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Psalm 73 and the Book of Qoheleth 

IZAK (SAKKIE) J. J. SPANGENBERG (UNISA) 

ABSTRACT 

The author of Ps 73 and the author of Qoheleth both underwent 

experiences that did not accord with the traditional wisdom para-

digm. The author of Qoheleth stated that he saw how the righteous 

suffered an early death while the wicked grew old (Qoh 7:15). The 

author of Ps 73 saw how impious folks experienced health, wealth 

and prosperity, while he “kept his heart pure and his hands clean” 

(Ps 73:13). Both authors tried to come to terms with these contra-

dictions in life. One wrote a whole book, the other a poem, and both 

of them made use of quotations to argue their case. However, while 

the author of Qoheleth undermined the traditional wisdom para-

digm, the author of Ps 73 tried to keep it intact. The author of 

Qoheleth concluded that nothing made sense; everything was futile, 

especially if the doctrine of retribution is used as a benchmark. The 

author of Ps 73, on the other hand, followed another route. He 

redefined the outcomes of shalom. In doing this, he successfully kept 

the traditional wisdom paradigm intact. 

KEYWORDS: aphorism, wisdom saying, wisdom paradigm, doubt, impious folks, 

pious Israelite, Psalm of Asaph, Qoheleth, doctrine of retribution. 

“Doubt frees us from illusions of having captured God in a creed.”
1

A INTRODUCTION 

In 2009, I completed my third decade as an OT scholar.
2
 This occasioned some

reflection on how my theological convictions had changed over the years. I 

could not but conclude, with Norbert Greinacher: “My theology of unques-

tioning certainty has increasingly become a theology of doubt.”
3
 Greinacher

and I are not alone in this experience. Over the years, I have encountered a 

number of theologians, biblical scholars, theological students and ordinary 

church members who were vexed by traditional Christian doctrines and who 
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had been forced to question their theological convictions. I also came across a 

number of books whose authors reflected on the issue of the doubt accompa-

nying such questions. Two of them deserve to be mentioned here: (1) The 

Courage to Doubt: Exploring an Old Testament Theme, and (2) I believe, I 

doubt: Notes on Christian Experience.
4
 

Robert Davidson, a retired professor of OT at the University of Glasgow, 

argued convincingly that doubt is an important theme in the OT. I read the book 

during the 1980s while doing research for my thesis on the book of Ecclesias-

tes,
5
 and embraced these words: 

There is no use trying to make Qoheleth fit neatly into the central 

stream of Israel’s religious traditions. At many points he goes far 

beyond any other thinker in the Old Testament. He rejects much that 

lies close to the beating heart of Israel’s faith. But he does so with 

an honesty and integrity which are refreshing. He takes a long hard 

look at the faith in which he has been nurtured, and at point after 

point he has the courage to say, “I can no longer believe that; it 

doesn’t make sense to me.”
6
 

The book also contains Davidson’s discussion on three wisdom psalms 

that express doubt, Pss 37, 49 and 73. I shall return to some of his comments on 

Ps 73 later. 

The second book, I believe, I doubt, was originally published in Ger-

many under the title Ich glaube, ich zweifele: Notizen im nachhinein.
7
 Weber 

was a former director of the Catechetical Institute of Aachen and spent the 

greater part of his life in religious education. After his retirement, he wrote this 

book, in which he did not shy away from expressing serious doubts about tra-

ditional Christian doctrines. When I read it, I experienced the “gasp of relief” 

described by John Robinson in his book The new reformation?: “There is a 

gasp of relief at being able to express one’s questionings and doubts and find 

them shared.”
8
 Weber’s book helped me come to terms with both my own 

doubts and my discovery of what lies at their root. He wrote: 

Like faith, doubts too have a right to be taken seriously. They too 

have a right to be faced, expressed and identified, questioned and 
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thought through, so that faith is truthful. For these doubts have 

grown out of the same ground in which I once recognized Christian 

faith: the quest for truth.
9
 

Theologians and biblical scholars in present-day South Africa are often 

frowned on when they dare to express their doubts about traditional Christian 

doctrines and convictions. Ordinary Bible readers and church members appar-

ently do not realise that doubt is an important theme in the Bible and that it is 

“an indispensable element in the discovery of truth and the formation of 

knowledge.”
10

 We cannot do without it in the scholarly world. However, it is 

not always easy to face one’s doubts squarely, and it often leads to intellectual 

agonies that become particularly severe when an established paradigm is desta-

bilised by new data that cannot be accommodated by the old paradigm. When 

Thomas Kuhn discusses this issue, he refers to Albert Einstein’s comments 

when he encountered problems that the old scientific paradigm could not han-

dle: “It was as if the ground had been pulled out from under one, with no firm 

foundation to be seen anywhere, upon which one could have built.”
11

 

Old Testament studies went through a paradigm shift somewhere 

between 1880 and 1900, and a new paradigm for research practice emerged 

soon afterwards. Mark Noll summarises the new paradigm as follows: “(the 

Bible, however sublime, is a human book to be investigated with the standard 

assumptions that one brings to the discussion of all products of human cul-

ture).”
12

 Many South African theologians, biblical scholars, ministers and 

church members are still struggling to come to terms with this change.
13

 They 

are convinced that the Bible should not be read and treated as a human book — 

it is quite simply the Word of God. 

B PSALM 73 AND THE WISDOM PARADIGM 

The author of Ps 73 was evidently confronted with discrepancies that he could 

not integrate into the wisdom paradigm in which he had been raised and edu-

cated. It shook the very foundations of his belief system. The wisdom paradigm 

presumed a fixed order in nature and human society, an order that had been 

established by God. Those who lived in harmony with this order experienced 
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“health, wealth and prosperity,” while those who lived a disruptive and disor-

derly life experienced the contrary, or rather should experience the contrary. 

The doctrine of retribution plays an important role in the wisdom literature and 

the psalms. However, what the psalmist observed made him doubt not only his 

convictions but also the One who was regarded as the guardian of the order, the 

One who was supposed to punish evildoers and bless those who lived an 

upright life. God was not good to the pure in heart. “This was the conclusion 

that pressed itself on the suffering author with compelling force.”
14

 

Although the previous statements are an accurate assessment of the 

author’s agonies, a detailed examination of the structure and the content of the 

psalm will reveal how well-structured his thoughts are, and how he eventually 

revises the wisdom paradigm. James Crenshaw further correctly observes that 

“In the psalm the spotlight shifts back and forth from the anguished believer to 

the irreligious throng . . .,”
15

 but his analysis of the structure is not entirely 

accurate. He maintains that the psalm has seven sections (vv. 1-3; 4-12; 13-16; 

17; 18-20; 21-26; 27-28), and that v. 17 is the pivot of the psalm.
16

 Other schol-

ars hold similar views. However, none of them has paid proper attention to the 

structural markers in the text or seen how the “spotlight shifts back and forth” 

from the pious Israelite to the impious folks. I hope to do that and at the same 

time do justice to the arguments of an Israelite who was pure of heart. 

According to my reading, the psalm can be divided into two halves (vv. 

