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Chapter LIX: Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) 
 
Essay 1. Acceptance of the Book of Kohelet 
 

שֶׁמָּצְאוּ דְּבָרִים מַטִּין עַל פָּסוּק "מַה־יִּתְרוֹן לָאָדָם בְּכׇל־עֲמָלוֹ", אָמַר ר' בִּנְיָמִין בִּקְּשׁוּ חֲכָמִים לִגְנוֹז סֵפֶר קֹהֶלֶת מִפְּנֵי    מִדְרָשׁ

יָכוֹל אַף בָּעֲמָלָה שֶׁל תּוֹרָה, חָזְרוּ וְאָמְרוּ  ,  לוֹ"לְצַד מִינוּת, אָמְרוּ כָּל חָכְמָתוֹ שֶׁל שְׁ˄מֹה שֶׁבָּא לוֹמַר "מַה־יִּתְרוֹן לָאָדָם בְּכׇל־עֲמָ 
קָשֶׁה וְכִי דָּבָר רָחוֹק הוּא .  אֲבָל עָמֵל הוּא בָּעֲמָלָה שֶׁל תּוֹרָה עכ"לעָמֵל  אֵינוֹ    "עֲמָלוֹ", אֶלָּא בַּעֲמָלוֹ, בַּ "מַל־עֲ בְּכָל"לאֹ אָמַר  

דֶם שֶׁיְּבַקְּשׁוּ לְגוֹנְזוֹ, וּמַהוּ חָזְרוּ לוֹמַר. וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה דְּהָא כְּתִיב "בְּכׇל־עֲמָלוֹ", וּמִלַּת "בְּכָל"  וֹזֶה שֶׁלּאֹ יוּכְלוּ לְהָבִינוֹ מִתְּחִלָּה ק
 .לּוּ עָמֵל שֶׁל תּוֹרָהימַרְבֶּה כָּל מִינֵי עָמֵל אֲפִ 

  
There is a midrash on the verse “What profit has a man from all his labor that he labors 

beneath the sun?” 

Rabbi Binyamin said, the sages sought to hide away the book of 
Ecclesiastes, because they found in it words that incline toward heresy. They 
said: all the wisdom of Solomon comes to say, “What profit has a man from all 
his labor,” but one might think [think that he meant] even in the labor of Torah. 
They reconsidered and said: He did not say “in all labor,” but rather “in his 
labor”; in his labor there is no [profit from his] labor, but he does [profit from 
his] labor in the labor of Torah. 

- Eccl. Rabbah 1:3 
It is difficult to understand this: Is this such a far-fetched matter, that they could not 
understand it at first before seeking to hide the book? What does it mean, “they reconsidered 
and said”? Further, there is a difficulty because it is written “in all his labor,” and the word 
“all” includes every kind of labor, even the labor of Torah. 

 
שֶׁל תּוֹרָה, אֶלָּא דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ו' דִּפְסָחִים רַב שֵׁשֶׁת עָמֵל  אָמְנָם חֲדָא פֵּירוּקָא לַחֲבֶרְתָּהּ, דְּאִין הָכִי נָמֵי דְּמִלַּת "בְּכָל" מַרְבֶּה  

נַפְשַׁאי נַפְשַׁאי, חֲדַאי  וְאָמַר חֲדַאי  וְהָא אָמַר רַבִּי אֶלְעָזָר    לָ˂ קְרַאי לָ˂ תְּנַאי. אִינִי?,  כֹּל תְּלָתִין יוֹמִין מַהְדַּר לֵיהּ תַּלְמוּדָא, 
לאֹ־שָׂמְתִּי", מֵעִיקָּרָא כִּי   אִלְמָלֵא תּוֹרָה לאֹ נִתְקַיְּימוּ שָׁמַיִם וָאָרֶץ, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "אִם־לאֹ בְרִיתִי יוֹמָם וָלָיְלָה חֻקּוֹת שָׁמַיִם וָאָרֶץ

 דְּנַפְשֵׁיהּ קָא עָבֵיד.  עָבֵיד אִינִישׁ, אַדַּעְתֵּיהּ
 

However, there is one resolution to the other: indeed, the word “all” does include the 
labor of Torah, but as it says in chapter 6 of tractate Pesachim: 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com  
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Rav Sheshet every thirty days would review his studies, and he would 
stand and lean against the bolt of the door and say: Rejoice my soul, rejoice 
my soul, for you I have read [Scripture], for you I have studied [Mishnah].  

