people. 

Understanding the psychology at play, we appreciate why this 

is so. The personality has distorted values, for he prioritizes 

the physical world. The good person who seems to be suffering 

from poverty may not see as much evil in his meager lifestyle 

as the one who prioritizes riches to attain his pleasures. Thus, 

by understanding psychology, we grasp the philosophical as-

pects of happiness and justice.

Why did King Solomon have to go through the experiences 

personally to attain his knowledge? Couldn’t he have simply 

pondered? No. Without going through the actual experiences, he 

wouldn’t have experienced the emotions’ dynamics to intimately 

know how to battle them. King Solomon was the only individual 

who could immerse in the pleasures without them affecting him, 

“...but my wisdom remained with me (2:9).”
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WISDOM

חָכְמָה עַל כָל־ וְנָתַתִי אֶת־לִבִי לִדְרוֹש וְלָתוּר בַֽ
 אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה תַחַת הַשָמָיִם הוּא ׀ עִנְיַן רָע נָתַן

עֲנוֹת בֽוֹ אָדָם לַֽ אֱלֹהִים לִבְנֵי הָֽ

“And I applied my heart to inquire and search with 
wisdom on all that is performed under the heaven; it 
is an evil matter God gave to the sons of man to afflict 
him.” (1:13)  

If wisdom is an evil matter, why did King Solomon investigate 

with it? Man has a task to search out a philosophy by which to 

live.  Other creatures possess instincts which naturally de-

termine their actions. Man’s task to search out a philosophy 

is something which is an “evil” matter because man has no 

natural means which tell him how to live. He’s walking in the 

dark. “For in much wisdom there is much grief; and he that in-

creases knowledge increases sorrow” (1:18). Even the process itself 

is rough. The more knowledge, the more pain. Verse 1:13 says 

the undertaking of human investigation per se is a painful, and 

1:18 deals with the pains of actual investigation.

י אֲנִי לִרְאוֹת חָכְמָה וְהֽוֹלֵלוֹת וְסִכְלוּת כִי  וּפָנִיתִֽ
חֲרֵי הַמֶלֶךְ אֵת אֲשֶר־ אָדָם שֶיָבוֹא אַֽ ׀ מֶה הָֽ

כְבָר עָשֽוּהוּ
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“And I turned myself to behold wisdom, and madness, 
and folly; for what is man who comes after the King, 
even that which has been already done?” (2:12)  

Man is given no right to choose what happiness is, even 

though he’s human. “Man came after the King” means after 

the framework has been set up, man cannot change it. God 

laid down how man functions and what is his design. There-

fore, man must follow his design. Man’s investigation cannot 

be prejudiced by his drive for pleasure; man usually decides 

where his happiness is depending upon where his energies lie. 

Existentialists like this notion, that everything must con-

form to how they feel. They suggest that man’s happiness must 

be in line with how he feels.

חָכְמָה מִן וְרָאִיתִי אָנִי שֶיֵש יִתְרוֹן לַֽ
חָכָם שֶךְ     הֶֽ יתְרוֹן הָאוֹר מִן־הַחֹֽ  הַסִכְלוּת כִֽ

עֵינָיו בְראֹשוֹ וְהַכְסִיל בַחֹשֶךְ הוֹלֵךְ וְיָדַעְתִי גַם־
ם אָנִי שֶמִקְרֶה אֶחָד יִקְרֶה אֶת־כֻלָֽ

“Then I saw that wisdom excels folly, like light excels 
darkness. The wise man’s eyes are in his head; but the 
fool walks in darkness...” (2:13,14)  

The King says that wisdom is best, but he does not say that it 

is happiness. He merely states that there are practical benefits.
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־כַחָ המָּלָוְ ינִרֵקְיִ ינִאֲ־םגַּ ליסִכְּהַ הרֵקְמִכְּ יבִּלִבְּ ינִאֲ יתִּֽרְמַאָוְ
ֹי זאָ ינִאֲ יתִּמְ  ןוֹרכְזִ ןיאֵ יכִּ    לבֶהָֽ הזֶ־םגַּשֶׁ יבִּלִבְ יתִּרְבַּדִוְ רתֵ
 חכָּשְׁנִ לכֹּהַ םיאִבָּהַ םימִיָּהַ רבָכְּשֶׁבְּ םלָוֹעלְ ליסִכְּהַ־םעִ םכָחָלֶֽ
ליסִֽכְּהַ־םעִ םכָחָהֶֽ תוּמיָ ךְיאֵוְ

“Then said I in my heart, ‘As it happens to the fool, so 
it happens even to me; and why was I then more wise? ’ 
Then I said in my heart, that this also is vanity. For 
there is no remembrance of the wise more than of the 
fool forever; seeing that the days to come shall all be for-
gotten. And how dies the wise man just like the fool?” 
(2:15,16) 

The King applies his search to wisdom and learns that man 

doesn’t find the happiness in wisdom32 for which he was search-

ing. Frustrated emotions must have an outlet. The fantasy of 

immortality is gone. But something is left: “Perhaps my ener-

gies that were invested will have some reward or satisfaction” 

the King thinks. But even this he doesn’t find. 

עֲשֶה וְשָנֵאתִי אֶת־הַחַיִים כִי רַע עָלַי הַמַֽ
י־הַכֹל הֶבֶל וּרְעוּת       שֶנַּֽעֲשָה תַחַת הַשָמֶש כִֽ

אֲנִי עָמֵל  רֽוּחַ      וְשָנֵאתִי אֲנִי אֶת־כָל־עֲמָלִי שֶֽ
י חֲרָֽ הְיֶה אַֽ אָדָם שֶיִֽ תַחַת הַשָמֶש שֶאַנִּיחֶנּוּ לָֽ

32) This dissatisfaction with wisdom is not because he didn’t enjoy wisdom. The King al-
ready said there is nothing like wisdom. He is echoing the man who uses wisdom as a tool to 
attain immortality. “And how dies the wise man just like the fool?” expresses man’s disappoint-
ment when he confronts his mortality. He recognizes that his fantasy that wisdom would 
somehow secure immortality, is false. He questions wisdom’s benefit, since it doesn’t save 
him from the grave. But the person who studies Torah and nature purely to appreciate God’s 
wisdom will find the greatest joy: “A man’s wisdom makes his face shine, and the boldness of his 
face is changed (8:1).” 
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הְיֶה אוֹ סָכָל וְיִשְלַט בְכָל־  חָכָם יִֽ וּמִי יוֹדֵעַ הֶֽ
חָכַמְתִי תַחַת הַשָמֶש עָמַלְתִי וְשֶֽ עֲמָלִי שֶֽ

בֶל גַם־זֶה הָֽ

“Therefore I hated life; because the work that is done 
under the sun was grievous to me; for all is vanity and 
a stressful spirit. And I hated all my labor which I had 
toiled under the sun; because I should leave it to the 
man that shall be after me. And who knows whether he 
shall be a wise man or a fool, yet he shall have rule over 
all my labor in which I have labored, and in which I 
have showed myself wise under the sun. This also is 
vanity.” (2:17-19)

Once a person is out of the picture, there’s no control over 

his possessions. Man is plagued by the uncertain fate of all the 

fruits of his labor.33

עֲמָלוֹ בְחָכְמָה וּבְדַעַת וּבְכִשְרוֹן י־יֵש אָדָם שֶֽ  כִֽ
מַל־בוֹ יִתְנֶנּוּ חֶלְקוֹ גַם־זֶה הֶבֶל  וּלְאָדָם שֶלאֹ עָֽ

ה וְרָעָה רַבָֽ

“For there is a man whose labor is with wisdom, and 
with knowledge, and with skill; yet to a man that has 
not labored in it shall he leave it for his portion. This 
also is vanity and a great evil.” (2:21)  

33) But this worry too, is futile. For the person concerns himself about an unknown matter, 
“Who knows...” Additionally, he is not alive when his possessions transfer to another. King 
Solomon expresses what he felt, but discounts it as futile, since in fact it does not diminish 
from the good life. It is a mere fantasy, and fantasies must not plague a person. Reality alone 
must be man’s concern.
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The King already said above that he disliked leaving his 

work to someone else. What then is he adding here? He is add-

ing the idea that on one hand, accomplishment offers some rec-

ompense for all one’s toil. But if someone else obtains more 

than you without working, your feeling of accomplishment is 

vanquished. The sense of accomplishment is a rationalization 

for all the work one went through. But when another person at-

tains more than you without effort, your labors lose their value. 

For wealth ends up in the lap of others, at times without labor, 

like inheritances. 

 כִי כָל־יָמָיו מַכְאֹבִים וָכַעַס עִנְיָנוֹ גַם־בַלַיְלָה
א־שָכַב לִבוֹ גַם־זֶה הֶבֶל הֽוּא לֹֽ

“For all his days are sorrows, and his labor grief; even 
in the night his heart does not rest. This also is vanity.” 
(2:23)

King Solomon says he is in a state of constant pain. This ex-

ists whenever man strives for something. For all the while one 

strives, he is not yet where he wants to be. His inner desires 

aren’t being met within reality.34

34) Anguish is yet another frustration associated with ambition. 
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ENJOYMENT

אָדָם שֶיאֹכַל וְשָתָה וְהֶרְאָה אֶת־ ין־טוֹב בָֽ אֵֽ
עֲמָלוֹ גַם־זהֹ רָאִיתִי אָנִי כִי מִיַד  נַפְשוֹ טוֹב בַֽ

יא הָאֱלֹהִים הִֽ

“There is nothing better for a man, than 
that he should eat and drink, and that he 
should make his soul enjoy good in his labor. 
This also I saw, that it was from the hand of God.” 
(2:24)

The only good is eating and drinking.35 What does he mean 

by “ it was from the hand of God?” Verse 3:13 seems identical: 

“And also that it is the gift of God36 that every man should eat and 
drink, and enjoy the good of all his labor.” 

Verse 2:24 is a compound statement. The first part is sup-

ported by the next verse 2:25: “For who can eat, or who can en-

joy pleasure more than I?” King Solomon means, that which is 

enjoyable, is the physical reality (2:24). Why is this what man 

enjoys? The answer is verse 2:25, i.e., because who else will?37

35) This is a real enjoyment and not a fantasy.
36) If man looks into himself seeking accomplishment or other fantasies as the object of his 
drive for pleasure, he will find frustration. This is because fantasies cannot be satisfied by 
reality. Man invents impossible goals. But if man views his food outside the self, as a “gift 
from God,” then he has separated his fantasies from the real food. Now he can enjoy the 
food, as he is not viewing it as a means to fulfill a fantasy, but simply as food. And food, 
isolated from a fantasy, can satisfy man. For now, man is functioning in reality; he is not 
seeking anything more than the food can offer, i.e., satiation and taste.
37) If man limits the expected satisfaction to himself, meaning not a fantasy, he can attain 
satisfaction.
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 כִי לְאָדָם שֶטוֹב לְפָנָיו נָתַן חָכְמָה וְדַעַת
חוֹטֶא נָתַן עִנְיָן לֶאֱסוֹף וְלִכְנוֹס לָתֵת  וְשִמְחָה וְלַֽ
אֱלֹהִים גַם־זֶה הֶבֶל וּרְעוּת רֽוּחַ  לְטוֹב לִפְנֵי הָֽ

“For God gives to a man who is good in his sight; wis-
dom, and knowledge, and joy; but to the sinner He gives 
the task of gathering and heaping up, that he may give 
it to one who is good before God. This also is vanity and 
a stressful spirit.” (2:26) 

Even though the King says to enjoy what you do, it depends 

on your psychological makeup whether you’ll enjoy it or not. 