2-14; 15-28), with the introductory verse, “God is good for the pious; God is 

good to those who are pure in heart” (v. 1), standing independently as a wis-

dom aphorism or adage. It is a short, pithy saying communicating the gist of 

what the traditional wisdom teachers believed and taught: the upright and pious 

will be blessed.
17

 The whole psalm engages this aphorism. In a sense, the 

author’s strategy is similar to that of the author of the book of Qoheleth. The 

latter quotes wisdom sayings and then engages them in order to subvert them.
18

 

However, there is a slight difference, in that the author of Ps 73 engages the 

wisdom saying in order to revisit and adjust the wisdom paradigm. His doubts 

are eventually alleviated by this adjustment and the convictions communicated 

by the traditional wisdom teachers are restored. The concluding couplet 

(vv. 27-28) returns to the wisdom saying at the beginning of the psalms, stating 
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that: “But as for me, God’s nearness is good to me” (v. 28a). The Hebrew word 

ר ֵאלָׁש ַא	 טֹוב ַלּיָ  of the wisdom saying (”good“) טֹוב  (“Truly, God is good to the 

pious,” v. 1a) is repeated in the last line of the psalm ַוֲאִני ִקֲרַבת ֱא�ִהים ִלי־טֹוב 
(“But as for me, God’s nearness is good to me,” v. 28a) and in this way an in-

clusio is created.
19

 The end returns to the beginning, and affirms the teaching of 

the wisdom saying. 

The second half of the psalm (vv. 15-28) is a “mirror image” of the first 

(vv. 2-14). It is comprised of four sections (vv. 15-17; 18-20; 21-26; 27-28), 

similar to the structure of the first half (vv. 2-3; 4-9; 10-12; 13-14) although the 

order is reversed. Willem Prinsloo also thought the psalm’s structure was in the 

form of a “mirror image.” However, according to his analysis, the psalm has 

four sections (vv. 1-3; 4-12; 13-16; 17-28). The three themes of the introduc-

tory verses (vv. 1-3) are elaborated and commented on in the three sections 

following the introduction (vv. 4-12; 13-16; 17-28). This creates the “mirror 

image” of ABC//cba.
20

 Prinsloo ignored a number of important structural mark-

ers. The “mirror image” in my analysis can be presented as ABCD//D
1
C

1
B

1
A

1 
, 

which will be argued below. 

I will first translate the Hebrew text and present my view of the struc-

ture. Following that, I shall motivate my translation and analysis, and comment 

on how the author approaches the wisdom aphorism of v. 1. This will be fol-

lowed by an analysis of Qohelet 7:15-22 before a conclusion will be presented 

in which the thoughts of the author of Ps 73 are contrasted with the thoughts of 

the author of Qoheleth. 

C TEXT, TRANSLATION AND STRUCTURE 

1 Text 

ף ָס֥  ִמְז֗מֹור ְלָא֫

	 ֭טֹוב 1 ל רָׁש ַלּיָ ַא֤ ב׃  ֵא֥ י ֵלָבֽ ים ְלָבֵר֥   ֱא�ִה֗

י 2  ְמַעטַוֲאִנ֗ י ָנטּו ִּכ֭ ִין  ַרְגָל֑ ַא֗ י׃ ְּכ֜  ֻׁשְּפ֥כּו ֲאֻׁשָרֽ

ים3  הֹוְלִל֑ ֵּנאִתי ַּבֽ י־ִק֭ ה׃  ִּכֽ ים ֶאְרֶאֽ   ְׁש֖לֹום ְרָׁשִע֣

ין ַחְרֻצּ֥בֹות ְלמֹו4  י ֵא֖ ם׃  ִּכ֤ יא אּוָלֽ ם ּוָבִר֥   ָת֗

ל ֱא֣נֹוׁש ֵאיֵנ֑מֹו5  א ְיֻנָּגֽעּו׃  ַּבֲעַמ֣ ֹ֣ ם ל ָד֗   ְוִעם־ָא֜

ֵכן 6  ְתמֹו ַגֲאָו֑הָל֭ מֹו׃  ֲעָנ ַק֣ ס ָלֽ ית ָחָמ֥ ֜   ַיֲעָטף־ִׁש֗

                                                
19
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ֶלב ֵעיֵנ֑מֹו7  ָצא ֵמֵח֣ ב׃  ָי֭ ְב֗רּו ַמְׂשִּכּ֥יֹות ֵלָבֽ   ָע֜

