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Introduction

Ever since I was young, I loved following along with the 
yearly reading cycle of books of the Tanakh. However, the book 
of Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) was probably the least compelling. Lon-
ger than any other book ritually read, and with no story to follow, 
many repetitive phrases and a generally gloomy atmosphere, I 
typically tuned out when it was chanted on the festival of Sukkot.

However, I recently discovered the treasure of intertextual 
study, primarily through the teachings of Rabbi David Fohrman 
and his staff at Aleph Beta, a website and resource center for Jewish 
learning. In this method, two distinct biblical texts are compared, 
and the language and themes common to both help shed light 
on each. After another Sukkot – and another reading of Kohelet 
where I felt disconnected from the text – I came home and told 
myself there must be something more to be found here. Perhaps 
the book is connected to another biblical text. While rereading 
Kohelet, without the aid of a computerized search tool, or even 
a concordance, I sensed a strong connection to the first chapters 
of Bereshit. The more I looked, the more I found.
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Introduction

This work is the fruit of that study. It took me all over the 
Tanakh, to places I never expected to reach. I hope you, the reader, 
will enjoy the journey as much as I have.

A couple of notes to help you along the way:
Intertextual study requires a sensitivity to the original Hebrew 

text. As is obvious by now, I have authored this book in English, 
despite the challenges involved. While most of the translated 
verses are based on The Koren Tanakh – Magerman Edition, I 
have frequently modified the translation, occasionally borrowing 
phrases from other published translations (see Bibliography). To 
better reflect the Hebrew allusions necessary to understand the 
connections between different texts, I have often chosen a trans-
lation that emphasizes literalness over clarity.

Although anglicized terms for books and names might be more 
familiar to some readers, due to the focus on linguistic messages 
found in the words of the text, I have used transliterations from 
the original Hebrew. For example, the words Kohelet and Hevel 
reflect the intent of the biblical text much more than do Eccle-
siastes and Abel. For the convenience of those not familiar with 
the transliterated Hebrew terms used, I have provided a glossary 
at the end of the book.

Introduction
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Chapter 1

The Kohelet Narrative

Of the five megillot in the Tanakh, three describe histori-
cal events (Rut, Eikha and Esther) and one uses a narrative for-
mat to express poetic themes (Shir HaShirim). Only one, Kohelet, 
appears as an outlier, with no story being told. Rather, its author 
reflects on his life experiences, passing lessons on to the reader. In 
this regard, it is classified as wisdom literature, and can be com-
pared to other biblical books of that genre such as Mishlei. But 
unlike Mishlei, Kohelet remains one of the megillot, all of which 
tell a story.

After a closer examination of Kohelet, I discovered that its 
lessons do indicate a story. The prose comprising the four main 
themes of the book – much of what we do in life is futile, searching 
for knowledge does not lead to a positive end, death is inevitable, 
and the righteous suffer while the wicked prosper – contains one 
recurring word: hevel.
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Section One: Kohelet and Shlomo

Kohelet’s themes and one-word motif seem to have been 
inspired by a much earlier story: that of Adam, the first man. 
Adam’s story is the inspiration for this project.

In this book, we will examine the parallels between the lives 
of Shlomo and Adam. We will also see strong textual connections 
between those opening chapters of Bereshit that are germane to 
Adam and the verses in Kohelet. But our journey will not end 
there. A third story, the episode of the spies in the book of Bemid-
bar, also has thematic and literary parallels to the stories of Adam 
and Shlomo. Moreover, each narrative is immediately followed by 
stories of rebellion and disputes over the way to sacrifice to God: 
Kayin and Hevel, Koraĥ, and Yorovam.

By comparing all three stories, a picture will begin to emerge 
of what led to the downfalls and subsequent rebellions described 
in each episode, and how they can be avoided in the future. The 
answers can be found in the laws of the Torah, which was given to 
help put us on the correct path. We will show how laws as dispa-
rate as tzitzit, the Yom Kippur service, and the hak’hel ceremony1 
play a role in preventing the pitfalls we will see repeated again 
and again. At times we will depart from the text of Kohelet for 
other biblical texts. But the messages of Kohelet – what leads to 
downfalls, how to avoid them, and how to return to a successful 
path – will remain the focus of this book throughout.

We will begin our exploration with Shlomo, the author of 
Kohelet.