This is because there are two personalities [who cannot enjoy]: 

one personality is to consume, another is to accumulate. Since 

the first type of person doesn’t have the drive to accumulate; 

he possesses nothing to enjoy. And one who is driven to accu-

mulate cannot stop and enjoy what he possesses, for his drive 

won’t allow him to suspend his accumulation activities long 

enough to enjoy life.

Verse 2:26 comes as an answer to the last part of verse 2:24 

where he says that everything is from God. Meaning, even 

though the King said that you should enjoy things, nonethe-

less, it depends on how you are structured. He is showing how 

his last possibility for happiness isn’t so easy either. Man must 

function in line with his nature.
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PERMANENCE & SECURITY

יִם לַכֹל זְמָן וְעֵת לְכָל־חֵפֶץ תַחַת הַשָמָֽ
עֲקוֹר  עֵת לָלֶדֶת וְעֵת לָמוּת עֵת לָטַעַת וְעֵת לַֽ
הֲרוֹג וְעֵת לִרְפוֹא עֵת לִפְרוֹץ  נָטֽוּעַ      עֵת לַֽ
 וְעֵת לִבְנֽוֹת      עֵת לִבְכוֹת וְעֵת לִשְחוֹק עֵת

 סְפוֹד וְעֵת רְקֽוֹד      עֵת לְהַשְלִיךְ אֲבָנִים וְעֵת
ק חֲבוֹק וְעֵת לִרְחֹק מֵחַבֵֽ       כְנוֹס אֲבָנִים עֵת לַֽ

עֵת לְבַקֵש וְעֵת לְאַבֵד עֵת לִשְמוֹר וְעֵת
יךְ      עֵת לִקְרוֹעַ וְעֵת לִתְפוֹר עֵת לְהַשְלִֽ

אֱהֹב וְעֵת לִשְנֹא ר     עֵת לֶֽ חֲשוֹת וְעֵת לְדַבֵֽ  לַֽ
 עֵת מִלְחָמָה וְעֵת שָלֽוֹם

“To every thing there is a season, and a time to every 
purpose under the heaven. A time to be born, and a 
time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that 
which is planted. A time to kill, and a time to heal; 
a time to break down, and a time to build up. A time 
to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a 
time to dance. A time to cast away stones, and a time 
to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time 
to refrain from embracing. A time to seek, and a time 
to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away.  A time 
to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a 
time to speak. A time to love, and a time to hate; a time 
of war, and a time of peace.” (3:1-8)

What does King Solomon mean by “there is a time” for these 

things? He means that people try to maintain an attitude per-
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manently. He is describing a certain security people seek in 

their actions and in their feeling.38 Therefore, by showing that 

there is time for each thing, he means that there is a limit.39 

This is similar to the role model feeling. Man sees someone 

successful and desires that life. However, the error is that man 

locks this person into a split second when he enjoys complete 

success. He then projects this fantasy image onto eternity and 

desires it for himself.40

עֹלָם נָתַן  אֶת־הַכֹל עָשָה יָפֶה בְעִתוֹ גַם אֶת־הָֽ
אָדָם אֶת א־יִמְצָא הָֽ בְלִבָם מִבְלִי אֲשֶר לֹֽ

עֲשֶה אֲשֶר־עָשָה הָאֱלֹהִים מֵראֹש וְעַד־סֽוֹף הַמַֽ

“He has made every thing beautiful in his time; also he 
has set the world in their heart, so that man cannot find 
out the work which God has made from the beginning 
to the end.” (3:11)  

King Solomon discusses immortality. When man views one 

attitude in an eternal framework,41 this prevents him from 

looking at the whole picture “ from the beginning to the end.”  

38) Man is naturally uncertain about the future. This makes him insecure and fearful. Feel-
ing that matters will remain the same provides a sense of knowledge and security about the 
future. King Solomon exposes this insecurity by saying man should not follow this natural 
disposition. A time for all matters means each attitude has an appropriate time, and limit. 
39) That is, now might be the time for peace, but not later, when war is required. 
40) Man does not look past the present moment. Had he done so, he would learn of the frus-
trations that his role model endured prior and subsequent to his success, and he would not 
be so fast to desire his life. Two errors exist: 1) one imagines the role model never endured 
frustrations or failures, and 2) one projects a fantasy where such role model success can be 
attained forever. Again, immortality is the required backdrop for a fantasy.  
41) As he does when fantasizing about the role model.
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Imagining an attitude is eternal, one blinds himself to the out-

come. Thereby, he cannot see the pitfalls.

יָדַעְתִי כִי אֵין טוֹב בָם כִי אִם־לִשְמוֹחַ
עֲשוֹת טוֹב בְחַיָֽיו וְלַֽ

“I know that there is nothing better for them, than to 
rejoice, and to do good in his life.” (3:12)  

King Solomon gives an answer: the only good is to do good 

actions.42 

וְגַם כָל־הָאָדָם שֶיאֹכַל וְשָתָה וְרָאָה טוֹב בְכָל־
יא עֲמָלוֹ מַתַת אֱלֹהִים הִֽ

“And also that it is the gift of God that every man 
should eat and drink, and enjoy the good of all his la-
bor.” (3:13)  

Someone who can enjoy his eating and drinking has the en-

joyment of “a gift from God.” Meaning, he is removed from the 

emotion of accomplishment and can enjoy the temporal plea-

sure for itself. The chocham (wise man) described here, is not 

enjoying things via his feeling of accomplishment. Rather, he 

looks at everything as “a gift from God.” We mentioned this 

truth above. 

42) This reiterates the earlier fundamental: man’s actions, and not the fantasies he creates, 
do offer satisfaction.
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CONTROL

הְיֶה  יָדַעְתִי כִי כָל־אֲשֶר יַֽעֲשֶה הָאֱלֹהִים הוּא יִֽ
 לְעוֹלָם עָלָיו אֵין לְהוֹסִיף וּמִמֶנּוּ אֵין לִגְרעַֹ

רְאוּ מִלְפָנָֽיו  וְהָאֱלֹהִים עָשָה שֶיִֽ

“I know that whatever God does, it shall be forever; 
nothing can be added to it, nor any thing taken from it; 
and God does it so that men should fear before Him.” 
(3:14)

God created a perfect universe. It is foolish to say, “If only it 

was this way or that way.” This person doesn’t see the perfec-

tion in creation. Now, if man were able to manipulate the world 

to satisfy all his wishes, he wouldn’t feel anything was out of his 

control. He would not possess fear of God. So there is a benefit 

in seeing that there is an order outside of man’s desired order. 

A fool wishes that particulars do or do not occur. He doesn’t 

accept the reality of a universal system. If he would recognize 

the system of the universe, he would not wish for these per-

sonal matters.43

43) One who recognizes the harmony in the universe, in Torah, and in justice, is overcome 
by a deep admiration for the Creator. Thereby, his personal desires become small in his 
eyes as compared to the magnificent precision and brilliant design of Creation and Torah. 
He then loses focus on his personal life, and even understands and accepts times when he 
experiences difficulties. He will view such difficulties as a natural result of universal laws, 
or even his own errors. He will see that such hard times must be experienced by most people.  
As he admires the system God created, he fully accepts that due to this best system, there 
will occur conflicts and occasional disappointments. But this does not mar his admiration 
for the system, or God.  
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הְיוֹת כְבָר הָיָה אֲשֶר לִֽ הָיָה כְבָר הוּא וַֽ  מַה־שֶֽ
ף  וְהָאֱלֹהִים יְבַקֵש אֶת־נִרְדָֽ

“That which is, already has been; and that which is to 
be has already been; and God seeks out the oppressed.” 
(3:15)

King Solomon is discussing a person’s wish that the future 

will offer change. He tells us it does not. But why does he bring 

in the idea that God will search out the oppressed, to punish 

the oppressor?44 

God’s investigation of injustice doesn’t improve matters, for 

the oppressed will still be oppressed. This is due to the fact 

that as man has free will, God won’t interfere to save the op-

pressed.45 This poses serious questions to philosophy.

What Koheles is teaching is that there are 2 cases. In the first 

case, one has achieved his ambition and its satisfaction fades. 

Or, one has yet to achieve his ambition. But when he does, he 
44) Rashi 3:15
45) Of course, as Maimonides teaches based on numerous Torah sources, a person on a 
higher level of perfection earns God’s protection. The oppressor will sin in his attempts to 
hurt such an individual, but God will save him. Perfection refers to one who loves wisdom 
and studies at all times, has acquired Torah truths and lives by them, and avoids Torah pro-
hibitions by controlling his emotions. The Torah refers twice to “tamim”, meaning perfect 
and without blemish: “Perfect (tamim) shall you be with Hashem your God (Deut. 18:13).”  
“Walk before Me and be perfect (Gen. 17:1).” The former refers to rejecting idolatrous be-
liefs, and the latter is regarding God’s command to Abraham to perform circumcision. Thus, 
man is “perfect with God” when he 1) rejects all imaginary beings (idolatry), and 2) subju-
gates his knowledge to God’s knowledge. When man accepts God as the sole authority on 
truth, following God alone, rejecting beliefs in all external deities or forces, and he subju-
gates his own thinking to God, man is then “perfect.”
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will suffer the same fate as one who already achieved his am-

bition. Thus, he can learn from his experience and how they 

affect him.

But there is another fate of man. That is, when someone has 

been prevented from his achievement by others. What often 

happens is that the victim eagerly awaits his enemy’s downfall, 

absorbed by fantasies of retribution. This too is a fate of man: 

the unresolved ambition due to its being prevented by an ag-

gressive foe, and its resulting mental state. 

 וְעוֹד רָאִיתִי תַחַת הַשָמֶש מְקוֹם הַמִשְפָט
שַע שָמָה הָרֶשַע וּמְקוֹם הַצֶדֶק שָמָה הָרָֽ

“And moreover I saw under the sun that in the place of 
judgment wickedness was there; and that in the place of 
righteousness, iniquity was there.” (3:16) 

Man’s desire for justice is not for justice per se. His motiva-

tion comes from the same desire for fame and lusts. Man seeks 

justice46 for the sake of receiving honor. And once he attains 

honor, his desire for justice falls the way.47 Seeking out a public 

office is for self-aggrandizement. King Solomon teaches here 

that there is no place where human corruption is absent.

46) I.e., positions of justice, like politicians, judges, etc. Positions that offer man fame and 
glory.
47) I.e., once he attains his position, he no longer needs his former platform as a justice de-
fender. Now he can indulge fame and glory, with no attention to defending truth and justice.
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 אָמַרְתִי אֲנִי בְלִבִי אֶת־הַצַדִיק וְאֶת־הָרָשָע
יִשְפֹט הָאֱלֹהִים כִי־עֵת לְכָל־חֵפֶץ וְעַל כָל

ם עֲשֶה שָֽ מַֽ הַֽ

“I said in my heart, God shall judge the righteous and 
the wicked; for there is a time there for every purpose 
and for every action there.” (3:17) 

While it’s true that there is no place where corruption doesn’t 

take place, nonetheless, God will judge both the righteous and 

the wicked.