ע8  יקּו׀ ִויַדְּב֣רּו ְבָר֣ רּו׃  ָיִמ֤ ֶׁשק ִמָּמ֥רֹום ְיַדֵּבֽ   עֹ֑

ם9  ִים ִּפיֶה֑ ֶרץ׃  ַׁשּ֣תּו ַבָּׁשַמ֣ 	 ָּבָאֽ ֲהַל֥ ם ִּתֽ  ּ֜וְלׁשֹוָנ֗

ן׀10  מֹו׃  ָיׁ֣שּוב ַעּ֣מֹו ֲה֑�ם ָלֵכ֤ צּו ָלֽ א ִיָּמ֥ ֵל֗ י ָמ֜   ּוֵמ֥

ל 11 ע־ֵא֑ ה ָיַדֽ ָאְמ֗רּו ֵאיָכ֥ ה ְבֶעְלֽיֹון׃  ְוֽ   ְוֵיׁ֖ש ֵּדָע֣

ים12  ֶּלה ְרָׁשִע֑ ִיל׃  ִהֵּנה־ֵא֥ ם ִהְׂשּגּו־ָחֽ י ֜עֹוָל֗  ְוַׁשְלֵו֥

י13  יִתי ְלָבִב֑ יק ִזִּכ֣ ץ   ַא	־ִר֭ י׃ָוֶאְרַח֖   ְּבִנָּק֣יֹון ַּכָּפֽ

גּוַע ָּכל־ַהּ֑יֹום14  י ָנ֭ ים׃  ָוֱאִה֣ י ַלְּבָקִרֽ תֹוַכְחִּת֗  ְו֜

 -------------------------------------------------------------------  

ה ְכ֑מֹו15  ַמְרִּתי ֲאַסְּפָר֥  ְדִּתי׃ ִאם־ָא֭   ִהֵּנ֤ה ֭דֹור ָּבֶנ֣יG ָבָגֽ

ֲאַחְּׁשָבה 16  אתָוֽ֭ ֹ֑ ַעת ז ל ָלַד֣ י׃ ֣הּוא ָעָמ֖   ְבֵעיָנֽ

ל 17 בֹוא ֶאל־ִמְקְּדֵׁשי־ֵא֑ ם׃ ַעד־ָא֭ יָנה ְלַאֲחִריָתֽ ִב֗  ָא֜

ית ָל֑מֹו18  ֲחָלקֹות ָּתִׁש֣ 	 ַּב֭ ם ְלַמּׁשּוֽאֹות׃ ַא֣ ַּפְלָּת֗   ִה֜

ַגע19  ה ְכָר֑ י	 ָה֣יּו ְלַׁשָּמ֣ ּמּו ִמן־ַּבָּלֽהֹות׃ ֵא֤ ֗ פּו ַת֜  ָס֥

דָֹניַּכֲח֥לֹום 20  יץ ֲא֜ ם ִּתְבֶזֽה׃  ֵמָה ִק֑ יר׀ ַצְלָמ֬  ָּבִע֤

י21  ץ ְלָבִב֑ י ִיְתַחֵּמ֣  ן׃  ִּכ֭ י ֶאְׁשּתֹוָנֽ ִכְליֹוַת֗   ְו֜

ע22  א ֵאָד֑ ֹ֣ ַער ְול 	׃  ַוֲאִני־ַב֭ יִתי ִעָּמֽ ֵה֗מֹות ָהִי֥  ְּב֜

 23	 יד ִעָּמ֑ י׃  ַוֲאִנ֣י ָתִמ֣ ְזָּת ְּבַיד־ְיִמיִנֽ ַח֗   ָא֜

ִניַּבֲעָצְתG֥ ַתנְ 24  ִני׃  ֵח֑ ר ָּכ֥בֹוד ִּתָּקֵחֽ ַאַח֗  ְו֜

ִים25  י ַבָּׁשָמ֑ ֶרץ׃  ִמי־ִל֥ ְצִּתי ָבָאֽ ִעְּמG֗ לֹא־ָחַפ֥  ְו֜

י 26 ִב֥ י ּוְלָב֫ ה ְׁשֵאִר֗ י  ָּכָל֥ י ְוֶחְלִק֗ ם׃  צּור־ְלָבִב֥ ים ְלעֹוָלֽ  ֱא�ִה֥

דּו27  יG יֹאֵב֑ י־ִהֵּנ֣ה ְרֵח ֶק֣ ָּתה ָּכל־זֹוֶנ֥ה  ִּכֽ ְצַמ֗ ָּך׃ִה֜   ִמֶּמֽ

י־֥טֹוב 28 ים ִל֫ ת ֱא�ִה֗ ֲרַב֥ י ַוֲאִנ֤י׀ ִקֽ ה ַמְחִס֑ י׀ ַּבאדָֹנ֣י ְיהִֹו֣ יG׃  ַׁשִּת֤ ר ָּכל־ַמְלֲאכֹוֶתֽ ַסֵּפ֗  ְל֜

2 Translation 

Psalm of Asaph 

1. Truly, God is good to the pious; 

 God is good to those who are pure in heart. 

2. But as for me, my feet almost stumbled; 

 finding no foothold my steps slipped. 
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3. Because I was jealous of the boasters; 

 I saw the prosperity of the impious folks. 

4. For they have no worries 

 their bodies are perfect and well nourished. 

5. They are not acquainted with the hardships of ordinary humans; 

 they are not affected by human struggles. 

6. Therefore pride serves as their necklace; 

 violence, the robe they wear. 

7. Being well nourished their eyes protrude; 

 they bathe in the imaginations of their hearts. 

8. They speak evil from below; 

 they talk oppression from on high. 

9. They direct their mouths to heaven; 

 their tongues walk the earth. 

10. Therefore their followers return hither 

 for they have abundant waters. 

11. They say: “How could God know?” 

 “Is there knowledge with the Most High?” 

12. Look here, this is how the impious folks are — 

 unperturbed till the end they increase their wealth. 

13. Entirely in vain I kept my heart clean, 

 withheld my hands from evil; 

14. remained vigilant the whole day, 

 admonished myself morning after morning. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

15. If I said; “I want to talk like this!” 

 I would have been unfaithful to the circle of your children. 

16. I reflected and tried to understand 

 but it was burdensome in my eyes — 

17. until I went into God’s sanctuary 

 [and] understood what will happen to the impious. 

18. Indeed, you put them on slippery ground; 

 you let them fall down in ruins. 

19. How suddenly they are destroyed; 

 they die, they decay — a total waste! 

20. Like a dream when the Lord awakes; 

 when you arise, you despise their image. 

21. For when my heart was sore 

 and my kidneys pained, 

22. I was stupid and did not understand; 



 158       Spangenberg, “Psalm 73 and Qoheleth,” OTE 29/1 (2016): 151-175 

 I was like an animal with you. 

23. However, I was constantly near you; 

 you grasped my right hand. 

24. You lead me by your counsel 

 and afterwards will receive me with honour. 

25. Whom do I have in heaven [but you]? 

 and I desire nothing else on earth. 

26. Even though my flesh and heart may decay; 

 God is the rock of my heart, my portion — till the end. 

27. For those who are far from you shall perish; 

 you silence all those who are unfaithful to you. 

28. But as for me, God’s nearness is good to me; 

 I have made YHWH my refuge — 

 to proclaim all your works. 

3 Structure 

The psalm opens with a wisdom saying (v. 1). This is followed by eight stro-

phes (vv. 2-3; 4-9; 10-12; 13-14; 15-17; 18-20; 21-26; 27-28), most of which 

are couplets (vv. 2-3; 13-14; 27-28) or have couplets as building blocks (vv. 4-

9; 21-26). There are, however, three three-line strophes (vv. 10-12; 15-17; 18-

20), which breaks the monotony of the couplets. The eight strophes are struc-

tured in such a way that the last four are a “mirror image” of the first four, and 

the psalm thus has two stanzas. The analysis reveals that the author wrote a 

well-structured psalm and that chiasmi play an important role in the structure. It 

can be depicted as follows: 

1 The aphorism: “El is good to the pious; 

 Elohim to those who are pure in heart” 

2 The pious  A 

3 The impious 

4 The impious Their well-being (vv. 4-5) B 

5 The impious 

6 The impious Their character (vv. 6-7) 

7 The impious 

8 The impious Their words (vv. 8-9) 

9 The impious 

10 The impious  C 

11 The impious 

12 The impious 

13 The pious  D 

14 The pious 



Spangenberg, “Psalm 73 and Qoheleth,” OTE 29/1 (2016): 151-175     159 

 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

15 The pious  D
1 

16 The pious 

17 The pious 

18 The impious  C
1
 

19 The impious 

20 The impious 

21 The pious I didn’t understand (vv. 21-22)  B
1 

22 The pious 

23 The pious I was always with you (vv. 23-24) 

24 The pious 

25 The pious Elohim is my passion (vv. 25-26) 

26 The pious 

27 The impious 

28 The pious  A
1 

I have already pointed out that, according to my analysis, the psalm has 

an ABCD//D
1
C

1
B

1
A

1
 structure. There are thus two clearly-defined chiasmi in 

the wider structure of the psalm, which can be set out as follows: 

The first chiasmus (the outer strophes): 

A (vv. 2-3)  (vv. 4-9) B 

    

B
1
 (vv. 21-26)  (vv. 27-28) A

1
 

The second chiasmus (the inner strophes): 

C (vv. 10-12)  (vv. 13-14) D 
    

D
1
 (vv. 15-17)  (vv. 18-20) C

1
 

When one pays attention to the wording of each of the strophes more 

chiasmi can be identified. These will be identified and commented on when the 

separate sections of the psalm are discussed. 
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D ARGUMENTS, MOTIVATIONS AND COMMENTS 

1 The Wisdom Saying (v. 1) 

1.1 Translation and Structure 

The Hebrew text of Ps 73 is ambiguous at certain points and is rather difficult 

to translate. A number of verses test translators’ knowledge of Hebrew and 

their ability to decide what the text originally meant to say. 

Although v. 1 is not difficult to translate, it does require some attention. 