1. A national assembly held every seven years, where the king reads from the Torah to 
the people. For more on hak’hel, see ch. 23.
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Chapter 1: The Kohelet Narrative

WHO WAS KOHELET?
Kohelet2 is traditionally ascribed to Shlomo son of David – the 
second king in the Davidic dynasty.3 An opinion in the Midrash4 
claims that Shlomo wrote Shir HaShirim in his youth, Mishlei in 
middle age, and Kohelet at the end of his life.

Shlomo’s name does not appear in Kohelet, but there are solid 
reasons to accept his identification with the narrator. First, the text 
opens with the statement, “The sayings of Kohelet son of David, 
king in Jerusalem” (Kohelet 1:1). Several verses later, the narra-
tive continues, “I, Kohelet, was king of Israel in Jerusalem” (1:12). 
Shlomo was David’s son who was king in Jerusalem. He was also 
the only descendant of David to rule over all of Israel, for after his 
death the kingdom split in two, and the Davidic dynasty ruled only 
the southern kingdom of Yehuda.5

2. Kohelet is both the name of the book and the author’s pseudonym. It appears to 
derive from the Hebrew root K-H-L, “to gather” or “to assemble.” Many theories 
have been proposed as to why the name Kohelet was chosen. We will present our 
theory in chapter 23.

3. For the purposes of this work, I am not going to tackle the question of when the book 
of Kohelet was composed. Even the Sages, who universally agree that Shlomo was 
the author of Kohelet (along with Shir HaShirim and Mishlei, where Shlomo’s name 
appears explicitly), write in Bava Batra 15a that generations later, “[King] Hizkiya and 
his colleagues composed” those books. (And even later, according to Avot DeRabbi 
Natan 1:4, the Men of the Great Assembly returned Kohelet to the biblical canon 
after properly explaining it.) Bin-Nun and Medan quote Prof. Moshe Ben Asher 
and Prof. Yehezkel Kaufmann as saying the late “sealing” of Kohelet can explain the 
frequent use of post-biblical Hebrew and the influence of Aramaic and Persian on 
the language of the book (Yoel Bin-Nun and Yaakov Medan, Ani Kohelet [ Jerusalem: 
Maggid Books, 2017], 66). However, as we will continue to demonstrate, whoever 
edited the final work firmly linked the themes in Kohelet with the life of Shlomo. I 
follow the approach put forward by Micha Goodman, who writes that his method of 
interpretation is literary and synchronic, and he reads the way a book asks to be read. 
Kohelet asks to be read as the reflections of Shlomo (Micha Goodman, HaNe’um 
HaAĥaron shel Moshe [Or Yehuda: Kinneret, Zmora-Bitan, Dvir, 2014], 272).

4. Shir HaShirim Rabba 1:10.
5. Michael V. Fox, The JPS Bible Commentary: Ecclesiastes (Philadelphia: The Jewish 

Publication Society, 2004), pp. ix–x.
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While it is possible to claim that the above verses refer only 
to a descendant of David and not to Shlomo himself,6 the con-
tent of Kohelet portrays a king whose life matches only that of 
Shlomo. Kohelet describes a wise king, who built extensively. It 
recounts his wealth and his many wives. No king fits this better 
than Shlomo.

A BIOGRAPHY OF SHLOMO
A review of Shlomo’s life will enable us to better understand the 
connection between Shlomo and Kohelet, particularly his relation-
ship with God. Moreover, it will be invaluable for our exploration 
of both the book of Kohelet itself and the parallels to the other 
stories we will be examining further on.

Shlomo first appears in the book of Shmuel. He is the child 
of King David and Batsheva. From his very birth, he had a spe-
cial relationship with God, even meriting having a special name 
bestowed on him by the Almighty: “The Lord loved him, and He 
sent a message through the prophet Natan, naming him Yedidya 
(“the Lord’s beloved”)” (Shmuel II 12:24–25).