אָדָם לְבָרָם   אָמַרְתִי אֲנִי בְלִבִי עַל־דִבְרַת בְנֵי הָֽ
ם      הָאֱלֹהִים וְלִרְאוֹת שְהֶם־בְהֵמָה הֵמָה לָהֶֽ

אָדָם וּמִקְרֶה הַבְהֵמָה וּמִקְרֶה נֵי־הָֽ  כִי מִקְרֶה בְֽ
 אֶחָד לָהֶם כְמוֹת זֶה כֵן מוֹת זֶה וְרוּחַ אֶחָד
אָדָם מִן־הַבְהֵמָה אָיִן כִי הַכֹל  לַכֹל וּמוֹתַר הָֽ
בֶל     הַכֹל הוֹלֵךְ אֶל־מָקוֹם אֶחָד הַכֹל הָיָה  הָֽ

ר     מִי יוֹדֵעַ רוּחַ עָפָֽ עָפָר וְהַכֹל שָב אֶל־הֶֽ  מִן־הֶֽ
עֹלָה הִיא לְמָעְלָה וְרוּחַ הַבְהֵמָה אָדָם הָֽ  בְנֵי הָֽ

רֶץ הַירֶֹדֶת הִיא לְמַטָה לָאָֽ

“I said in my heart concerning the sons of men, that God 
is testing them, that they might see that they are but 
beasts. For that which befalls the sons of men befalls 
beasts; one thing befalls them both, as the one dies, so 
dies the other. They have all one breath so that a man 
has no preeminence above a beast; for all is vanity. All 
go to one place; all are from the dust, and all turn to 
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dust again. Who knows that the spirit of man goes up-
ward, and the spirit of the beast goes downward to the 
earth?” (3:18-21)

Man feels that he’s chosen by God. This creates a sense of 

superiority (man chose God, or God chose man). This is a re-

ligious emotion. 

“...that they are but beasts.” This means that everything which 

man does can be reduced to his animal instincts. King Solo-

mon is emphasizing man’s innermost thoughts.

אֲשֶר יִשְמַח הָאָדָם   וְרָאִיתִי כִי אֵין טוֹב מֵֽ
עֲשָיו כִי־הוּא חֶלְקוֹ כִי מִי יְבִיאֶנּוּ לִרְאוֹת מַֽ  בְֽ

יו חֲרָֽ בְמֶה שֶיִהְיֶה אַֽ

“So I saw that there is nothing better, than that a man 
should rejoice in his work; for that is his portion; for 
who can bring him to see what shall be after him.” (3:22)

King Solomon concludes that all one has are his temporal 

enjoyments.48

48) As discussed above, man’s fantasies cause him concern over events after his death. But 
this is fantasy If man would live in reality alone, he could enjoy his work.
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רְאֶה אֶת־כָל־הָעֲשֻקִים אֲשֶר י אֲנִי וָאֶֽ  וְשַבְתִֽ
עֲשֻקִים  נַֽעֲשִים תַחַת הַשָמֶש וְהִנֵּה ׀ דִמְעַת הָֽ
שְקֵיהֶם כֹחַ וְאֵין לָהֶם  וְאֵין לָהֶם מְנַחֵם וּמִיַד עֹֽ
ם     וְשַבֵחַ אֲנִי אֶת־הַמֵתִים שֶכְבָר מֵתוּ  מְנַחֵֽ

נָה מִן־הַחַיִים אֲשֶר הֵמָה חַיִים עֲדֶֽ
 וְטוֹב מִשְנֵיהֶם אֵת אֲשֶר־עֲדֶן לאֹ הָיָה אֲשֶר
עֲשֶה הָרָע אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה א רָאָה אֶת־הַמַֽ לֹֽ

מֶש תַחַת הַשָֽ

“So I returned, and considered all the oppressions that 
are done under the sun; and behold the tears of such as 
were oppressed, and they had no comforter; and on the 
side of their oppressors there was power; but they had 
no comforter. So I praised the dead who are already 
dead more than the living who are still alive. And bet-
ter than both of them is he who has not yet been, who 
has not seen the evil work that is done under the sun.” 
(4:1-3)

“...already dead” means that man’s unconscious forces include 

a self-destructive component.49 But conscious instinctual forc-

es go against self-destruction. People want to stay alive based 

on an emotion for living and a fear of death. 

These verses are a natural conclusion from King Solomon’s 

dilemma. Death, or never being born solve life’s problems. 
49) “Already” perhaps indicating a leaning towards self-destruction, like one who is head-
ing in that direction. 
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What does oppression (4:1) have to do with this section? Ibn 

Ezra says that praising the dead is a follow-up on oppression. 

He addresses how man cannot tolerate oppression from man: 

man cries due to human oppression, but man can tolerate God’s 

oppression. Verse 4:4 answers this conflict. Man desires to im-

press others. This is a competitive emotion; he labors not sole-

ly to fulfill himself.50 This ties into the fantasy of immortality: 

being accepted by everyone, he feels that this will last. 

י אֲנִי אֶת־כָל־עָמָל וְאֵת כָל־כִשְרוֹן וְרָאִיתִֽ
רֵעֵהוּ גַם־זֶה עֲשֶה כִי הִיא קִנְאַת־אִיש מֵֽ מַֽ  הַֽ
 הֶבֶל וּרְעוּת רֽוּחַ     הַכְסִיל חֹבֵק אֶת־יָדָיו

 וְאֹכֵל אֶת־בְשָרֽוֹ

“And I saw that all labor, and every skill in work come 
from a man’s envy of his neighbor. This also is vanity 
and a stressful spirit. The fool folds his hands together 
and eats his own flesh.” (4:4,5)

King Solomon first describes the emotion of jealousy.51 The 

alternative is that a man “eats his own flesh.”52 This second indi-

vidual isn’t motivated by jealousy and ends up not accomplish-

ing anything. This attitude is a reaction to the first.53 Man’s 
50) Oppression is the condition when man is not accepted. Thus, man possesses a need for 
acceptance.
51) This ego emotion of competition drives man’s labors. 
52) One not motivated by jealousy will not work, and will become impoverished, i.e., “eat-
ing his own flesh”: metaphorically speaking as he has nothing else to eat. 
53) Meaning, his envy can lead to real work, or to folding his hands in resentment.
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nature is that he has too much energy that needs satisfaction. 

Seclusion and simplicity—“folding his hands” in abandonment 

of labor—to an extreme, will not provide essential needs and 

any satisfaction. Man ends up frustrated. Both dispositions are 

wrong. But the second one is worse.

טוֹב מְלאֹ כַף נָחַת
 מִמְלאֹ חָפְנַיִם עָמָל וּרְעוּת רֽוּחַ

“Better is a handful with quietness, than both hands 
full of labor and a stressful spirit.” (4:6)  

According to Ibn Ezra, these are the words of the fool54 

whose rejection of labor (quietness) results in only one handful 

of food [i.e., poverty].

מֶש אֶרְאֶה הֶבֶל תַחַת הַשָֽ וְשַבְתִי אֲנִי וָֽ
ין־לוֹ וְאֵין קֵץ  יֵש אֶחָד וְאֵין שֵנִי גַם בֵן וָאָח אֵֽ
 לְכָל־עֲמָלוֹ גַם־עֵינֹיו ]עֵינוֹ[ לאֹ־תִשְבַע עֹשֶר

וּלְמִי ׀ אֲנִי עָמֵל וּמְחַסֵר אֶת־נַפְשִי מִטוֹבָה גַם־
זֶה הֶבֶל וְעִנְיַן רָע הֽוּא

“Then I returned, and I saw vanity under the sun. 
There is a man alone, without a companion; he neither 
has son nor brother; yet there is no end of all his labor; 
nor is his eye satisfied with riches. ‘For whom do I la-
bor, and bereave my soul of good?’ This also is vanity, 
indeed it is an evil matter.” (4:7,8)

54) The fool wants ease, he is lazy. He does not exert himself, so he has nothing.
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“There is a man alone, without a companion.”  Some try to 

live as a loner. However, being alone, one cannot accomplish: 

“there is no end of all his labor.”  This verse rejects individualism. 

“For whom do I labor?” describes the emotion to benefit others, 

which here goes unfulfilled.

The reason for the redundancy of “alone, without a compan-

ion” is this: not only do people have the one emotion of being 

individualistic, but that emotion includes another emotion: to 

exclude others from one’s life. The “aloneness” is for the pur-

pose of “without a companion.”

Rashi explains this idea of two being better than one. This 

extends to learning, where two are better than one. This also 

extends to social relationships, marriage, etc. 

אֶחָד הַשְנַיִם יַֽעַמְדוּ נֶגְדוֹ ם־יִתְקְפוֹ הָֽ וְאִֽ
ק מְשֻלָש לאֹ בִמְהֵרָה יִנָּתֵֽ וְהַחוּט הַֽ

“And if one prevail against him, two shall withstand 
him; a threefold cord is not quickly broken.” (4:12) 

Why are three better than two? The dynamics of two people 

engaged in study are such, that there still exists an undercur-

rent of “my idea against his idea.” It’s me against him. But with 

three, one is not pitted up against another. It is not a personal 

one-on-one matter.  In Torah study (Rashi) objectivity is man-

datory, but is found less when only two people study.
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 טוֹב יֶלֶד מִסְכֵן וְחָכָם מִמֶלֶךְ זָקֵן וּכְסִיל אֲשֶר
סוּרִים יָצָא י־מִבֵית הָֽ א־יָדַע לְהִזָהֵר עֽוֹד     כִֽ  לֹֽ

ש     רָאִיתִי  לִמְלֹךְ כִי גַם בְמַלְכוּתוֹ נוֹלַד רָֽ
מְהַלְכִים תַחַת הַשָמֶש עִם  אֶת־כָל־הַחַיִים הַֽ
ין־קֵץ יו     אֵֽ  הַיֶלֶד הַשֵנִי אֲשֶר יַֽעֲמדֹ תַחְתָֽ

לְכָל־הָעָם לְכֹל אֲשֶר־הָיָה לִפְנֵיהֶם גַם
י־גַם־זֶה הֶבֶל חֲרוֹנִים לאֹ יִשְמְחוּ־בוֹ כִֽ אַֽ  הָֽ

וְרַעְיוֹן רֽוּחַ

“Better is a poor and wise child55 than an old and foolish 
king, who no longer knows how to take care of himself. 
For out of prison he comes to reign; for in his own king-
dom he was born poor. I saw all the living who walk 
under the sun, with the second child that shall stand up 
in his stead. There is no end of all the people, even of 
all who have been before them; yet they who come after 
shall not rejoice in him. This also is vanity and a stress-
ful spirit.” (4:13-16) 

“Better is a poor and wise child than an old and foolish king” re-

fers to Joseph and Pharaoh. At first, the masses viewed Joseph 

as a nobody. And even after Joseph established himself, people 

didn’t recognize him, other than for being in the public eye. 

But Joseph was better off even while in jail because he had the 

55) Rashi learns this to be a reference to the Yetzer Hatove, the intellect. Ibn Ezra says this 
refers to a child because a child doesn’t yet have the ego. He asks out of pure inquisitiveness.
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potential.56 The reason people valued him was because once he 

became successful, they saw his greatness. But this was due 

only to his accidental feature of holding a high position.

When it says people walked with the child, it means they 

still didn’t recognize him. In 4:16, “yet they who come after shall 

not rejoice in him,” means that even when he becomes king, he 

is not recognized due to his wisdom, but rather, due to his ce-

lebrity status. 