It has been proposed that the Hebrew text should be changed slightly to create 

two well-balanced cola. It is suggested that טֹוב ְלִיְׂשָרֵאל 	ַא (“God is good to 

Israel”) in the first colon of the MT should be changed to read ר ֵאל ָׁש ּיָ ַא	 טֹוב לַ   

(“God is good to the pious”) and the word ים  should be moved to form part ֱא�ִה֗

of the second colon.
21

 The verse would then become a proper wisdom apho-

rism: ים ְלָבֵרי ֵלָבב ֵאל רָׁש ַלּיָ ַא	 טֹוב   Truly, God is good to the pious; God is“  ֱא�ִה֗

good to those who are pure in heart.” Some scholars link this verse directly to 

vv. 2-3 because of the waw with which v. 2 commences. The waw communi-

cates contrast and, in a way, comments on the aphorism. But then it should be 

remembered that it is not just vv. 2-3 that engage the aphorism, but the whole 

psalm. 

1.2 Comments 

In drawing readers’ attention to how poets close their texts, Jan Fokkelman 

makes the following important observation: “The beginning and end of a text 

indeed require a delicate touch.”
22

 Although he does not indicate the relation-

ship between the opening and closing verses (vv. 1-3; 27-28) in his analysis of 

Ps 73, he seems well aware of the close relationship between them.
23

 However, 

an important point escapes his attention: v. 1 should not be directly linked to 

vv. 2-3, because it is an independent aphorism. Patrick Miller has similarly 

views: 

Ps. 73:1 begins the second half of the Psalter with a brief reiteration 

of the torah piety of Psalm 1. That is, v. 1 provides a promise and 

                                                
21

  Hans-Joachim Krauss proposes that אלהים should be changed back to יהוה since 

the Elohistic redactor originally changed the words. Cf. Hans-Joachim Krauss, 

Psalmen 64–150 (vol. 2 of Psalmen; BK 15/2; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener 

Verlag, 1972), 502. 
22

  Jan P. Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Poetry: An Introductory Guide (Louisville: 

Westminister John Knox, 2001), 141-142. 
23

  Jan P. Fokkelman, The Psalms in Form: The Hebrew Psalter in its Poetic Shape 

(TBS 4; Leiden: Deo Publishing, 2002), 81. 
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beginning point for the psalm, which in its totality moves away from 

torah piety (vv. 2-16) and then returns to it (vv. 18-28).
24

 

James Ross on the other hand is of the opinion that v. 1 stands on its 

own and is “an ‘anticipated conclusion’ of the work as a whole, and at the same 

time an assertion that, in spite of appearances (which are then to be detailed), 

God is good to those who are ‘pure in heart.’”
25

 

2 The Opening and Closing Couplets (vv. 2-3; 27-28) 

2.1 Translation and Structure 

The first couplet (vv. 2-3) makes it evident that the author regards himself as a 

pious Israelite who expects to experience God’s blessings as depicted in the 

wisdom saying. He has become envious of impious folks when he sees their 

health, wealth and prosperity. Contrary to what the wisdom teachers teach, they 

are experiencing shalom. The relationship between the two lines of the couplet 

can be indicated as A+B. 

Turning immediately to the final couplet of the psalm (vv. 27-28), see-

ing that the opening and closing sections of a psalm often stand in close rela-

tionship to each other, the following must be considered: (1) vv. 27-28 stand in 

direct contradiction to vv. 2-3. The opening couplet depicts the impious folks 

experiencing shalom, while the pious Israelite suffers. In the closing couplet 

the pious Israelite experiences shalom while the impious folks experience suf-

fering. However, shalom and suffering are now redefined. Shalom is now no 

longer equated with health, wealth and prosperity but with “being near to God.” 

Suffering is also redefined. It now means not intellectual but physical pains. It 

has to do with destruction and death. (2) Verses 27-28 are structurally the “mir-

ror image” of vv. 2-3. Verses 2 and 28 commence with the first person singular 

pronoun ַוֲאִני while vv. 3 and 27 commence with the particle ִּכי. The closing 

couplet places the first person singular pronoun and the particle in the reverse 

order. Thus the structure of the closing couplet is B+A, not A+B, as in the 

opening couplet. 

The content of the two lines of both couplets supports their reverse 

order, the first line of the closing couplet referring to the impious folks (B) and 

the second line to the pious Israelite (A), in exactly the reverse order of that in 

the opening couplet: pious Israelite (A) and impious folks (B). We thus have a 

proper chiasmus, the third in the psalm. 

                                                
24

  Patrick D. Miller, “Psalm 73 as a Canonical Marker,” in Israelite Religion and 

Biblical Theology: Collected Essays (JSOTSup 267; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 

Press, 2000), 298-299. 
25

  James F. Ross, “Psalm 73,” in Israelite Wisdom: Theological and Literary Essays 

in Honor of Samuel Terrien (ed. John G. Gammie, et al.; New York: Scholars Press, 

1978), 164. 
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Verse 2: A ִּכי   ַוֲאִני Verse 3: B
    

     

Verse 27: B
1
Verse 28: A ַוֲאִני   ִּכי 

1 

2.2 Comments 

In the opening and closing verses of the psalm, the author gives readers the first 

key to unlocking the meaning of the psalm. If the opening and closing verses 

reflect an AB//B
1
A

1
 pattern (a chiasmus), one could naturally suspect that there 

might be other sections with a similar pattern. But there is a second possible 

key: the opening and closing sections of the psalm are structured as couplets. 

The suspicion thus arises that couplets are going to play a role in the rest of the 

psalm, which is indeed the case! 

Three couplets (vv. 4-5; 6-7; 8-9) follow the opening couplet (vv. 2-3). 

These are followed by a three-line strophe (vv. 10-12) before another couplet is 

encountered (vv. 13-14). This is followed by two three-line strophes 

(vv. 15-17; 18-20) before there are another three couplets (vv. 21-22; 23-24; 

25-26). Then follows the closing couplet (vv. 27-28). 

3 The Shalom of the Impious and the Pious (vv. 4-9; 21-26) 

3.1 Translation and Structure 

It is no coincidence that three couplets (vv. 4-5; 6-7; 8-9) follow the opening 

couplet (vv. 2-3) and three couplets (vv. 21-22; 23-24; 25-26) precede the 

closing one (vv. 27-28), especially if third person plural suffixes and third per-

son plural verbs dominate in the first unit, while first person singular pronouns, 

suffixes and verbs dominate in the second. The first combination of three cou-

plets (vv. 4-9) concerns the impious folks, while the second combination of 

three couplets (vv. 21-26) concerns the pious Israelite. Moreover, the first line 

of each of the two strophes commences with the particle ִּכי (cf. v. 4; v. 21) and 

the words ַבָּׁשַמִים (“heaven”) and ֶרץ  are found in both of the last (”earth“) ָּבָאֽ

couplets (cf. vv. 8-9; 25-26). 