He next appears many chapters later, in the first book of 
Melakhim. In chapter 1, we read of the struggle over who would 
succeed David as king. Shlomo’s right to the throne was challenged 

6. One argument against Shlomo’s being the king referred to in Kohelet is 1:16, where 
Kohelet says he surpassed “anyone who has ruled over Jerusalem before” him, 
ם לִָ ר־הָיָה לְפָנַי עַל־יְרוּשָׁ ל־אֲשֶׁ  This would seem to indicate a king much later in the .עַל כָּ
dynasty. However, the same phrasing is found in a description of Shlomo himself:

לֹא־ ר  אֲשֶׁ מַלְכוּת  הוֹד  עָלָיו  ן  תֵּ וַיִּ רָאֵל  ל־יִשְׂ כָּ לְעֵינֵי  לְמַעְלָה  לֹמֹה  אֶת־שְׁ יְהוָה  ל  וַיְגַדֵּ
רָאֵל׃ ל־מֶלֶךְ לְפָנָיו עַל־יִשְׂ הָיָה עַל־כָּ

The Lord granted Shlomo supreme greatness in the eyes of all Israel and en-
dowed him with a royal majesty beyond that of any king of Israel before him. 
(Divrei HaYamim I 29:25)

Just as the verse in Divrei HaYamim praises Shlomo over his predecessors, so too 
does the verse in Kohelet.
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by his brother Adoniya, but in the end Shlomo was accepted as 
king by all.

In the following chapter, we read of David’s deathbed instruc-
tions to Shlomo. He begins with this charge:

I am going the way of all the earth; you must be strong 
and prove yourself a man. You must keep the charge of 
the Lord your God, following His ways and keeping His 
laws and commandments, His rulings and decrees, as 
written in the teaching of Moshe. For then you will suc-
ceed in whatever you do, wherever you turn. For then, 
the Lord will fulfill the promise He made to me, say-
ing: “If your sons keep to their path and walk before Me 
truly, with all their heart and all their soul, then no one 
of your lineage will be cut off from the throne of Israel.” 
(Melakhim I 2:2–4)

This mission would follow Shlomo for the rest of his life – for 
good and for bad.

Chapter 3 of Melakhim I begins with praise of Shlomo mixed 
with implied criticism that he did not fully follow in the ways of 
his father:

Shlomo formed a marriage alliance with King Pharaoh of 
Egypt; he took Pharaoh’s daughter in marriage and brought 
her to the City of David until he had finished building his 
palace, the House of the Lord, and the wall around Jerusa-
lem. But the people were sacrificing at the high shrines, for 
at that time a House for the Lord’s name had not yet been 
built. Shlomo loved the Lord and followed the laws of his 
father David, but he still offered sacrifices and incense at 
the high shrines. (3:1–3)
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SHLOMO RECEIVES THE GIFT OF WISDOM
Despite deviating to some degree from the ways of his father, 
his relationship with God remained intact, as evidenced by his 
famous dream where he asked for, and received, the gift of wis-
dom:

At Givon, the Lord appeared to Shlomo in a dream. And 
God said, “Ask – what shall I give you?” And Shlomo said, 

“You treated Your servant David, my father, with great 
kindness, for he walked before You in truth and in jus-
tice, and with a sincere heart toward You. And You have 
maintained this great kindness for him by granting him a 
son and heir to his throne, as is now the case. And now, O 
Lord, my God, You made Your servant king in my father 
David’s place, but I am a young boy; I have no experi-
ence as a leader…. Grant Your servant an understand-
ing heart to judge Your people, to distinguish between 
good and bad, for who can judge this immense people of  
Yours?”

And it pleased the Lord that Shlomo had made this 
request, and God said to him, “Because this is the request 
you made – you did not ask for long life, or for wealth, 
or for the lives of your enemies, but you asked for wis-
dom to discern in judgment – I have fulfilled your words. 
Here, I am granting you a wise, discerning heart – no 
one like you has ever been before you, and no one like 
you will ever rise again after you. But what is more, I am 
granting you what you did not ask for, both wealth and 
honor – not a man among kings will compare to you for 
as long as you live. And if you follow in My ways and 
keep My laws and commandments, as your father David 
did, then I shall grant you long life.” (Melakhim I 3:5–14)
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Like Adam and Ĥava in the Garden of Eden, Shlomo also sought 
the knowledge “to distinguish between good and bad [ra].”7 
Their pursuit of that knowledge ended in disaster (which we will 
examine in depth in section two, chapter 11). Why, then, was God 
pleased with Shlomo’s request? The reason is that Shlomo wanted 
that knowledge in order to serve God, whereas Adam and Ĥava 
desired it in order to be like God (Bereshit 3:5, 22).8 They took the 
fruit of knowledge without permission, whereas Shlomo, recogniz-
ing that God is the source of knowledge, asked God for it. While 
in some respects this seemed like a repeat of the Garden story, it 
got off to a much more auspicious start.