[The Gemara asks:] Is that so [that Torah study is beneficial only for the 
soul of the person who has studied]? But didn’t Rabbi Elazar say: If not for the 
Torah, heaven and earth would not be sustained, as it is stated: “If not for My 
Covenant by day and by night, I would not have set up the laws of heaven and 
earth.”1 [The Gemara answers:] But initially, when a person does [this mitzva], 
he does it for himself. [Only afterward does he have in mind the benefit that will 
be brought to the entire world.] 

- Pesachim 68b 
 

ל לְקִיּוּם הָעוֹלָם וְלאֹ לְקִיּוּם עַצְמוֹ, וְזוֹ הַסָלְקָא דַּעְתָּא  וֹוְהַסָלְקָא דַּעְתָּא שֶׁל הַמַקְשָׁן הָיָה שֶׁכָּל מִי שֶׁעוֹמֵל בַּתּוֹרָה צָרִי˂ שֶׁיַּעֲמ
דְּהוֹאִיל דְּמִלַּת  ,  לְעָמֵל סְתָם, וְלָכֵן בִּקְּשׁוּ לִגְנוֹז וְכוּ'  "עֲמָלוֹ"עַצְמוֹ שֶׁהָיָה לָהֶם מִתְּחִלָּה, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי לאֹ הָיוּ יְכוֹלִים לְחַלֵּק בֵּין בַּ 

רוּץ הַתַּרְצָן  ישֶׁל תּוֹרָה, אִי אֶפְשָׁר לוֹמַר "מַה־יִּתְרוֹן לָאָדָם" וְכוּ'. אָמְנָם אַחַר כָּ˂ הִגִּיעָה דַּעְתָּם לַתֵּ עָמֵל לּוּ י"בְּכָל" מַרְבֶּה אֲפִ 
מֵעִקָּרָאדְּכִי קָ  עָבֵיד  דְּנַפְשֵׁיהּ קָא  אַדַּעְתָּא  אִינִישׁ,  עָבֵיד  יַעֲס,  א  דֶּרֶ˂ לְעוֹלָם  בְּתוֹרָה וּמִצְוֹת אֲפִ וֹעַל  אָדָם  לִשְׁמָהּ  יק  לּוּ שֶׁלּאֹ 

ק מִלַּת בַּ"עֲמָלוֹ", דְּלָאו בְּכָל עָמַל שֶׁל תּוֹרָה מִישְׁתַּעֵי, רַק בְּאוֹתוֹ שֶׁהוּא עָמַל מֵעִקָּרָא אַדַּעְתָּא ישֶׁמִּתּוֹ˂ וְכוּ', וְאָז חָזְרוּ לְדַיֵּ 
  .דְּנַפְשֵׁיהּ, שֶׁאֵינוֹ לִשְׁמָהּ, בַּ"עֲמָלוֹ" דַּוְקָא

 
The initial assumption of the questioner was that whoever labors in Torah must labor 

for the sustenance of the world, and not for his own sustenance. This initial assumption was 
what [the rabbis] too had at first when they debated whether to include Kohelet in canon; 
therefore they could not distinguish between “in his labor” and “labor” in general. So they 
sought to hide the book, because since the word “all” includes even the labor of Torah, it 
would be impossible to say “What profit has a man from all his labor that he labors beneath the 
sun.”  

But afterward they arrived at the resolution: that when a person engages in Torah, at 
first he does so with himself in mind, in line with the teaching “A person should always 
occupy himself with Torah and commandments even not for their own sake, for from doing 
so not for their own sake, he will come to do so for their own sake.”2 Then they went back and 
interpreted the word “in his labor” as referring not to all Torah labor, but only to that which 
is from the outset for his own sake, which is not for [the Torah’s] own sake. That alone is 
called “his labor.” So even if the word “all” does include Torah, it is not meant in a heretical way, 
G-d forbid, that there is no value in laboring in Torah. Rather, it refers only to those who learn 
Torah for their own sake, and not for the sake of Torah and the sustenance of the world. 

 

 
1 Jer. 33:25. 
2 Pesachim 50b. 
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בְּ  כָּאן  "עַד־שָׁמַיִם",  וּכְתִיב  חַסְדֶּ˃",  מֵעַל־שָׁמַיִם  "כִּי־גָדוֹל  כְּתִיב  רָמֵי:  רָבָא  אִיתָא  דִּפְסָחִים  ד'  כָּאן וּבְפֶרֶק  לִשְׁמָהּ  עוֹשִׂים 
אֲבָל שֶׁלּאֹ לִשְׁמָהּ  ,  מִים אַף הַשָּׁמַיִם בִּזְכוּתוֹ וְנֶהֱנִים אַף הַמַּלְאָכִיםי רֵשׁ הָרִי"ף בְּעוֹשִׂים לִשְׁמָהּ מִתְקַיְּ יבְּעוֹשִׂין שֶׁלּאֹ לִשְׁמָהּ, וּפֵ 