This is not the only similarity and difference to be observed between the 

last couplets of the two strophes under discussion. The closing couplets 

(vv. 8-9; 25-26) of the two strophes contain a further example: two similar 

words recur in each. The word ְיַדֵּברּו is repeated in v. 8, while the word ְלָבִבי is 

repeated in v. 26. Some scholars propose that the second ְלָבִבי in v. 26 should be 

deleted. James Crenshaw is one of these.
26

 He maintains that the change would 

improve the MT, allowing for the following translation: “My flesh and my heart 

may waste away; God is my rock and portion for ever.” But he immediately 

rejects his own proposal in a footnote which states: “This choice of the easier 

                                                
26

  Crenshaw, “Standing Near,” 115. 
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text violates the principle of textual criticism that the most difficult text is pref-

erable.”
27

 

The lines in which the recurring words appear also catch the eye. In the 

first case the word ְיַדֵּברּו is repeated in the first line of the last couplet (v. 8 of 

vv. 8-9), while in the second case the word ְלָבִבי is repeated in the second line 

of the last couplet (v. 26 of vv. 25-26). There are thus a chiasmus in the two 

contrasting couplets: 

Verse 8  ְיַדֵּברּו    ְיַדֵּברּו  E 

Verse 9  ֶרץ  F  ַבָּׁשַמִים    ָּבָאֽ

 

Verse 25  ֶרץ F  ַבָּׁשַמִים    ָּבָאֽ
1 

Verse 26  ְלָבִבי    ְלָבִבי  E
1 

The chiasmus can be set out as follows: 

Verses 8-9  E    F
 

      

Verses 25-26  F
1
    E

1 

But there is a second chiasmus in these couplets which becomes appar-

ent when the position of the recurring words in the two respective lines is con-

sidered. In v. 8, the recurring word ְיַדֵּברּו takes second position in the first colon 

(v. 8a) and third position in the second colon (v. 8b). In v. 26 the recurring 

word ְלָבִבי takes third position in the first colon (v. 26a) and second position in 

the second colon (v. 26b). This can be set out as follows: 

1st. colon (v. 8a) 2nd. position          2nd. colon (v.8b) 3rd. position 

      

1st. colon (v. 26a) 3rd. position  2nd. colon (v. 26b) 2nd. posi-

tion 

It is no coincidence that there are two chiasmi in these couplets. The 

psalmist is trying to communicate something important to his readers. 

3.2 Comments 

It is evident that the first three couplets (vv. 4-5; 6-7; 8-9) form a strophe which 

focuses on the impious folks (B), while the second combination of three cou-

plets (vv. 21-22; 23-24; 25-26) focuses on the pious Israelite (A). These two 

strophes stand in contrast with each other. The first strophe is concerned with 

the shalom of the impious folks, while the second one paints the shalom of the 

pious Israelite. 

                                                
27

  Crenshaw, “Standing Near,” 115. 
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The bodies of the impious folks are in perfect condition. They are well 

nourished, and have no cares, unlike other people (vv. 4-5). They are wealthy, 

but do not use their wealth to alleviate others’ misfortunes, instead oppressing 

them and imposing their will on them (vv. 6-7). Doing evil and oppressing oth-

ers is second nature to them and they boast about it everywhere, “from heaven 

down to earth” (vv. 8-9). 

The pious Israelite, on the other hand, endures agonies. His heart and 

kidneys are in turmoil and he acts like an unreasoning fool who has no 

knowledge (vv. 21-22). However, instead of abandoning him, God stays with 

him. Taking him by the right hand, he leads him by his counsel. Eventually he 

will receive him with honour (vv. 23-24). Verse 24 has occasioned considera-

ble discussion as to what the author is trying to say. Some, for instance, John 

Day, maintain that he was referring to life after death.
28

 He argues as follows: 

“. . . since he already has communion with Yahweh (v. 23), it seems more natu-

ral to suppose that ‘afterward’ refers to the time after death.”
29

 I do not find 

Day’s arguments convincing. The two lines of the couplet (vv. 23-24) com-

municate more or less the same idea, as we are dealing with synonymous par-

allel lines. The repetition of the word 	ִעָּמ (“with you”) in each of the three cou-

plets of the strophe communicates a sense of the here and now. The psalmist is 

simply saying that, after all the suffering and spiritual agony, God will restore 

him to honour in this life.
30

 There is thus nothing in heaven or on earth that he 

cherishes as much as God’s presence, which is found nowhere else but in the 

sanctuary (v. 17). Roland Murphy correctly draws readers’ attention to “the 

intense ‘I-thou’ relationship” described in these verses.
31

 This is shalom for the 

pious Israelite, and this type of shalom is preferable to that experienced by the 

impious folks. Companionship with God is far better than health, wealth and 

prosperity. This is a new understanding of the meaning of shalom and is 

consequently an adjustment of the traditional wisdom paradigm. 

The old paradigm claimed that blessings in the form of prosperity, 

health and wealth would be bestowed on those with clean hands and a pure 

heart rather than on those with dirty hands and an impure heart. The adjusted 

paradigm allows the author to claim that the pious Israelite who does not 

always experience health, wealth and prosperity, is blessed: “Proof of God’s 

goodness rests in divine presence, not in material prosperity.”
32

 

                                                
28

  Terrien cherishes similar viewpoints. See Samuel Terrien, The Psalms and Their 

Meaning for Today (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1952), 254. 
29

  John Day, Psalms (OTG; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), 132. 
30

  Davidson, Courage to Doubt, 35. 
31

  Roland E. Murphy, Wisdom Literature and Psalms (IBT; Nashville: Abingdon, 

1983), 148. 
32

  Crenshaw, “Standing Near,” 114. 
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The closing couplets of the two strophes are extremely important. The 

reader should remain aware that two chiasmi were identified in the previous 

section. The recurring words are particularly interesting. The impious folks 

chatter and boast about their evil deeds. “They speak evil from below and they 

talk oppression from on high” (v. 8). The pious Israelite, on the other hand, 

confesses his trust in the God of Israel. This is suggested by the recurrence of 

the word ְלָבִבי. God is his “heart’s rock” (צּור־ְלָבִבי) and his portion. 

4 The Four Strophes of the Middle Section (vv. 10-20) 

4.1 Translation and Structure 

How the author eventually comes to his adjustment of the wisdom paradigm is 

revealed in vv. 10-20 (the middle section of the psalm). This section consists of 

(1) a three-line strophe (vv. 10-12) which focuses on the impious folks; (2) a 

couplet (vv. 13-14) focusing on the pious Israelite; (3) a three-line strophe 

(vv. 15-17) focusing on the pious Israelite, and (4) a second three-line strophe 

(vv. 18-20) focusing on the impious folks. When one assigns the symbols A and 

B to the strophes focusing on the pious Israelite and the impious folks respec-

tively, a chiasmus presents itself. However, this chiasmus has already been 

identified (cf. section C.3 of the article) and is merely repeated here without 

comment. 

Verses 10-12  C  D Verses 13-14 

     

Verses 15-17  D
1
  C

1
 Verses 18-20 

But there is also a parallel between the first two and last two strophes of 

the middle section. This becomes evident when one considers the word and 

particles that recur in the strophes. 