This depicts the false idea of royalty or society’s elite. This 

phenomenon is nonsense. For who would think of giving honor 

to a lad? When he gets older, society suddenly endows him 

with great importance. Thus, the masses are in a contradiction. 

If on the one hand the child has inherent royalty, even during 

youth the people should show him honor. But they don’t. And 

if there is nothing given to him at youth, why honor him as an 

adult?

SPEECH

אֲשֶר תֵלֵךְ אֶל־בֵית  שְמרֹ רַגְלְיךָ ]רַגְלְךָ[ כַֽ
 הָאֱלֹהִים וְקָרוֹב לִשְמעַֹ מִתֵת הַכְסִילִים זָבַח
ע    אַל־תְבַהֵל עֲשוֹת רָֽ י־אֵינָם יֽוֹדְעִים לַֽ  כִֽ

56) An inherent and independent value, as opposed to the dependent value attributed by the 
public due to his famed position.
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 עַל־פִיךָ וְלִבְךָ אַל־יְמַהֵר לְהוֹצִיא דָבָר לִפְנֵי
 הָאֱלֹהִים כִי הָאֱלֹהִים בַשָמַיִם וְאַתָה עַל־הָאָרֶץ
חֲלוֹם ים      כִי בָא הַֽ הְיוּ דְבָרֶיךָ מְעַטִֽ ל־כֵן יִֽ  עַֽ
אֲשֶר ים      כַֽ  בְרבֹ עִנְיָן וְקוֹל כְסִיל בְרבֹ דְבָרִֽ
אלֹהִים אַל־תְאַחֵר לְשַלְמוֹ כִי אֵין  תִדרֹ נֶדֶר לֵֽ

ם חֵפֶץ בַכְסִילִים אֵת אֲשֶר־תִדרֹ שַלֵֽ
ם א־תִדרֹ מִשֶתִדוֹר וְלאֹ תְשַלֵֽ      טוֹב אֲשֶר לֹֽ
חֲטִיא אֶת־בְשָרֶךָ וְאַל־ אַל־תִתֵן אֶת־פִיךָ לַֽ

 תֹאמַר לִפְנֵי הַמַלְאָךְ כִי שְגָגָה הִיא לָמָה יִקְצףֹ
יךָ עֲשֵה יָדֶֽ אֱלֹהִים עַל־קוֹלֶךָ וְחִבֵל אֶת־מַֽ      הָֽ

הֲבָלִים וּדְבָרִים הַרְבֵה כִי אֶת־ כִי בְרבֹ חֲלֹמוֹת וַֽ
א הָאֱלֹהִים יְרָֽ

“Guard your foot when you go to the house of God; to get 
near to listen is better than to give the sacrifice of fools; 
for they consider not that they do evil. Be not rash with 
your mouth, and let not your heart be hasty to utter any 
thing before God; for God is in heaven, and you are 
on earth; therefore let your words be few. For a dream 
comes through a multitude of business; and a fool’s voice 
is known by a multitude of words. When you vow a 
vow to God, defer not to pay it; for He has no pleasure 
in fools; pay what you have vowed. It is better that you 
should not vow, than that you should vow and not pay. Do 
not allow your mouth to cause your flesh to sin; and do not 
say before the angel, that it was an error; why should God 
be angry at your voice, and destroy the work of your hands? 
For in the multitude of dreams and many words there are 
also many vanities; but you, fear God.” (4:17-5:6)
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The difference between a fool and a chocham (wise man) 

is that the fool intersperses his fantasies in his words...in his 
“multitude of words.”   

“...and you are on earth; therefore let your words be few.”  As 

man is physical in nature (on Earth), he is irrational to an ex-

tent. Therefore, man is advised to minimize his words so as not 

to speak too much irrational talk.

Why is a vow mentioned here? One might think that perhaps 

it is true. When one normally talks, he can say foolish things. 

But when making a vow, [he feels] it is coming from a differ-

ent part of his nature57 and therefore he will be able to keep 

it. However, one is better off not making a vow, “than that you 

should vow and not pay.”  This means one must not overestimate 

his power of keeping a vow. Maybe he cannot fulfill his words.

“Do not allow your mouth to cause your flesh to sin; and do not 
say, before the angel, that it was an error; why should God be an-

gry at your voice, and destroy the work of your hands? (5:5)”  This 

verse deals with the natural result of living this way.

“For in the multitude of dreams and many words there are also 

many vanities; but you, fear God (5:67).” Amidst the fantasies of 

life, one should try to maintain himself on the right track.

57) One might think by making a vow, he endows himself with added capacity to keep his 
word, than without making the vow.
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אִם־עֹשֶק רָש וְגֵזֶל מִשְפָט וָצֶדֶק תִרְאֶה
בַמְדִינָה אַל־תִתְמַהּ עַל־הַחֵפֶץ

ם כִי גָבֹהַּ מֵעַל גָבֹהַּ שֹמֵר וּגְבֹהִים עֲלֵיהֶֽ

“If you see the oppression of the poor, and the violent 
perverting of judgment and justice in a province, do 
not be amazed by it; for higher than the higher watches; 
and there are yet higher over them.” (5:7) 58

The verse addresses59 man’s nature in reference to evils and 

injustices. Man wishes reality to conform to his subjective 

feelings of justice. However, God’s system of justice doesn’t 

match man’s feeling of how God should mete out justice. The 

phrase “ higher than high” means that there are set laws and con-

siderations—“above” man’s understanding—determining how 

the Hashgacha (God’s providence) relates to man.

58) Sforno explains “ higher than higher” refers to God who is higher than the city’s judges. 
“Higher over them” refers to matters higher than the justice deserved by the corrupt judges. 
Meaning, although evil officers deserve punishment, other considerations like maintain-
ing a city’s order may require God to delay punishing the officials. Rashi says “ higher than 
higher” refers to God’s messengers or angels whom God deploys to carry out justice over 
the city’s corrupt officials. The lesson: although we may not see the justice we desire to see, 
God has a system in place (angels) that the officials cannot escape, as the angels are higher. 
God also decides the timing. 
59) This verse is a response to man’s question on apparent injustices. Man must not assume 
he possesses all knowledge as does God, so as to lodge a complaint against God’s methods 
of justice.
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RICH & POOR

ד וְיִתְרוֹן אֶרֶץ בַכֹל היא ]הוּא[ מֶלֶךְ לְשָדֶה נֶעֱבָֽ

“And over all things land is more vital; for even a King 
must work the field.” (5:8)

No matter how much a person has risen, he must realize that 

he always remains dependent upon certain things.60

א־יִשְבַע כֶסֶף אֹהֵב כֶסֶף לֹֽ
בֶל הָמוֹן לאֹ תְבוּאָה גַם־זֶה הָֽ י־אֹהֵב בֶֽ וּמִֽ

“He who loves silver shall not be satisfied with silver; 
and he who loves the masses and not grain; this also is 
vanity.” (5:9) 61

The reason one cannot be satisfied with silver is because it is 

only a replacement for food. Food provides satiety, but silver 

cannot because it is removed from the real pleasure.

A psychologist once said that people cannot be happy with 

money (silver) because there is no instinct for money. This 

means that since there is no innate desire for money, there is 

no place in the psyche for satisfaction. In order to be happy or 

satisfied from something, there must be a loss or a need in the 

person for that thing. But man’s base drives do not include the 

60) This truth must reduce man’s projection of greatness onto the elite, for even kings are 
dependent beings and must eat.
61) Ibn Ezra explains: “one who loves masses” as one who acquires many servants so as to have 
the people before him.
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emotion for the accumulation of wealth. Rashi equates the ac-

cumulation of knowledge to this same emotion.

בִרְבוֹת הַטוֹבָה רַבוּ אֽוֹכְלֶיהָ וּמַה־כִשְרוֹן
 לִבְעָלֶיהָ כִי אִם־רְאית ]רְאוּת[ עֵינָֽיו

“When goods increase, they who eat them are increased; 
and what good is there to its owners, saving the behold-
ing of them with their eyes?” (5:10)

The only thing a rich man derives from his riches is fame, 

i.e., appearances. He is better off to maintain anonymity [forgo 

the fame]  and avoid the trouble of others seeking his wealth 

at all times.

עֹבֵד אִם־מְעַט וְאִם־הַרְבֵה   מְתוּקָה שְנַת הָֽ
עָשִיר אֵינֶנּוּ מַנִּיחַֽ לוֹ לִישֽוֹן יאֹכֵל וְהַשָבָע לֶֽ

“The sleep of a laboring man is sweet, whether he eats 
little or much; but the abundance of the rich will not let 
him sleep.” (5.:11) 

Due to his preoccupation with his work, the rich man does 

not enjoy the pleasure of a good night’s sleep.62 

62) Another breakdown of the desire for wealth is that the rich man cannot enjoy one of the 
most basic pleasures. People desire wealth based on what their fantasies tell them they can 
purchase, or the associated fame they might receive. King Solomon reveals a few primary 
sacrifices a rich man makes, thereby advising the reader to question the chase for wealth.
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אָדָם לְפִיהוּ וְגַם־הַנֶּפֶש לאֹ תִמָלֵֽא  כָל־עֲמַל הָֽ

“All the labor of man is for his mouth, and yet the ap-
petite is not filled.” (6:7) 

His mouth refers to the instincts. Thus, man labors to satisfy 

his desires, but his soul isn’t satisfied.63

ן־הַכְסִיל חָכָם מִֽ כִי מַה־יוֹתֵר לֶֽ
ים חַיִֽ הֲלֹךְ נֶגֶד הַֽ עָנִי יוֹדֵעַ לַֽ מַה־לֶֽ

הֲלָךְ־נָפֶש גַם־זֶה הֶבֶל  טוֹב מַרְאֵה עֵינַיִם מֵֽ
וּרְעוּת רֽוּחַ

“For what advantage has the wise man over the fool? 
What has the poor man who knows how to walk among 
the living? Better is the sight of the eyes than the wan-
dering of the desire; this also is vanity and a stressful 
spirit.” (6:8,9) 

Ani is the insignificant person. Why should the one in the 

ani framework go after the wrong way of life? But it shouldn’t 

bother him to live while society puts him down. King Solomon 

means that people want to be recognized by others, “Better is 

the sight of the eyes.” A person seeks this to a great degree. The 

futility here is that although man recognizes truths, he prefers 

to follow actions that will achieve the recognition of others.

63) This was explained above (1:7); “All the rivers flow to the sea, but the sea is not full.”
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ית־אֵבֶל מִלֶכֶת אֶל־בֵית  טוֹב לָלֶכֶת אֶל־בֵֽ
אֲשֶר הוּא סוֹף כָל־הָאָדָם וְהַחַי יִתֵן  מִשְתֶה בַֽ

אֶל־לִבֽוֹ

“It is better to go to the house of mourning, than to go to 
the house of feasting for that is the end of all men, and 
the living will lay it to his heart.” (7:2)

The first thing needed for a person to be happy is to envision 

his death as a reality, like any other reality. Man must realize 

that all the fantasies of mankind are just that: fantasies.