God granted Shlomo wisdom and added what Shlomo did not 
request: wealth and glory. However, it is important to note that 
God’s last promise, regarding the length of Shlomo’s reign,9 was 
contingent on Shlomo’s following the “laws and commandments, 
as [his] father David did.”10

Immediately following the dream comes the story of the two 
women both claiming to be the mother of a baby, whom the king 
famously suggested splitting in two. In response, the people rec-
ognized his wisdom. But they did not merely comprehend that 
he was wise. They saw that his wisdom came from God, and was 

7. The Hebrew word ra can mean both “evil” and “bad.” Throughout this book, I will 
translate it according to the context, even though neither translation fully captures 
the nuance of ra.

8. Avi Ehrlich, Ancient Zionism: The Biblical Origins of the National Idea (New York: The 
Free Press, 1995), 148.

9. Bin-Nun and Medan (Ani Kohelet, 127–128) maintain that the length of days in the 
prophecy refers not to Shlomo’s lifespan but to the endurance of his dynasty, as is 
mentioned explicitly in the Torah in its enumeration of the laws of kings: “He and 
his descendants will reign long in the midst of Israel” (Devarim 17:20). Since Shlomo 
did not follow the laws, he did not merit descendants who would have reigns as suc-
cessful as his.

10. Rashi and Radak on Melakhim I 3:14.
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intended to assist him in his execution of justice: “When all of 
Israel heard about the case that the king had judged, they feared 
the king, for they saw that the wisdom of God was within him to 
do justice” (Melakhim I 3:28).

As we continue to read of the success of Shlomo’s reign, his 
wisdom is frequently recalled, but always with the added com-
ment that God granted it to him:

God had granted wisdom to Shlomo, and deep understand-
ing, and a mind as broad as the sand upon the seashore. 
Shlomo’s wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all the peoples of 
the East and all the wisdom of Egypt. He was wiser than any 
other man.... He composed three thousand proverbs, and his 
songs numbered a thousand and five. And he spoke of the 
trees, from the cedar in Lebanon to the hyssop that grows 
out of walls; and he spoke of the beasts and the birds and 
the creeping creatures and the fish. People from all nations 
came to hear Shlomo’s wisdom on behalf of all the kings of 
the earth who had heard of his wisdom. (Melakhim I 5:9–14)

The Lord had endowed Shlomo with wisdom, as He had 
promised him. (5:26)

SHLOMO’S KINGDOM BEGINS TO RESEMBLE EGYPT
The following chapters in Melakhim discuss the building and con-
secration of the Temple in Jerusalem. As noted in Melakhim I 6:1, 
this project was the culmination of the process that began 480 
years before, when Israel first left Egypt. As such, it should be 
viewed as the pinnacle of the relationship between God and Israel, 
with Shlomo finally providing God with a permanent home. The 
extensive description of the building of the Temple and all its ves-
sels demonstrates the significance of this event.

However, mixed in with these verses are some statements that 
provide a different context to the state of Shlomo’s reign. For 
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example, in the middle of a section discussing the panels of the 
House (the Temple) and a description of the walls of the House, 
we find the following:

And the word of the Lord came to Shlomo: “Concerning 
this House that you are building: If you follow My laws 
and uphold My rulings and keep all My commandments by 
following them, then I will fulfill My promise through you, 
the promise that I made to your father David. I will dwell 
in the midst of the Israelites, and I will never abandon My 
people Israel.” (Melakhim I 6:11–13)

While God’s promise demonstrates His commitment to Israel, 
the conditional nature of the prophecy indicates that Shlomo 
needed to be reminded of his obligations while involved in this 
massive project.

Although at this point there are no signs of Shlomo’s abandon-
ing God’s laws, rules, and commandments, the verses hint to dark 
parallels with a more sinister building project. A brief glimpse of 
this can be found earlier, at the beginning of the narrative describ-
ing the building: “King Shlomo began to levy forced labor upon 
all of Israel; the levy was thirty thousand men” (Melakhim I 5:27). 
The Hebrew word for “forced labor” and “levy” here is mas. It 
is the same word used to describe the forced labor imposed by 
Pharaoh on Israel in Egypt: “So they placed slave masters over 
the Israelites to oppress them with forced labor [mas]; they built 
supply towns [arei miskenot] for Pharaoh: Pitom and Ramesses” 
(Shemot 1:11). But the comparison does not end there; it appears 
in the book of Melakhim again, more explicitly, a few chapters 
after the one cited above:

For these purposes, King Shlomo imposed forced labor 
[mas]: to build the House of the Lord and his own house, 



10

Section One: Kohelet and Shlomo

the Milo, the wall of Jerusalem, Ĥatzor, Megiddo, and Gezer. 
Pharaoh, king of Egypt, had marched up and captured 
Gezer – he burned it with fire and killed the Canaanite 
inhabitants of the city – and he gave it as a wedding gift to 
his daughter, Shlomo’s wife. Shlomo built Gezer, lower Beit 
Ĥoron, Baalat, and Tadmor in the wilderness in the region, 
as well as all of Shlomo’s supply towns [arei miskenot], char-
iot towns, and cavalry towns – all that Shlomo desired to 
build in Jerusalem, Lebanon, and throughout the land of 
his dominion. (Melakhim I 9:15–19)

Not only do we again see the forced labor (mas), but there is also 
mention of supply towns – arei miskenot – the same type that Israel 
was forced to build for Pharaoh in Egypt.

While three verses later the text does qualify the situation 
slightly by distinguishing between “forced labor” and “slavery”: 

“Shlomo never reduced the Israelites to slavery” (Melakhim I 9:22), 
the linguistic parallels to the Egyptian slavery (along with the 
actual political alliance with Egypt) cannot be ignored.

We saw how on the one hand there was major progress in the 
journey from Egypt to Jerusalem, yet on the other hand we see 
that Israel is once again facing many of the same forms of oppres-
sion from which they suffered in Egypt centuries before.

Shlomo’s long speech at the dedication of the Temple 
appears in Melakhim I, chapter 8. It mentions Egypt multiple 
times, all in the positive context of recalling God’s redemp-
tion of Israel:

“Blessed is the Lord, God of Israel,” he said, “who made a 
promise to my father David with His own mouth and has 
now fulfilled it with His own hand, saying: ‘From the day 
I brought My people, Israel, out of Egypt, I never chose a 
city from among all the tribes of Israel, to build a House 
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where My name would be; but I chose David to be over 
My people Israel.’” (Melakhim I 8:15–16)

And there I have set a place for the Ark, which contains 
the covenant that the Lord made with our ancestors when 
He brought them out of the land of Egypt. (8:21)

For they are Your people and Your share, whom You 
brought out from Egypt, from the midst of the iron crucible. 
Let Your eyes be open to the plea of Your servant and the 
plea of Your people Israel; listen to them whenever they call 
out to You. For You set them apart from all the other peoples 
of the land as Your own share, as You promised through 
Moshe, Your servant, when You brought our ancestors out 
of Egypt, O Lord God. (8:51–53)

At this point in the story, the references to Egypt appear to be 
positive. In fact, it could be understood that this was the culmina-
tion of the process that began with the exodus from Egypt centu-
ries before: Israel was fully liberated from all of its enemies, and 
even Pharaoh was subservient to Israel. Sadly, however, instead 
of learning the lessons of the Exodus, Israel had begun to emulate 
the Egyptian society they were instructed to reject.

SHLOMO’S RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD FRACTURED
In the following chapter of Melakhim, God appears to Shlomo in 
another dream. At first God confirmed that He had heard Shlomo’s 
prayer and acknowledged that He would reside in the Temple for-
ever. But again, as in Shlomo’s last prophecy, God presented His 
commitment to Shlomo as conditional. Yet now cracks had begun 
to appear in the relationship between Shlomo and God,11 for this 
time the prophecy even included a warning of what would happen 
if the commandments were not kept:

11. Yehuda Kiel, Daat Mikra: Melakhim ( Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1989), 201.
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As for you – if you walk before Me as your father David 
did, whole-heartedly and sincerely fulfilling all I have 
commanded you, and if you keep My laws and My rul-
ings, then I will establish your royal throne over Israel 
forever, as I promised your father David: No one of your 
lineage will be cut off from the throne of Israel. But if 
you and your sons dare turn away from Me and do not 
keep the commandments and laws I set before you, and 
serve other gods and worship them, then I will cut Israel 
off from the face of the land that I gave them, and I will 
cast away from My presence the House I have sanctified 
for My name; and Israel will become but a proverb and 
a byword among all the nations. And whoever passes by 
this once-exalted House will reel and hiss and say, “Why 
did the Lord do such a thing to this land and this House?” 
and they will answer, “Because they left the Lord, their 
God, who brought their ancestors out of the land of Egypt, 
and they embraced other gods and worshipped them and 
served them. For this the Lord brought all this evil upon 
them.” (Melakhim I 9:4–9)

Here, too, there is mention of Egypt, but the connotation is 
reversed. Instead of reveling in the history of God’s redemption of 
Israel from Egypt as Shlomo did, God mentioned the redemption 
from Egypt as the justification for requiring Israel’s obedience, and 
the subsequent punishment if the laws were not kept.