The verb ָאַמר (“say”) recurs in the first and the third strophes of the 

middle section, while the particle 	ַא (“indeed”) recurs in the second and fourth 

strophes of the same section (vv. 10-20). It can be set out as follows: 

 ַא	 (vv. 13-14)   (vv. 10-12) ְוָאְמרּו

 ַא	 (vv. 18-20)   (vv. 15-17) ָאַמְרִּתי

The two sections run parallel. Nevertheless, we should not lose sight of 

the fact that the particle 	ַא also occurs in v. 1. Some scholars use this repetition 

as a means of structuring the psalm into three sections: (1) vv. 1-12, 

(2) vv. 13-17, (3) vv. 18-28.
33

 However, the repetition of 	ַא in vv. 13 and 18 

merely links the pious Israelite’s thoughts (vv. 13-14) and the impious folks’ 
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  Van der Ploeg, Psalmen, 439; Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, Psalmen 

51-100 (HTKOT; Freiburg: Herder, 2000), 338, 342, 347. 
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fate (vv. 18-20) to the wisdom saying (v. 1). The writer admits that piety does 

not deliver the outcomes claimed for it by the wisdom teachers (vv. 13-14). 

Such are his thoughts before he visits the sanctuary (v. 17). As soon as he visits 

the temple, it transpires that the impious folk will eventually experience disas-

ters and calamities (vv. 18-20). 

4.2 Comments 

The first strophe (vv. 10-12) again focuses on the shalom of the impious folks. 

They have followers (ַעּמֹו) who benefit from the relationship because “they 

have abundant waters” ( ִיָּמצּו ָלמֹוּוֵמי ָמֵלא  , v. 10b). They share in the ill-gotten 

gains, and all of them claim that God does not notice what they are doing. He is 

oblivious to whatever it is they are busying themselves with (v. 11). They 

amass wealth and nobody opposes them and they are “unperturbed till the end” 

-Although v. 10 is difficult to translate and inter .(v. 12b ,ְוַׁשְלֵוי עֹוָלם ִהְׂשּגּו־ָחִיל)

pret, the overall impression gained from the strophe is that it fits extremely well 

with what is said about the impious folks. 

In contrast with the impious folks stands the pious Israelite (vv. 13-14). 

He confesses that he has kept his heart clean and his hands free from evil, but 

to no avail (v. 13), and he is totally disheartened. He stands empty-handed. He 

cannot show blessings or benefits. Verse 14 is extremely difficult to translate, 

especially the second colon (י ַלְּבָקִרים  However, when one takes the .(ְותֹוַכְחִּת֗

particle  ְל of ַלְּבָקִרים as expressing duration of time,
34

 a parallel line can be cre-

ated which shows that he has lived an unwaveringly upright daily life: 

“I remained vigilant the whole day, admonished myself morning after morn-

ing.” However, most scholars interpret this line as reflecting the author’s 

afflictions. Whichever way one translates the couplet, it tells the reader that the 

pious Israelite can speak only of pain and suffering (vv. 13-14). His life has 

been a failure. His way of living has produced no positive outcome. 

The couplet (vv. 13-14) on the vanity of living an upright life is fol-

lowed immediately by a three-line strophe (vv. 15-17) reflecting a sudden 

change. The author confesses that he has been unable to comprehend why the 

impious folks prosper, given the assurance of the wisdom paradigm that impi-

ous and wicked people will not be blessed. He has even entertained the possi-

bility of telling people that righteousness does not pay (v. 15a). He has virtually 

spoken in the manner of the impious. But he has been held back by the circle of 

God’s children (Gדֹור ָּבֶני), the community to which he belongs (v. 15b). He con-

fesses that he has really tried to understand but that things have not made sense 

to him as they should have (v. 16). Everything has remained an enigma to him, 

that is, until he visits the sanctuary (v. 17a). “The burden is lifted, and the 
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palmist proceeds to tell others what is now certain.”

35
 This strophe narrates the 

author’s sudden understanding of what will become of the impious folks. They 

may experience health, wealth and prosperity now, but somewhere in the future 

this will come to an end (v. 17b). 

Verse 17 should not be singled out as the pivot of the psalm. According 

to my analysis of the structure, the second and second-last strophes play a far 

more important role in the structure. The final couplets (vv. 8-9; 25-26) of these 

strophes hold the key to what the author has been trying to communicate. The 

threefold chiasmus (discussed above) tells it all. Everything is suddenly turned 

upside down. The impious folks may, for the time being, boast about their pros-

perity and contemplate evil, but their end will be disastrous. On the other hand, 

the pious Israelite, who suffers agonies and doubts, is rewarded by experienc-

ing God’s presence in his sanctuary and that is the author’s shalom. He has 

eventually realised that health, wealth and prosperity cannot be everything 

when seen in the light of retribution. The greater blessing is to experience 

God’s presence, not to acquire material things. The second three-line strophe 

(vv. 15-17) thus communicates the successful adjustment of the wisdom para-

digm. 

When, in the last strophe (vv. 18-19), the author reverts to the fate of the 

impious folks, their future looks bleak. Everything speaks of failure. 

Indeed, you put them on slippery ground; 

 you let them fall down in ruins. 

How suddenly they are destroyed; 

 they die, they decay — a total waste! 

Like a dream when the Lord awakes; 

 when you arise, you despise their image. 

E THE BOOK OF QOHELETH AND THE WISDOM PARADIGM 

1 Introduction 

The aim of the article is not only to analyse Ps 73 but also to show how two 

different Israelite wisdom teachers engaged the traditional wisdom paradigm. 

For this purpose I decided to compare the author of Ps 73’s engagement with 

that of the author of the book of Qoheleth’s. However, since it is not possible to 

analyse the whole book, Qoh 7:15-22 will suffice as an example of the author’s 

reflections and engagement.
36

 This section contains (as is the case with Ps 73) a 

                                                
35

  Crenshaw, “Standing Near,” 123. 
36

  I found support for this decision in both Aarre Lauha’s and Tremper Longman 

III’s commentaries. Concerning this section Lauha writes: “Der vorliegende Abschnitt 

ist in dieser Hinsicht [im Leben bewahrheitet sich die Gerechtighet nicht] eine der 

aufschlussreichsten Stellen im Predigerbuch. Kohelet gerät hier in einen 

verhängnisvollen Konflikt mit herkömmlichen weisheitlichen Grundanschauungen.” 
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wisdom saying (Qoh 7:19) echoing the traditional wisdom ideology. However, 

it will become evident that the author did not embrace the traditional wisdom 

paradigm although the quoted saying leaves that impression. Not all scholars 

agree that this is a coherent section, or rather that the section ends with v. 22. 