THE PSYCHE & PERFECTION

י־בְרעַֹ פָנִים יִיטַב לֵֽב טוֹב כַעַס מִשְחוֹק כִֽ

“Anger is better than laughter; for by the sadness of the 
countenance, the heart is made better.” (7:3) 

Ibn Ezra comments:

“It is known that when man’s instincts are strength-
ened, the intelligence becomes weak and has no power to 
stand before it, for the body and all64 instincts strength-

64) Perhaps indicating Rabbi Chait’s lesson that when one instinct is aroused, this in turn 
arouses all other instincts to seek their respective satisfactions. Rabbi Chait proved this 
point from the incident of the Gold Calf. Once the Jews engaged in the idolatrous emotion, 
they also sought to satisfy their carnal desires, as the verse states, “They arose to make merry 
(Exod. 32:6)”—illicit sexual activities (Rashi). Here too, Ibn Ezra says when the instincts are 
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en the instincts. Therefore, one who indulges in eating 
and drinking will never become wise. [But] when one 
joins the intelligence with one’s ego, one may succeed 
over the instincts. Then, the eyes of the intelligence are 
opened a small degree and one is enabled to understand 
physical science. However he cannot [yet] understand 
the higher areas of wisdom due to the power of the ego 
which strives for power; and it is that ego which creates 
anger. And after the intelligence reigns over the base 
drives via the assistance of the ego, the intelligence re-
quires to be immersed in wisdom, that it will strengthen 
it, until the intelligence succeeds over the ego, and the 
ego is now subjugated to the intelligence (7:3).”

Ibn Ezra teaches, when joining forces, the ego and the intel-

lect can control the instincts.65  [The person will create an in-

telligent plan to manifest a respected self-image by refraining 

from base instincts that would generate public disdain. In this 

manner, he has gained control over the instincts.] But he must 

then work to eliminate his egoistical goals for power. This is 

achieved through immersion in wisdom.

The idea of “anger being better than laughter” means it is better 

strengthened, “the body and all instincts strengthen the instincts.”
65) Ruling over our instincts enables our pursuit of wisdom. This enables man to engage the 
intellect without distraction of emotional lures. Rabbi Chait explained that when we control 
our emotions to be equidistant from both poles (viz., not too miserly or too spendthrifty) the 
self (the ego) has neutralized the pull of that emotional spectrum. This works in any emo-
tional spectrum, such as not acting with too much courage or shyness, too much morbidity 
or humor, or too hastily or passively. Maimonides teaches (Hilchos Dayos, chap. I) that by go-
ing to the opposite extreme temporarily, each person has the ability to work with his specific 
natural leanings to†neutralize the emotional pole weighing on him. A lazy person should 
therefore engage in extreme acts of zeal, until he arrives equidistant from either pole. He is 
then free of the pull of both poles in that emotional spectrum, with neither pole drawing him, 
enabling his intellect freedom to act in line with God’s will.
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to be involved in the ego which “gives birth to anger”, than to 

be under the sway of the instincts, the emotions. Now, once the 

emotions are controlled by the ego-intellect combination, the 

ego must be conquered through immersion in wisdom.

Rashi (1:12) shows the progression of removing one’s self 

from the feeling of power. He says King Solomon was King 

over the world, afterwards only over Israel, after that only over 

Jerusalem, and finally King over his staff alone. This midrash 

means King Solomon slowly removed himself from the emo-

tion of power until he reigned only over his staff. But why only 

over his staff? He should really reach to the extreme saying 

he wasn’t King at all, as this would show the total removal of 

the emotion. However, “staff” means he was finally King over 

himself. He made the decision to conquer his emotions. 

The ruling part of man requires knowledge. As he gains wis-

dom, it grasps hold of him. Once he is overcome by the love of 

wisdom, he will abandon his power drive (ego) and he will care 

only for wisdom. Striving for power will lose all of its appeal.

Koheles’ ego is the “self,” that part which one views as the 

“me.” And this self changes with man’s perfection. As man 

moves toward wisdom, this affects the person. 

We realize, metaphysics and psychology aren’t separate. The 

psyche is affected by perfection of the soul.
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INTELLIGENCE

Human intelligence is limited by sight. But even this isn’t ac-

curate because solid matter, as we see it, is truly mostly space 

[between atoms and molecules]. The way we see is via light 

reflecting off of objects into our eyes.

 

What do the Rabbis mean by “ light was set aside for the righ-

teous people in the Messianic Era?” 66 We stated, light is the 

means for perception. Thus, a new “light” will be a new form 

of perception which will be made available for people living 

the correct life, and they will be able to use it for the sake 

of perfection. The reason why it wasn’t given originally was 

because the wicked people would use this knowledge for their 

own schemes. We see this expressed by superpowers that har-

ness present-day knowledge for harm. How much more harm 

would occur if more knowledge was made available?

The Rabbis are teaching us that our senses fall short of be-

ing able to perceive the physical world perfectly. Our minds 

can make use of more knowledge if we had it. But our physical 

composition doesn’t allow us to perceive reality as it really is.

66) Rashi, Gen. 1:4
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INDEPENDENCEִ

“Her hands are fetters; who-ever pleases God shall 
escape from her; but the sinner shall be caught by 
her.” (7:26)

King Solomon wants to know the cause of evil. Rashi says 

this refers to is an apostate. Ibn Ezra says it refers to love 

where man’s ego is placed upon another. His energies are 

directed toward his love object. His self-esteem comes from 

the love object. "Death being better" means that for a 

chocham, if everything he does depends on his mate, he is 

not secure about himself and cannot function. The Torah is 

against the type of love in which one of the mates is totally 

dependent upon the other. Therefore, King Solomon’s 

lesson is that ego depletion is the worst state. Advertising 

works with this same principle, viz., “You are worthless 

without this object.”



100

K O H E L E S

מְרָה קֹהֶלֶת אַחַת לְאַחַת  רְאֵה זֶה מָצָאתִי אָֽ
לִמְצאֹ חֶשְבֽוֹן

“Behold, this have I found, said Koheles, counting one 
thing to another to find out the sum.” (7:27)

In order to gain knowledge, cheshbon, one must put together 

information piece by piece. A truly free investigation is one in 

which the person is not seeking an anticipated conclusion. 

The person must be independent.

67) Gen. 3:16
68) Kiddushin 80b, Sabbath 33b



101

GOOD & EVIL

 שוֹמֵר מִצְוָה לאֹ יֵדַע דָבָר רָע וְעֵת וּמִשְפָט
ם      כִי לְכָל־חֵפֶץ יֵש עֵת וּמִשְפָט  יֵדַע לֵב חָכָֽ

י־אֵינֶנּוּ ידֵֹעַ יו      כִֽ י־רָעַת הָאָדָם רַבָה עָלָֽ  כִֽ
הְיֶה מִי יַגִיד לֽוֹ אֲשֶר יִֽ הְיֶה כִי כַֽ מַה־שֶיִֽ

 אֵין אָדָם שַלִיט בָרוּחַ לִכְלוֹא אֶת־הָרוּחַ וְאֵין 
 שִלְטוֹן בְיוֹם הַמָוֶת וְאֵין מִשְלַחַת בַמִלְחָמָה
יו      אֶת־כָל־זֶה א־יְמַלֵט רֶשַע אֶת־בְעָלָֽ  וְלֹֽ

עֲשֶה אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה ל־מַֽ  רָאִיתִי וְנָתוֹן אֶת־לִבִי לְכָֽ
אָדָם בְאָדָם  תַחַת הַשָמֶש עֵת אֲשֶר שָלַט הָֽ
 לְרַע לֽוֹ      וּבְכֵן רָאִיתִי רְשָעִים קְבֻרִים וָבָאוּ
 וּמִמְקוֹם קָדוֹש יְהַלֵכוּ וְיִשְתַכְחוּ בָעִיר אֲשֶר

בֶל      אֲשֶר אֵין־נַֽעֲשָה פִתְגָם  כֵן־עָשוּ גַם־זֶה הָֽ
נֵי־ רָעָה מְהֵרָה עַל־כֵן מָלֵא לֵב בְֽ עֲשֵה הָֽ מַֽ

ע עֲשוֹת רָֽ אָדָם בָהֶם לַֽ  הָֽ
אֲרִיךְ לוֹ כִי   אֲשֶר חֹטֶא עֹשֶה רָע מְאַת וּמַֽ

הְיֶה־טוֹב לְיִרְאֵי הָאֱלֹהִים  גַם־יוֹדֵעַ אָנִי אֲשֶר יִֽ
רָשָע הְיֶה לָֽ א־יִֽ ירְאוּ מִלְפָנָֽיו      וְטוֹב לֹֽ  אֲשֶר יִֽ
א־יַֽאֲרִיךְ יָמִים כַצֵל אֲשֶר אֵינֶנּוּ יָרֵא מִלִפְנֵי  וְלֹֽ
ים      יֶש־הֶבֶל אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה עַל־הָאָרֶץ  אֱלֹהִֽ

עֲשֵה  אֲשֶר ׀ יֵש צַדִיקִים אֲשֶר מַגִיעַ אֲלֵהֶם כְמַֽ
עֲשֵה רְשָעִים וְיֵש רְשָעִים שֶמַגִיעַ אֲלֵהֶם כְמַֽ  הָֽ
י בֶל       וְשִבַחְתִֽ  הַצַדִיקִים אָמַרְתִי שֶגַם־זֶה הָֽ
אָדָם תַחַת ין־טוֹב לָֽ  אֲנִי אֶת־הַשִמְחָה אֲשֶר אֵֽ
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 הַשֶמֶש כִי אִם־לֶאֱכֹל וְלִשְתוֹת וְלִשְמוֹחַ וְהוּא
עֲמָלוֹ יְמֵי חַיָיו אֲשֶר־נָֽתַן־לוֹ הָאֱלֹהִים  יִלְוֶנּוּ בַֽ

אֲשֶר נָתַתִי אֶת־לִבִי לָדַעַת מֶש      כַֽ  תַחַת הַשָֽ
חָכְמָה וְלִרְאוֹת אֶת־הָעִנְיָן אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה עַל־
 הָאָרֶץ כִי גַם בַיוֹם וּבַלַיְלָה שֵנָה בְעֵינָיו אֵינֶנּוּ
עֲשֵה הָאֱלֹהִים כִי ה      וְרָאִיתִי אֶת־כָל־מַֽ  ראֶֹֽ
עֲשֶה אֲשֶר מַֽ  לאֹ יוּכַל הָאָדָם לִמְצוֹא אֶת־הַֽ

חַת־הַשֶמֶש בְשֶל אֲשֶר יַֽעֲמלֹ הָאָדָם  נַֽעֲשָה תַֽ
חָכָם לָדַעַת  לְבַקֵש וְלאֹ יִמְצָא וְגַם אִם־יאֹמַר הֶֽ

א  לאֹ יוּכַל לִמְצֹֽ

כִי אֶת־כָל־זֶה נָתַתִי אֶל־לִבִי וְלָבוּר אֶת־כָל־
עֲבָדֵיהֶם בְיַד חֲכָמִים וַֽ  זֶה אֲשֶר הַצַדִיקִים וְהַֽ

אָדָם הֲבָה גַם־שִנְאָה אֵין יוֹדֵעַ הָֽ  הָאֱלֹהִים גַם־אַֽ
אֲשֶר לַכֹל מִקְרֶה אֶחָד ם      הַכֹל כַֽ  הַכֹל לִפְנֵיהֶֽ
 לַצַדִיק וְלָרָשָע לַטוֹב וְלַטָהוֹר וְלַטָמֵא וְלַזבֵֹחַ