מִים בְּזֶה, וְאֵין נֶהֱנִים מִמֶּנּוּ הָעֶלְיוֹנִים זוּלַת הַתַּחְתּוֹנִים עכ"ל. וּבְזֶה יָבאֹ פְּשָׁט יהַחֶסֶד מַגִּיעַ עַד שָׁמַיִם לְבַד, וְהֵם אֵינָם מִתְקַיְּ 
, שֶׁאֵין  "שֶׁיַּעֲמֹל תַּחַת הַשָּׁמֶשׁ " הּ,  יל מִתְּחִלָּה אַדַּעְתָּא דְּנַפְשֵׁ וֹנוּ מַה שֶּׁיַּעֲמידְּהַיְ ,  "מַה־יִּתְרוֹן לָאָדָם בְּכׇל־עֲמָלוֹ"הַכָּתוּב עַל נָכוֹן,  

  .ים אֶלָּא הַתַּחְתּוֹנִים, זֶה אֵינוֹ נִקְרָא יִתְרוֹןנֶהֱנִים מִמֶּנּוּ הַשָּׁמַיִם וְהָעֶלְיוֹנִ 
 
In chapter 4 of tractate Pesachim it is brought:  

Rava raised a contradiction: It is written: “For Your mercy is great 
above the heavens, and Your truth reaches the skies” (Psalms 108:5), and it is 
[also] written, “For Your mercy is great unto the heavens, and Your truth reaches 
the skies” (Psalms 57:11). Here, [when] one performs [a mitzva] for its own sake 
[G-d’s mercy is above the heavens], here [when] one performs [a mitzva] not for 
its own sake [G-d’s mercy only reaches the heavens]. 

- Pesachim 50b 
The Rif explained in Ein Yaakov: Regarding those who act for its own sake, even the heavens 
are sustained by his merit, and even the angels benefit. But those who act not for its own 
sake, the mercy reaches only unto the heavens, and they are not sustained thereby, and the 
upper beings do not benefit from it, only the lower beings.  

With this, the verse comes out rightly: “What profit has a man from all his labor,” 
that is, from the labor he does at first for his own self, “that he labors beneath the sun,” that 
is, that the heavens and the upper beings do not benefit, only the lower ones. That is not 
called “profit.”  

 

בִּמְגִלָּה פֶּרֶק קַמָּא אָמַר ר' יִצְחַק אִם יאֹמַר לְ˃ אָדָם: יָגַעְתִּי וְלאֹ מָצָאתִי, אַל    דְּגָרְסִינָןעוֹד יֵשׁ לְפָרֵשׁ הַכָּתוּב,    וּבְדֶרֶ˂ אַחֵר
.  וְהָנֵי מִילֵּי בְּדִבְרֵי תוֹרָה, אֲבָל בְּמַשָּׂא וּמַתָּן, סִיַּיעְתָּא דִּשְׁמַיָּא הִיא תַּאֲמֵן. מָצָאתִי וְלאֹ יָגַעְתִּי, אַל תַּאֲמֵן. יָגַעְתִּי וּמָצָאתִי, תַּאֲמֵן.  

ל בְּמַשָּׂא וּמַתָּן, הָא וֹאִם יַעֲמוְזֶהוּ "מַה־יִּתְרוֹן לָאָדָם בְּכׇל־עֲמָלוֹ שֶׁיַּעֲמֹל תַּחַת הַשָּׁמֶשׁ", רָצָה לוֹמַר בְּזֶה הָעוֹלָם מַה יִּתְרוֹן לוֹ  
  . גִיעָה, דְהָא מַשָּׂא וּמַתָּן סִיַּיעְתָּא דִּשְׁמַיָּא הִיאגַּע וְלאֹ יִמְצָא וְאֶפְשָׁר נָמֵי שֶׁיִּמְצָא בְּלִי יְ יאֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיִּ 

 
Another way to explain the verse: as we learn in the first chapter of tractate Megillah:  

Rabbi Yitzchak said: If a person says to you: I have labored and not 
found [success], do not believe it. [If he says,] I have found [success] but have 
not labored, do not believe it. [If he says,] I have labored and I have found 
[success], believe it.  

These words are regarding Torah; but in business, it depends on the 
help of Heaven. 

- Megillah 6b 
 This is the meaning of “What profit has a man from all his labor, which he labors 

under the sun?” That is, in this world, what profit does he have if he labors in business? For 
it is possible he will labor and not find, and it is also possible he will find without labor. For 
in business, it is all dependent on the help of Heaven. 

 
* * * 