Some are of the opinion that vv. 23-24 (or even 23-29) should be added.
37

 Oth-

ers, on the other hand, identify two separate units: Qoh 7:15-18 and Qoh 7:19-

24.
38

 

2 Qoheleth 7:15-22 

י ֵיׁ֤ש ַצִּדי֙ק  15   י ֶהְבִל֑ יִתי ִּביֵמ֣ ל ָרִא֖ י	 ְּבָרָעֽתֹו׃ֶאת־ַהּכֹ֥ ע ַמֲאִר֖ ד ְּבִצְד֔קֹו ְוֵיׁ֣ש ָרָׁש֔   ֹאֵב֣
ם׃ 16  ָּמה ִּתּׁשֹוֵמֽ ר ָל֖ ם יֹוֵת֑ ה ְוַאל־ִּתְתַחַּכ֖ י ַצִּדי֙ק ַהְרֵּב֔   ַאל־ְּתִה֤
 
17

G׃  א ִעֶּתֽ ֹ֥ ָּמה ָת֖מּות ְּבל ל ָל֥ י ָסָכ֑ ה ְוַאל־ְּתִה֣ ע ַהְרֵּב֖   ַאל־ִּתְרַׁש֥

 18
ז   ר ֶּתֱאחֹ֣ ם׃֚טֹוב ֲאֶׁש֣ א ֶאת־ֻּכָּלֽ ים ֵיֵצ֥ א ֱא�ִה֖ י־ְיֵר֥ G ִּכֽ ה ְוַגם־ִמֶּז֖ה ַאל־ַּתַּנ֣ח ֶאת־ָיֶד֑   ָּבֶז֔

 
19

יר׃  ר ָה֖יּו ָּבִעֽ ים ֲאֶׁש֥ ֲעָׂשָר֙ה ַׁשִּליִט֔ ם ֵמֽ ז ֶלָחָכ֑ ה ָּתעֹ֣ ָחְכָמ֖   ַהֽ
  
20

א ֶיֱחָטֽ   ֹ֥ ר ַיֲעֶׂשה־ּ֖טֹוב ְול ֶרץ ֲאֶׁש֥ יק ָּבָא֑ ין ַצִּד֖ ם ֵא֥ י ָאָד֔   א׃ִּכ֣
  
21

G׃  ת־ַעְבְּדG֖ ְמַקְלֶלֽ ע ֶאֽ א־ִתְׁשַמ֥ ֹֽ ר ל G ֲאֶׁש֥ ן ִלֶּב֑ רּו ַאל־ִּתֵּת֖ ר ְיַדֵּב֔ ם ְלָכל־ַהְּדָבִרי֙ם ֲאֶׁש֣   ַּג֤

ים׃ 22 ְלָּת ֲאֵחִרֽ ר ַּגם־ַאְּת ִקַּל֥ G ֲאֶׁש֥ ע ִלֶּב֑ ים ַרּ֖בֹות ָיַד֣ י ַּגם־ְּפָעִמ֥    ִּכ֛

    

3 Translation 

15. In my vain life I have seen everything: 

there is a righteous man who perishes in his righteousness, 

                                                                                                                                       

Cf. Aarre Lauha, Kohelet (BKAT; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1978), 

135. In his discussion of this section Longman even compares Qoheleth with Psalm 

73 and writes: “Thus, Qohelet struggled with the same conflict faced by the psalmist 

in Psalm 73, but without reaching the same resolution. Instead, Qohelet’s observation 

leads him to offer some socking advice.” Cf. Tremper Longman III, The Book of 

Ecclesiastes (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 195. 
37

  Antoon Schoors regards Qoh 7:15-24 as a coherent unit focusing on “the problem 

of justice and wickedness.” Cf. Antoon Schoors, Ecclesiastes (HCOT; Louvain: 

Peeters, 2013), 538. Choon-Leong Seow takes Qoh 7:15-29 as a unit in which the 

elusiveness of righteousness and wisdom are discussed. Cf. Choon-Leong Seow, 

Ecclesiastes (AB 18C; New York: Doubleday, 1997), 251. 
38

  Graham Ogden, Qoheleth (Readings; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1987), 

112-119. I was once convinced that Qoh 7:15-18 and 7:19-22 are two separate units. 

Cf. Spangenberg, Boek Prediker, 112. However, I recently changed my mind on 

account of the role which the wisdom saying (Qoh 7:19) plays in this section and on 

account of the reference to the “righteous” in v. 20 and the repetition of the word 

“good” in vv. 18 and 20. 
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and there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his evil-doing.

39
 

16. Do not be over-righteous and do not be over-wise. 

Why should you destroy yourself? 

17. Do not be over-wicked and do not be a fool. 

Why die before your time? 

18. It is good to hold on to the one and not lose hold of the other; 

for he who fears God will take heed of both. 

19. “Wisdom makes a wise man stronger than ten rulers in the city.”
40

 

20. But (take note) there is no one on earth so righteous that he will always 

do right and never wrong. 

21. Therefore, do not pay attention to everything others are saying or you 

may hear your servant speak ill of you; 

22. for you know very well how many times you yourself have spoken ill of 

others. 

4 Structure and Comments 

The author starts with an observation (v. 15) which is clearly at variance with 

the traditional wisdom paradigm: a righteous person perishes while living a 

good life while a wicked person is blessed with a long life. This is not what one 

expects to see in life since the traditional wisdom teaches that no harm will 

come to the upright but that the wicked will experience evil and early death 

(cf. Prov 12:21). On account of this the author then formulates two admonitions 

(vv. 16-17) which have the same structure that can be presented as follows: 

Verse 16a a negative admonition ַאל ; Verse 17a 

Verse 16b a negative admonition ַאל ; Verse 17b 

Verse 16c a rhetorical question ָּמה  Verse 17c ָל֥

The content of the two verses makes them antithetic parallel lines. Verse 

16 focuses on the righteous person while v. 17 focuses on the wicked one. 

However, the structure of the two verses is exactly the same: two negative 

admonitions are followed by a rhetorical question.
41

 “Do not be over-righteous 

and do not be over-wise. Why should you destroy yourself?” (v. 16); “Do not 

                                                
39

  This is Whybray’s rendering of the verse in Roger N. Whybray, “Qoheleth the 

Immoralist? (Qoh 7:16-17),” in Israelite Wisdom: Theological and Literary Essays in 

Honor of Samuel Terrien (ed. John G. Gammie, et al.; New York: Scholars Press, 

1978), 202. 
40

  I agree with Lauha who is of the opinion that v. 19 is a traditional wisdom saying 

but disagree with him that it stands in a loose relationship to the rest of the passage. 

Cf. Lauha, Kohelet, 134. 
41

  Whybray, “Qoheleth,” 191-192; Ogden, Qoheleth, 113-114; Schoors, 

Ecclesiastes, 546. 
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be over-wicked and do not be a fool. Why die before your time?” (v. 17). But 

the four admonitions form a chiasmus which should not go unnoticed:  

ם י ַצִּדי֙ק   ְוַאל־ִּתְתַחַּכ֖  (v. 16ab) ַאל־ְּתִה֤

 

 

 

ל י ָסָכ֑ ע  ְוַאל־ְּתִה֣  (v. 17ab) ַאל־ִּתְרַׁש֥

The author of Qoheleth is extremely fond of using chiasmi to emphasise 

his stance.
42

 Currently a large number of scholars agree that the author is not 

promoting moderation or a mid-way between being over-righteous and over-

wicked.
43

 He wants to emphasise that righteousness as well as wickedness can 

lead to an early death. The focus of the parallel lines falls on the rhetorical 

question at the end of the lines. The author claims that wisdom cannot control 

the roll of the dice! A righteous person can experience an early death and a 

wicked one can experience a long life (or an early death) even if they excel in 

righteousness or wickedness. 

What follows next is the author’s own advice to his readers: “It is good 

to hold on to the one and not lose hold of the other” (v. 18). The first part of 

v. 18 looks like a typical better-saying and the author surely meant it as such. If 

the traditional wisdom cannot guarantee success and a long life, it is better to 

follow the author of Qohelet’s wise advice not to be over-righteous or over-

wicked. Scholars agree that the content of v. 18 refers back to the admonitions. 