אֲשֶר חֹטֶא הַנִּשְבָע כַֽ אֲשֶר אֵינֶנּוּ זבֵֹחַ כַטוֹב כַֽ  וְלַֽ
ר־נַֽעֲשָה א      זֶה ׀ רָע בְכֹל אֲשֶֽ  שְבוּעָה יָרֵֽ
י־מִקְרֶה אֶחָד לַכֹל וְגַם לֵב  תַחַת הַשֶמֶש כִֽ

לֵא־רָע וְהֽוֹלֵלוֹת בִלְבָבָם בְחַיֵיהֶם נֵי־הָאָדָם מָֽ  בְֽ
ים       כִי־מִי אֲשֶר יְבֻחַר חֲרָיו אֶל־הַמֵתִֽ  וְאַֽ

י־לְכֶלֶב חַי חַיִים יֵש בִטָחוֹן כִֽ  ]יְחֻבַר[ אֶל כָל־הַֽ
ת אַרְיֵה הַמֵֽ הוּא טוֹב מִן־הָֽ

חַיִים יֽוֹדְעִים שֶיָמֻתוּ וְהַמֵתִים אֵינָם יֽוֹדְעִים  כִי הַֽ
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ם ין־עוֹד לָהֶם שָכָר כִי נִשְכַח זִכְרָֽ מְאוּמָה וְאֵֽ
הֲבָתָם גַם־שִנְאָתָם גַם־קִנְאָתָם כְבָר   גַם אַֽ

ר־ ין־לָהֶם עוֹד לְעוֹלָם בְכֹל אֲשֶֽ אָבָדָה וְחֵלֶק אֵֽ
מֶש      לֵךְ אֱכֹל בְשִמְחָה  נַֽעֲשָה תַחַת הַשָֽ
 לַחְמֶךָ וּשֲתֵה בְלֶב־טוֹב יֵינֶךָ כִי כְבָר רָצָה

יךָ      בְכָל־עֵת יִהְיוּ בְגָדֶיךָ עֲשֶֽ  הָאֱלֹהִים אֶת־מַֽ
ר לְבָנִים וְשֶמֶן עַל־ראֹשְךָ אַל־יֶחְסָֽ

 רְאֵה חַיִים עִם־אִשָה אֲשֶר־אָהַבְתָ כָל־יְמֵי 
 חַיֵי הֶבְלֶךָ אֲשֶר נָֽתַן־לְךָ תַחַת הַשֶמֶש כֹל יְמֵי
עֲמָלְךָ אֲשֶר־ חַיִים וּבַֽ הֶבְלֶךָ כִי הוּא חֶלְקְךָ בַֽ

מֶש      כֹל אֲשֶר תִמְצָא  אַתָה עָמֵל תַחַת הַשָֽ
עֲשֶה חֲךָ עֲשֵה כִי אֵין מַֽ עֲשוֹת בְכֹֽ יָֽדְךָ לַֽ

 וְחֶשְבוֹן וְדַעַת וְחָכְמָה בִשְאוֹל אֲשֶר אַתָה הֹלֵךְ
חַת־הַשֶמֶש כִי לאֹ מָה       שַבְתִי וְרָאֹה תַֽ  שָֽ
 לַקַלִים הַמֵרוֹץ וְלאֹ לַגִבוֹרִים הַמִלְחָמָה וְגַם
חֲכָמִים לֶחֶם וְגַם לאֹ לַנְּבֹנִים עֹשֶר וְגַם  לאֹ לַֽ

ם כִי דְעִים חֵן כִי־עֵת וָפֶגַע יִקְרֶה אֶת־כֻלָֽ  לאֹ לַיֹֽ
אָדָם אֶת־עִתוֹ כַדָגִים שֶנֶּֽאֱחָזִים א־יֵדַע הָֽ  גַם לֹֽ
אֲחֻזוֹת בַפָח כָהֵם  בִמְצוֹדָה רָעָה וְכַצִפֳרִים הָֽ

אָדָם לְעֵת רָעָה כְשֶתִפוֹל עֲלֵיהֶם  יֽוּקָשִים בְנֵי הָֽ
ם      גַם־זהֹ רָאִיתִי חָכְמָה תַחַת הַשָמֶש  פִתְאֹֽ

י וּגְדוֹלָה הִיא אֵלָֽ
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Chapter 8
5. “Whoever keeps the commandment shall feel no evil thing; 
and a wise man’s heart discerns both time and judgment.
6. Because to every purpose there is time and judgment, 
though the misery of man is great upon him.
7. For he knows not that which shall be; for who can tell him 
when it shall be?
8. There is no man who has power over the wind to retain 
the wind; nor has he authority over the day of death; and 
there is no discharge in that war; nor shall wickedness de-
liver those who are given to it.
9. All this have I seen, and gave my heart to every work that 
is done under the sun; there is a time when one man rules 
over another to his own hurt.
10. And so I saw the wicked buried, who had come and 
gone from the holy place, and they were forgotten in the city 
where they had so done; this also is vanity.
11. Because sentence against an evil work is not executed 
speedily, the heart of the sons of men is fully set in them to 
do evil.
12. Though a sinner does evil one hundred times, and his 
days are prolonged, yet surely I know that it shall be well 
with those who fear God, who fear before him;
13. But it shall not be well with the wicked, nor shall he 
prolong his days, which are like a shadow; because he does 
not fear before God.
14. There is a vanity which is done upon the earth; that 
there are just men, to whom it happens according to the 
deeds of the wicked; again, there are wicked men, to whom 
it happens according to the deeds of the righteous; I said 
that this also is vanity.
15. And I commended mirth, because a man has no better 
thing under the sun, than to eat, and to drink, and to be 
merry; for this will go with him in his labor during the 
days of his life, which God gives him under the sun.
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16. When I gave my heart to know wisdom, and to see the 
business that is done upon the earth; for neither by day nor by 
night one’s eyes see sleep.
17. And I saw all the work of God, for a man cannot find out 
the work that is done under the sun; because though a man 
would labor to seek it out, yet he shall not find it;  and also if a 
wise man claims to know it, yet shall he not be able to find it.”

Chapter 9
1. “For all this I laid to my heart, and sought to clarify all 
this, that the righteous, and the wise, and their deeds, are in 
the hand of God; no man knows whether it is love or hatred; 
all is before them.
2. All things come alike to all; there is one event to the righ-
teous, and to the wicked; to the good and to the pure, and 
to the impure; to him who sacrifices, and to him who does 
not sacrifice; as is the good man, so is the sinner; and he who 
swears as he who shuns an oath.
3. This is an evil among all things that are done under the 
sun, that there is one event to all; also the heart of the sons of 
men is full of evil, and madness is in their heart while they 
live, and after that they go to the dead.
4. For to him who is joined to all the living there is hope; for 
a living dog is better than a dead lion.
5. For the living know that they shall die; but the dead know 
nothing, nor do they have a reward any more; for the memo-
ry of them is forgotten.
6. Also their love, and their hatred, and their envy is now 
perished; nor have they any more a portion forever in any 
thing that is done under the sun.
7. Go your way, eat your bread with joy, and drink your 
wine with a merry heart; for God has already accepted your 
works.
8. Let your garments be always white; and let your head lack 
no oil.
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9. Live joyfully with the wife whom you love all the days 
of the life of your vanity, which he has given you under the 
sun, all the days of your vanity; for that is your portion in 
life, and in your labor in which you labor under the sun.
10. Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your 
strength; for there is no work, nor scheme, nor knowledge, 
nor wisdom, in the grave to which you are going.
11. I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to 
the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor yet bread to the 
wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favor 
to men of skill; but time and chance happens to them all.
12. For man also does not know his time; like the fishes that 
are taken in an evil net, and like the birds that are caught 
in the trap; so are the sons of men snared in an evil time, 
when it falls suddenly upon them.
13. This wisdom have I seen also under the sun, and it 
seemed great unto me (8:5-9:13).” 

Evil, is an attitude to change reality to conform to one’s emo-

tions. Here King Solomon identifies the cause of evil. 

8:12 contradicts 8:14. 8:12 reads, “yet surely I know that it shall 

be well with those who fear God, who fear before him.” While in 

8:14, we read, “...there are just men, to whom it happens according 
to the deeds of the wicked; again, there are wicked men, to whom 

it happens according to the deeds of the righteous...” Another ques-

tion is based on “Because to every purpose there is time and judg-

ment (8:6).”  What does “time and judgment” have to do with 

doing the mitzvah (8:5)? 
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On verse 8:6 Ibn Ezra says that a wise man doesn’t wage 

war against one who is enjoying a successful hour. This means 

that an individual has good intuition in certain matters and 

will be successful.69 The Gemara says that one should go into 

business with one who is successful. But what is the idea that 

a wise man knows that there are times of success for people? 

This means that a wise man doesn’t overestimate himself. He 

realizes that reality won’t change for him. So he deals with the 

situation as it is. But when someone is oppressing him, he will 

make a move against him when he slips up. He doesn’t sit back 

and wait for God to step in (eventually He will in time). He 

waits for the slip-up, and then moves in.

“For he knows not that which shall be; for who can tell him when 

it shall be?” (8:7) The wicked man, the rasha, doesn’t think. He 

desires, and acts. He doesn’t evaluate the results ensuing from 

his actions. The wise man anticipates. Here the verse says that 

even when it happens, “ for who can tell him,” the rasha doesn’t 

even know, and he won’t see the tragedy even when it’s right 

in front of him.70 The reason for this is since he is functioning 

with his emotions, he has nothing with which to investigate his 

actions. His mind is disengaged.71

69) Therefore, the wise man will not try to fight this reality.
70) He won’t know that the tragedy is a punishment from Hashem. He attributes it to some 
other variable. 
71) And therefore, he is outside the framework in which answers can be found. 
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Verse 8:8 literally states that one has no power over his day of 

death. “...there is a time when one man rules over another to his own 

hurt (8:9)” is another manifestation of situations in which one 

must realize that he has no control over the situation.

On verse 8:10 Rashi comments, “I saw wicked people who came 
from another place and they came into the Temple and took it over. 
And they went home and were praised in the city from which they 
came concerning that which they did in the Temple. The Rabbis say 

that you shouldn’t read ּוְיִשְתַכְחו (and they were forgotten) rather 

read the word ּוְיִשְתַבְחו meaning they will be praised and finally 

forgotten.” Rashi means that the praise these evildoers received 

displayed that their townspeople valued their conquest of the 

Temple. Praise is given for that which is valued. So even though 

their actions were wicked, when there is success, people identify 

it with justice and they offer praise. This ties in with verse 8:12 

concerning the idea that the evil person does not anticipate his 

downfall. Here too, the people of the town are convinced this 

is a good and they can’t see the fault in it. Furthermore, we see 

that people succumb to the vulnerability of being drawn in to a 

faddish success. The “now” of this event is quite alluring. Even 

today, when institutions wish to attract support, they rave about 

their successes. 

