
Kohelet chapter 4, verses 13 - 17

Gordis, ad. loc.  ...Virtually every commentator has felt impelled to identify the protagonists of
the passage...

Gordis ad. loc.  [after dismantling some farfetched interpretations, goes on to say:] All in all, the
generally accepted view of the passage seems preferable, the verse referring to the wise lad of v.
13 who is able to supplant the old king in spite of his lowly origin - “from the prison-house he
came forth to rule, though he was born poor in his (i.e. the old man’s) kingdom.”

Gordis on verse 16 This verse is taken by [other scholars] to refer to the throngs whom the king
rules.  But the king is usually described as being “before his people” (cf. I Sam 18:16; Ps. 68:8;
II Chr. 1:10), not the people before the king.  Besides, the plural suffix of  cannot refer to
the young ruler... The key to the meaning of the passage lies in grasping the correct meaning of

, which can mean only “who lived before them (i.e. the old king and his young
successor),” exactly as in 1:10 and 2:9, and which is contrasted with  as in 1:11, to
denote the earlier and the later generations.  The theme, too, is similar to the passage in chap. 1,
though concretized by a specific example.  Great as is the present fame enjoyed by the new,
young king (v. 15), there is an endless number of men who lived before them both ( ) (the
old king and the new) and who therefore never knew his fame, and future generations will
likewise take no joy in the ability of the young monarch, which won the throne for him...

1. I’ve bolded the words that are the Targum’s direct translation of the ; the rest is Targum’s interleaved
commentary.

2. See the first entry in Jastrow for 



Gordis ad. loc.  [  “Do not run thoughtlessly and over-frequently to the Temple.”
The sense is not very different from Pr. 25:17, , which refers, or course, to a
human friend...

, “listen,” is usually taken to mean “obey.”  More probably it has the meaning here “to
understand.”  Koheleth is not interested in preaching religious obedience, but in contrasting the
need of understanding with the conforming, empty piety of those he regards as fools...

 has occasioned many forced interpretations... All these derive from an
unwillingness to follow the “plain sense.”  Koheleth’s contempt for the pious fools who run to
the Temple and pay their pledges is expressed admirably by the given Masoretic text, literally
rendered: “who do not know how to do evil.”  They are good - because they lack the brains to do
evil!
Fox, in his introduction to the section 4:17-5:6, which he titles “Prudence in Vows”: Until
now, Koheleth has offered mostly reflections and meditations on life and its problems.  Now he
begins to provide practical advice on getting along in the world, and teaching of this sort will
occupy much of the remainder of the book.  The main theme of the present unit is caution in
making vows.  The remarks about going to the Temple, offering sacrifices, avoiding rash speech,
and fearing God are all organized around this theme and should be interpreted in this context...