The reader should take both admonitions ( הז  to heart. Neither of them (זה … 

guarantees a long life. The author of Qoheleth goes even further and adds a 

motivation to his better-saying: “for he who fears God will take heed of both” 

(v. 18c). Once again he makes use of the words of the traditional wisdom 

teachers but overlays it with his own meaning. The fear of God which he pro-

motes is not reverence but anxiety and fear of a powerful being whose acts no 

one can predict — not even the traditional wisdom teachers with their ideology 

of retribution. 

                                                
42

  According to James A. Loader “[t]here are 38 chiastic structures in the book.” Cf. 

James A. Loader, Polar Structures in the Book of Qohelet (BZAW; Berlin: De 

Gruyter, 1979), 13. This coincides with the number of times that the word הבל is used 

in the book! Cf. Antoon Schoors, Vocabulary (vol. 2 of The Preacher Sought to Find 

Pleasing Words: A Study of the Language of Qoheleth (OLA 143; Louvain: Peeters, 

2004), 119. 
43

  To my knowledge Tremper Longman III is the only recent scholar who promotes 

the idea that Qoheleth is advising “a kind of middle-of-the-road approach to life” in v. 

18. Cf. Longman III, Ecclesiastes, 196. 
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To support the wisdom which he formulated in vv. 16-18, the author 

quotes a wisdom saying: “Wisdom makes a wise man stronger than ten rulers 

in the city” (v. 19), but as we know by now, he does not ascribe to the para-

digm which promotes this kind of thinking and therefore the saying should be 

understood ironically. With this saying (which he uses with tongue in his 

cheek) he claims that wisdom is indeed powerful. However he immediately 

undermines the wisdom saying in the verses which follow (vv. 20-22). 

Verse 19 (the wisdom saying) should not be transposed to another sec-

tion in the book as Michael Fox argues.
44

 It is also not a mere parenthesis as 

James Loader opines.
45

 It functions on two levels. It underpins the author’s 

wisdom, but — being a traditional wisdom saying — it cannot be left as it is. It 

needs to be relativised. The traditional wisdom paradigm cannot go unchal-

lenged. Irony certainly plays a role here and only a few scholars recognise 

this.
46

 

The author continues with his irony by stating a fact which no one can 

contradict: “There is no one on earth so righteous that he will always do right 

and never any wrong” (v. 20). Given the context one may even say that this 

statement can be linked to what has been said earlier: the over-righteous per-

son’s acts have the possibility of causing him harm. This is illustrated with an 

example of people talking behind other people’s backs (vv. 21-22). There is no 

one on earth who does not from time to time discuss other people and their acts 

when those are not in the vicinity. It is therefore good not to pay attention to 

what others are discussing when you are in a hearing distance since you may 

discover that you are the topic of discussion (v. 21). However, the author 

emphasises that all and sundry take part in such actions. No one should thus 

claim that his/her hands are clean “for you know very well how many times 

you yourself have spoken ill of others” (v. 22). 

The author’s reasoning in this passage can be illustrated with the fol-

lowing layout: 

  

                                                
44

 Michael V. Fox, A Time to Tear Down and A Time to Build Up: A Rereading of 

Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 256-257, 262. 
45

 James A. Loader, Prediker (TT; Kampen: Kok, 1984), 101-102. 
46

 Lauha, Kohelet, 133-135. 
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Observation (v. 15) 

Admonitions A (v. 16) 

Admonitions B (v. 17) 

   Author’s wise advice (v. 18) 

Wisdom saying (v. 19) 

Wisdom saying (v. 19) 

Author’s wise observation (v. 20) 

Admonition (v. 21) 

Motivation (v. 22) 

The passage consists of two sub-units (vv. 15-19; 19-22). Verse 19 

forms a hinge between them and is therefore duplicated. The verse serves as a 

warrant for the wisdom which the author developed in the first unit (vv. 15-19). 

It bolsters his wisdom. However, since it is a wisdom saying reflecting the 

views of the traditional wisdom teachers it needs to be undermined so that the 

author’s arguments in the first unit remains intact. There is a definite link 

between the observation which the author commences with (v. 15) and the wis-

dom saying which he later on quotes (v. 19). Both concern the wisdom para-

digm with which the traditional wisdom teachers operate. According to the 

paradigm success, health, wealth and longevity follow in the wake of right-

eousness and wisdom, and failure, misery, poverty and early death in the wake 

of wickedness and folly. However, there is also a link between the author’s 

wise advice (v. 18) and his wise observation (v. 20). It is good to pay attention 

to both admonitions (v. 18) because (ּֽכי) there is no one on earth who is right-

eous and never does any wrong (v. 20).
47

 

To highlight the fact that the wisdom saying (v. 19) functions on two 

levels it is duplicated in the structure above. It functions as warrant for the 

author’s wisdom but it also serves as a wisdom saying to be undermined and 

ridiculed. The author says “yes” and “no” simultaneously. This passage may 

also serve as an illustration of how the author of Qoheleth uses irony in his 

arguments.
48

 He often fakes his agreement with what the traditional wisdom 

teachers communicate but he never totally ascribe to the paradigm in which 

they are at home. 

  

                                                
47

  Cf. James L. Crenshaw, Ecclesiastes (OTL; London: SCM, 1988), 

143: “The kî can refer to 7:18 (‘hold on to both’); if so, this gives the basis for that 

advice.” 
48

  More about irony in the book can be found in Izak J. J. Spangenberg, “Irony in the 

Book of Qohelet,” JSOT 72 (1996): 57-69. 
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F CONCLUSION 

The author of Ps 73 and the author of Qoheleth both underwent experiences 

that did not concur with the traditional wisdom paradigm. The author of 

Qoheleth wrote: “In my vain life I have seen everything: there is a righteous 

man who perishes in his righteousness, and there is a wicked man who 

prolongs his life in his evil-doing” (Qoh. 7:15). This concurs with what the 

author of Ps 73 experienced. He, too, saw how impious folks experienced 

health, wealth and prosperity, while he “kept his heart pure and his hands 

clean” (Ps 73:13). Both tried to come to terms with these contradictions. One 

wrote a whole book, the other a poem, and both of them made use of 

quotations. However, while the author of Qoheleth undermined the traditional 

wisdom paradigm, the author of Ps 73 tried to keep it intact. 

The author of Qoheleth concluded that nothing made sense; everything 

was futile, especially if the doctrine of retribution served as a benchmark. The 

author of Ps 73, on the other hand, followed another route. He adjusted the 

wisdom paradigm and redefined the implications of shalom. In doing this, he 

successfully kept the traditional wisdom paradigm intact. 

An English saying goes: “There are many ways to skin a cat.” In similar 

vein, these two pieces of literature reflect how various Jewish thinkers came to 

terms with contradictions and doubts. One abandoned the old wisdom paradigm 

in its entirety, while the other adjusted the paradigm and consequently 

redefined the outcome. 

It might serve theology well if people realised that we do not all have to 

emulate the author of Ps 73. If there is a place in the Bible for a book like 

Qoheleth, then there should be a place for those who cannot think like the 

author of Ps 73 and follow his example. There should be room for those who, 

like the author of Qoheleth, would like to say: “I can no longer believe that; it 

doesn’t make sense to me.”
49
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