A person should never be swayed by success. It is no argument 

for their position. In truth, the success of any idea is external to 

the idea. Ideas should be argued on behalf of their internal logic.
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רָעָה מְהֵרָה עֲשֵה הָֽ  אֲשֶר אֵין־נַֽעֲשָה פִתְגָם מַֽ
ע עֲשוֹת רָֽ אָדָם בָהֶם לַֽ נֵי־הָֽ עַל־כֵן מָלֵא לֵב בְֽ

“Because the sentence against an evil work is not ex-
ecuted speedily, the heart of the sons of men is fully set 
in them to do evil.” (8:11)

King Solomon now addresses the questions which make it so 

difficult to accept Judaism. He deals with philosophical points, 

as well as emotional ones, touching on the point of success we 

just cited. That is, even if we dismiss the issue of “success” and 

claim that the conquerors of the Temple were wrong, we are still 

disturbed by their lack of punishment. This verse questions why 

there is no speedy punishment; people wish to see swift justice for 

the wicked, but they do not witness it. (On the Az Yashir, Rashi 

says that through the destruction of the wicked, God’s fame is 

increased.) The following verse poses the same complaint:

אֲרִיךְ לוֹ אֲשֶר חֹטֶא עֹשֶה רָע מְאַת וּמַֽ
הְיֶה־טוֹב לְיִרְאֵי  כִי גַם־יוֹדֵעַ אָנִי אֲשֶר יִֽ

ירְאוּ מִלְפָנָֽיו הָאֱלֹהִים אֲשֶר יִֽ
א־יַֽאֲרִיךְ יָמִים כַצֵל רָשָע וְלֹֽ הְיֶה לָֽ א־יִֽ  וְטוֹב לֹֽ

ים אֲשֶר אֵינֶנּוּ יָרֵא מִלִפְנֵי אֱלֹהִֽ

“Though a sinner does evil one hundred times, and his 
days are prolonged, yet surely I know that it shall be 
well with those who fear God, who fear before him. 
But it shall not be well with the wicked, nor shall he 
prolong his days, which are like a shadow; because he 
does not fear before God.” (8:12,13)
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Many righteous people suffered more than some of the great-

est perpetrators of evil. The next verse, 8:14, strengthens this 

question and formulates it:

 יֶש־הֶבֶל אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה עַל־הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶר ׀ יֵש
רְשָעִים עֲשֵה הָֽ  צַדִיקִים אֲשֶר מַגִיעַ אֲלֵהֶם כְמַֽ
עֲשֵה הַצַדִיקִים  וְיֵש רְשָעִים שֶמַגִיעַ אֲלֵהֶם כְמַֽ

בֶל אָמַרְתִי שֶגַם־זֶה הָֽ

“There is a vanity which is done upon the earth; that 
there are just men, to whom it happens according to the 
deeds of the wicked; again, there are wicked men, to 
whom it happens according to the deeds of the righteous; 
I said that this also is vanity.” (8:14)   

Regarding this question of why there doesn’t seem to be pun-

ishment for the wicked, Ibn Ezra says72 that there is nothing 

more powerful or more difficult to answer. Does Koheles offer 

an answer? Koheles intersperses some information within the 

verses: 

שוֹמֵר מִצְוָה לאֹ יֵדַע דָבָר רָע
ם וְעֵת וּמִשְפָט יֵדַע לֵב חָכָֽ

“Whoever guards the commandment shall know no 
evil thing; and a wise man’s heart knows both time and 
judgment.” (8:5)

This verse employs the word “guards.” Why didn’t King Sol-

omon say “performs” or “performs Shabbos” instead of “guards a 
72) 9:3
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mitzvah”? “Guarding” refers to one who does more than mere 

performance: he values the activity. King Solomon then questions 

why righteous people fall and wicked people prosper, and that “a 

wise man’s heart knows both time and judgment”, meaning that there 

is justice. He intersperses this. (Verses 8:6 and 8:12 also say that 

there is justice.)  The answer is that on the whole, we do see jus-

tice. Through our thousands of years of persecution, we were still 

able to study Torah. There was ample time in which the Torah was 

studied, no matter how much our enemies tried to deter us. The 

splitting of the Red Sea illustrates the wicked and the righteous 

receiving their just rewards. Stepping back and viewing history 

over time, we find justice. But you cannot find it in the particular. 

Ibn Ezra says73 that King Solomon understood the principle, but 

regarding the evil which occurs, he could not understand: 

עֲשֵה הָאֱלֹהִים כִי לאֹ יוּכַל  וְרָאִיתִי אֶת־כָל־מַֽ
עֲשֶה אֲשֶר נַֽעֲשָה מַֽ  הָאָדָם לִמְצוֹא אֶת־הַֽ

חַת־הַשֶמֶש בְשֶל אֲשֶר יַֽעֲמלֹ הָאָדָם לְבַקֵש  תַֽ
חָכָם לָדַעַת וְלאֹ יִמְצָא וְגַם אִם־יאֹמַר הֶֽ

א לאֹ יוּכַל לִמְצֹֽ

“And I saw all the work of God, for a man cannot find 
out the work that is done under the sun; because though 
a man would labor to seek it out, yet he shall not find 
it;  and also if a wise man claims to know it, yet shall he 
not be able to find it.” (8:17)

73) 8:17
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As King Solomon says that man cannot find out the works of 

God, how can he say in verses 8:12,13 that he knows that there 

will be good for those who fear God, and punishment for the 

wicked? 

When King Solomon says that he knows “there will be good 

for those who fear God”, he is defining “good” by the value sys-

tem of those who fear God.74 And that is the performance of the 

mitzvos for their own sake, without an ulterior objective. Thus, 

the righteous do in fact enjoy that good life, and the wicked 

do experience tumultuous lives which don’t permit their souls 

any harmony. This is what King Solomon “knows.” The reason 

why Ibn Ezra said earlier that this area presents the most pow-

erful questions, is because the typical person asks this out of 

an emotional basis and its carries with it much weight. 

When Moshe asked God “...please show me Your glory,”75 he 

was asking on a theoretical plane. He wasn’t insecure about 

his beliefs. He knew that according to his design, following 

the ideas was the best life. But he wanted to know the theories. 

In contrast, when a typical person asks how the wicked enjoy 

good lives, he asks out of desire to secure [his own] reward 

for living a righteous life. In other words, typical people ask 

the following: “What kind of punishment will the wicked receive? 
I see him living to a ripe old age. So why should I live the life of 

Torah? I won’t lose out on what I really desire!”  Such a person 
74) And not what is typically viewed as the “good.”
75) Exod. 33:18
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desires the Torah only as a means for some anticipated reward 

which he fabricates in his fantasies. However, the person living 

the correct life doesn’t seek reward. He is totally engrossed in 

his studies; he is completely satisfied and seeks nothing else.

King Solomon also states that universally, we witness the 

righteous people being successful. He mentions this, for he 

wished to demonstrate that there is the factor of God’s endorse-

ment of the good life. This provides support for following the 

Torah lifestyle.

However, the question of how evil can happen to good people 

still remains a question. But the intellectual person places this 

question in the right place: theory. This question doesn’t affect 

him practically: he knows without a doubt that the life that he 

already leads is enjoyable, and is the best life. A question on 

theoretics won’t shake his conviction, which is 100% logical.

OVERESTIMATING LIFE

חַיִים יֵש  כִי־מִי אֲשֶר יְבֻחַר ]יְחֻבַר[ אֶל כָל־הַֽ
ת אַרְיֵה הַמֵֽ י־לְכֶלֶב חַי הוּא טוֹב מִן־הָֽ בִטָחוֹן כִֽ

“For to him who is joined to all the living there is hope; 
for a living dog is better than a dead lion.” (9:4) 
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Ibn Ezra says that these verses are the incorrect views of 

mankind. In verse 9:5 we see how much importance is placed 

upon life: “...but the dead know nothing, nor do they have a re-

ward any more...”  One who voices this opinion says in other 

words, “the dead know nothing and are nothing; life is every-

thing.” Verse 9:6 has the same meaning, “...nor have they any 

more a portion forever in any thing that is done under the sun.” 

Emotions convince man that reality is defined by the here 

and now. We refer to the emotion is of modernity. Foolish 

people think, “If you are ‘connected to life’ (9:4) then you have 

value. But a dead lion, what’s he worth? He doesn’t have the 

here and now!” 

These verses echo the masses’ incorrect view, i.e., the over-

estimation of life. This view results in an abhorrence of death. 

The denial of death soothes one’s fears. And in doing so, he 

bolsters his fantasy of immortality. This person doesn’t view 

reality as the reality of the soul. But in actuality, the duration 

of earthly life is very brief as compared to that of the soul.

 לֵךְ אֱכֹל בְשִמְחָה לַחְמֶךָ וּשֲתֵה בְלֶב־טוֹב יֵינֶךָ
יךָ עֲשֶֽ כִי כְבָר רָצָה הָאֱלֹהִים אֶת־מַֽ

“Go your way, eat your bread with joy, and drink your 
wine with a merry heart; for God has already accepted 
your works.” (9:7)
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Rashi says this refers to the righteous man living a good life. 

Ibn Ezra says that these words are the feelings of the masses, 

whom King Solomon is now condemning. If so, what then is 

meant by “God has already accepted your works”? A concern for 

God’s approval doesn’t sound like something the masses would 

say, concerning their own opinions. 

In truth, the masses are speaking here. But what they mean 

is to live without guilt. They can’t tolerate the conflict. So they 

say, “Just be happy with what you’re doing.”76 

The succeeding verses follow the same tenor. The end of 

verse 9:10 states this view again, “...for there is no work, nor 
scheme, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave to which you 

are going.” Meaning, once you are dead, that’s it. Therefore, 

the masses again conclude that earthly life alone is what you 

should value.

חַת־הַשֶמֶש כִי לאֹ לַקַלִים שַבְתִי וְרָאֹה תַֽ
 הַמֵרוֹץ וְלאֹ לַגִבוֹרִים הַמִלְחָמָה וְגַם לאֹ

חֲכָמִים לֶחֶם וְגַם לאֹ לַנְּבֹנִים עֹשֶר וְגַם לאֹ  לַֽ
ם דְעִים חֵן כִי־עֵת וָפֶגַע יִקְרֶה אֶת־כֻלָֽ לַיֹֽ
אָדָם אֶת־עִתוֹ כַדָגִים  א־יֵדַע הָֽ כִי גַם לֹֽ

אֲחֻזוֹת  שֶנֶּֽאֱחָזִים בִמְצוֹדָה רָעָה וְכַצִפֳרִים הָֽ
אָדָם לְעֵת רָעָה בַפָח כָהֵם יֽוּקָשִים בְנֵי הָֽ

ם כְשֶתִפוֹל עֲלֵיהֶם פִתְאֹֽ
76) The masses say, “God has already accepted your works” as their justification for their cho-
sen lifestyle of eating and drinking. They project onto God His approval of their lifestyle.
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“I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not 
to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor yet bread 
to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, 
nor yet favor to men of skill; but time and chance hap-
pens to them all. For man also does not know his time; 
like the fishes that are taken in an evil net, and like 
the birds that are caught in the trap; so are the sons of 
men snared in an evil time, when it falls suddenly upon 
them.” (9:11,12)

King Solomon now explains how the masses’ philosophy 

must fail. The “enjoy the now” life cannot provide happiness. 

The reason being, it is a fantasy: it includes only the good parts 

of life and conveniently omits that part of man’s essence which 

brings ruin to his plans. All of his inner conflicts are left out, 

as is the case with all fantasies.77

THE WISE MAN

א־אֵלֶיהָ מֶלֶךְ אֲנָשִים בָהּ מְעָט וּבָֽ  עִיר קְטַנָּה וַֽ
גָדוֹל וְסָבַב אֹתָהּ וּבָנָה עָלֶיהָ מְצוֹדִים

ים      וּמָצָא בָהּ אִיש מִסְכֵן חָכָם וּמִלַט־ גְדלִֹֽ
הוּא אֶת־הָעִיר בְחָכְמָתוֹ וְאָדָם לאֹ זָכַר אֶת־

77) Therefore, when reality strikes in the manner that unforeseen troubles occur, as they 
always do, and the fantasy of living this “enjoy the now” lifestyle is destroyed, man will 
grow unhappy.
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 הָאִיש הַמִסְכֵן הַהֽוּא       וְאָמַרְתִי אָנִי טוֹבָה
 חָכְמָה מִגְבוּרָה וְחָכְמַת הַמִסְכֵן בְזוּיָה וּדְבָרָיו

ים       דִבְרֵי חֲכָמִים בְנַחַת אֵינָם נִשְמָעִֽ
ים נִשְמָעִים מִזַֽעֲקַת מוֹשֵל בַכְסִילִֽ

 טוֹבָה חָכְמָה מִכְלֵי קְרָב וְחוֹטֶא אֶחָד יְאַבֵד
ה טוֹבָה הַרְבֵֽ

“There was a little city, and few men in it; and there 
came a great King against it, and besieged it, and built 
great siege works against it; And a poor wise man was 
found in it, and he by his wisdom delivered the city; yet 
no man remembered that poor man. And said I, wisdom 
is better than might; but the poor man’s wisdom is de-
spised, and his words are not heard. The words of wise 
men are heard in quiet more than the shouting of him 
who rules among fools. Wisdom is better than weapons 
of war; but one sin destroys much good.” 
(9:14-18)

People value power over wisdom. Rarely do we find people 

engaging ideas and wisdom for the pure enjoyment, without 

any expectation. Verse 8:16 voices this: “the poor man’s wisdom 

is despised.”  Only when the wise man puts his wisdom to practi-

cal use, do any others recognize him (viz., “and he by his wisdom 

delivered the city).”

The wise man is the one who abandons the values of the 

masses. He has no psychological need to obtain society’s ap-

proval. He is unconcerned about the fame and successes of oth-
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ers, or their opinions about him. He pursues a life of wisdom 

because it is enjoyable, it is in line with his nature, and not for 

an ulterior motive.

זְבוּבֵי מָוֶת יַבְאִיש יַבִיעַ שֶמֶן רוֹקֵחַ
ט חָכְמָה מִכָבוֹד סִכְלוּת מְעָֽ יָקָר מֵֽ

“Dead flies putrefy the perfumer’s oil; so does a little 
folly outweigh wisdom and honor.” (10:1)

One sin outweighs much wisdom; more weighty than wis-

dom and honor is a little foolishness. This foolishness, Ibn 

Ezra says refers to sin. 

King Solomon lived perfectly, except for one sin, and this 

caused the Torah to speak about him in a derogatory manner.78  

However, we must ask why is it all or nothing? Why must those 

in power function flawlessly, where even the smallest error ru-

ins them? The reason is that people create a perfect image of a 

political figure. And this image can only be maintained in the 

public’s eye, provided the figure is consistent with the people’s 

view of him. Therefore, when he falters, the image is shattered, 

even though the mistake might be a minor oversight. 

King Solomon’s oversight of his wives’s idolatry was de-

scribed by the Rabbis as something which he performed him-

78) “Then, Solomon built an altar for Kmosh, the disgrace of Moav on the mountain facing Jeru-
salem, and to Molech, the disgrace of Ammon (Kings I, 11:7).” Although he did not build these 
altars, the Rabbis said the altars were attributed to Solomon’s construction, on account that 
he did not dissuade his wives from building them (ibid, Rashi).
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self. Even though he didn’t actually commit this sin, it was 

attributed to him to show the severity of what occurred. The 

severity could be like Koheles describes here, i.e., the marring 

of a figure.

ימִינוֹ וְלֵב כְסִיל לִשְמאֹלֽוֹ לֵב חָכָם לִֽ
 וְגַם־בַדֶרֶךְ כְשֶהסָכָל ]כְשֶסָכָל[ הֹלֵךְ לִבוֹ חָסֵר 

וְאָמַר לַכֹל סָכָל הֽוּא

“A wise man’s heart inclines him to his right hand; but 
a fool’s heart to his left. And also, on the road, when a 
fool walks by, his understanding fails him, and he says 
to every one that he is a fool.” (10:2,3)

The heart of wise man “to his right” means that his emotions 

are leaning toward success.79 But this seems to contradict verse 

10:4 that says a wise man can be overtaken by his feelings of 

rulership. But the answer is that 8:4 is dealing with a wise man 

who abandons his wisdom.

Additionally, the wise man’s emotions aren’t compulsive, 

whereas the fool and the wicked man’s emotions are. But if the 

wise man leaves Torah, he too will become compulsive.

“...he says to every one that he is a fool” means that once foolish-

ness overpowers the fool, it will be impossible to hide.80

79) Torah often identifies the correct path as the “right”path.  
80) As if he was literally “telling” everyone he is a fool.
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RULERSHIP

עֲלֶה עָלֶיךָ מְקֽוֹמְךָ אַל־תַנַּח  אִם־רוּחַ הַמוֹשֵל תַֽ
ים כִי מַרְפֵא יַנִּיחַ חֲטָאִים גְדוֹלִֽ

“If the spirit of the ruler rises against you, leave not 
your place; for deference pacifies great offenses.” (10:4)

If a person becomes wise, “he shouldn’t leave his place.” Ibn 

Ezra says this means removing one’s self from wisdom. For 

once a man removes himself from learning, he must descend 

back into foolishness. Additionally, regarding one who has ac-

quired knowledge and leans towards rulership, if he abandons 

a life of wisdom, this desire for power will take over and de-

stroy him.

 יֵש רָעָה רָאִיתִי תַחַת הַשָמֶש
יט כִשְגָגָה שֶיֹצָא מִלִפְנֵי הַשַלִֽ

“There is an evil which I have seen under the sun, as an 
error which proceeds from the ruler.” (10:5)

Rulers err due to the emotion of rulership. The gemara states 

this is a very powerful emotion. The reason why he who leaves  

learning becomes foolish, is predicated on the fact that learn-

ing improves someone only while one is involved in it. But 

there is no permanent change made by learning for any pro-
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tracted duration of time. The gemara states, if one learns and 

then leaves learning, he will be ruined.81

FOOLS & LAZINESS

ש      חֹפֵר גוּמָץ בוֹ יִפוֹל וּפֹרֵץ גָדֵר יִשְכֶנּוּ נָחָֽ
ם מַסִיעַ אֲבָנִים יֵֽעָצֵב בָהֶם בוֹקֵעַ עֵצִים יִסָכֶן בָֽ

“He who digs a pit shall fall into it; and whoever breaks 
a hedge, a serpent shall bite him. He who removes stones 
shall be hurt by them; and he who chops wood shall be 
endangered by them.” (10:8,9)

Metzudas David says that Koheles doubles the cases to stress 

that this is always the case. Why always? Since the activity is 

inherently irrational, man will never succeed in his endeavors.

81) A similar sentiment: “Rav Shimon ben Lakish said, ‘It is found [written] in Megillas Chas-
sidim, ‘If you abandon me one day, I will abandon you two days’ (Tal. Berachos 68a).”  This meta-
phor is the personification of Torah; Torah is warning man. This means that when one leaves 
learning, the damage is greater than expected. Although man left his learning only one day, 
it will take two days to regain the level on which he was involved when he left it. Learning is 
not simply a matter of opening the sefer (book) and studying. Man naturally falls back into 
his emotional framework all the time he is not engaging study. There is no neutral state: one 
is either involved in wisdom, or his emotions. Thus, to return to a state of mind of learning, 
man must first extricate himself from his emotional attachments, taking “one day”, and then 
reengage his mind in thought, “a second day.” And if one leaves learning permanently, as 
Rabbi Chait explains, he will be ruined. The damage is compounded.
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א־יָדַע לָלֶכֶת  עֲמַל הַכְסִילִים תְיַגְעֶנּוּ אֲשֶר לֹֽ
יר אֶל־עִֽ

“The labor of fools wearies him, for he does not know 
how to go to the city.” (10:15) 

The fool’s emotions frustrate his desires; he can never 

achieve his desire, to “go to the city.”

עֲצַלְתַיִם יִמַךְ הַמְקָרֶה בַֽ
יִת וּבְשִפְלוּת יָדַיִם יִדְלֹף הַבָֽ

“By slothfulness the beams collapse; and through idle-
ness of the hands the house leaks.” (10:18)

Why is laziness brought in here? Laziness is a feeling which 

stems from the emotion that everything is going to be all right. 

Laziness is a withdrawal from reality.82

A side note: the way for one to perfect himself must be ac-

companied by the knowledge that his childhood emotions are 

false. He must be able to see this clearly.

82) One who follows this feeling of laziness will not repair his home, or act to secure other 
basic needs, and suffer the consequences stated.
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DEATH

Why does King Solomon discuss death at the end of his book?  

The reason is because a correct philosophy of life must—by 

definition—incorporate the fact that life has a limit. All the 

decisions one makes pertaining to his life must be based on the 

correct understanding of life. If one makes decisions thinking 

that he is going to live forever, his decisions will be erroneous.

This ends Rabbi Chait’s lectures from 1986 and 1987. 
A summary follows.
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SUMMARY

Rabbi Chait teaches that King Solomon first validates him-

self as worthy of teaching these fundamentals. To understand 

which life is best, Rabbi Chait stated that King Solomon then 

introduces us to man’s psychological makeup. From man’s 

great ambition to succeed, his surging energies, and his im-

mortality fantasy, the King lays the groundwork—a map of the 

psyche—so we might appreciate his explorations into man’s 

quest for happiness. Rabbi Chait highlights the central theme 

that man creates and chases fantasies, and that these are the 

“futilities of futilities.” Man assumes there is something “addi-

tional” in his pursuits. King Solomon exposes these fallacies. 

On the surface, it appears that King Solomon contradicted 

himself in numerous verses. We learn this was not the case. 

Wisdom can be both a good and an evil, if we consider that 

these two views are voiced by two individuals: King Solomon 

praises wisdom, while the masses deride it since they value 

earthly life, since “wise men die just as fools die.” As wisdom  

doesn’t save them from death, they criticize wisdom. One er-

ror of deriding wisdom is based on another error of believing 

earthly life to be all there is. There is no contradiction. 

Conflicting statements like “greater wisdom creates anger” 

while wisdom is also “praised” are resolved, as each sentiment 
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is voiced by two distinct individuals. The fool is frustrated 

when he learns his desires are empty, so he grows angry at 

his knowledge. But the wise man who lives a life pursuing 

wisdom, and is not chasing empty dreams, will not experience 

anger. He praises wisdom.

If one views “the good” as his physical existence, he ques-

tions God’s justice when earthly life does not meet expecta-

tions. Life does have its let downs. However, the true good, 

which God intends for man is that which affects our souls; our 

eternal element. A fool will complain when he doesn’t obtain 

every desire, while the wise man understands the physical is 

not perfect as an end, nor does he seek it as his goal. Rather, 

he finds wisdom to afford man the greatest joy. The wise man 

also lives by general rules and is not angered by isolated cases 

of difficulty, as is the fool. These two perspectives result in 

a wise man who is happy, and a fool who complains at every 

little inconvenience.

Ibn Ezra cites many verses83 as the words of the masses; they 

are not King Solomon’s views. This alone resolves many other 

contradictions. Following these principles, other contradic-

tions too will be resolved. n

83) 3:19, 9:4, 9:7
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