We repeatedly see a parallel between Israel and Egypt. This is 
not surprising, because for the first time in Israel’s history a com-
parison between the two nations could be made. Israel had become 
a regional power, with massive building projects and a powerful 
monarch. In principle, these were all positive developments. A uni-
fied people, blessed with peace and prosperity, and a magnificent 
Temple for God had been the nation of Israel’s goals for centuries.
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However, there were significant dangers if Israel became like 
Egypt. In fact, according to many opinions, the Torah does not 
even command that Israel appoint a king,12 even though without 
a strong monarchy the permanent Temple might never have been 
built. Instead, we see that appointing a king is dependent on the 
desire of the people to have one:

When you enter the land that the Lord your God is giving 
you, and have taken possession of it and settled in it, should 
you say, “I will set a king over me, like all the surrounding 
nations,” set over you a king whom the Lord your God 
chooses. The king you set over you must be one of your 
own people. You may not set a foreigner over you, who is 
not your brother. (Devarim 17:14–15)

Yet even after the king is appointed, there are limitations on 
him – unparalleled at that time in history:

Further, he must not acquire many horses for himself, he 
must not make the people return to Egypt to acquire more 
horses, since the Lord has told you: “You must not go back 
that way again.” He must not accumulate wives and let his 
heart be led astray, nor should he amass large amounts of 
silver and gold. (Devarim 17:16–17)

Note that here, too, Egypt is mentioned – it is forbidden for the 
nation to return to Egypt. But we see that as time passed, Shlomo 
yielded to the temptations of the throne and violated each of these 
restrictions. Despite the prohibition against amassing silver and 
gold, he possessed unparalleled quantities (Melakhim I 10:14–21). 

12. See R. Nehorai’s opinion in Sanhedrin 20b; Abrabanel on Devarim 17:14; Ibn Ezra 
on Devarim 17:15.
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He ignored the proscription against keeping many horses, and 
notably acquired them from Egypt (Melakhim I 10:26–29).

Finally, Shlomo violated the restriction on the number of wives, 
and as predicted, they led his heart astray:13

King Shlomo loved many foreign women besides the 
daughter of Pharaoh14 – Moabite women, Amonite women, 
Edomite women, Sidonian women, Hittite women – from 
the nations of which the Lord had warned the Israelites: 

“You must not join with them, nor must they join with you, 
for they will turn your hearts astray after their own gods.” 
Shlomo clung to these in love. He had seven hundred wives 
of royal rank and three hundred concubines, and his wives 
turned his heart astray. By the time Shlomo grew old, his 
wives had turned his heart to other gods, and his heart was 
not entirely with the Lord, his God, as his father David’s 
heart had been. Shlomo went after Ashtoret, the god of 
the Sidonians, and after Milkom, the abomination of the 
Amonites. Shlomo did what was evil in the Lord’s sight 
and was not fully with the Lord, as his father David was. It 
was then that Shlomo built a high shrine to Kemosh, the 
abomination of Moav, on the hill overlooking Jerusalem, 
and to Molekh, the abomination of the Amonites. He did 

13. A daring midrash brought by Rashi in his commentary on Melakhim I 10:13 says 
Shlomo’s earlier encounter with the Queen of Sheva led to the future birth of 
Nevukhadnetzar, who destroyed the very Temple that Shlomo built. While the text 
of Melakhim does not indicate any physical relationship between Shlomo and the 
queen, the Sages certainly picked up on the problematic nature of Shlomo’s relation-
ships with foreign women. See also Sanhedrin 21b for a midrash that connects Rome’s 
eventual conquest of Israel with Shlomo’s marriage to the daughter of Pharaoh.

14. While there was no criticism mentioned when Shlomo’s marriage to Pharaoh’s 
daughter first appeared in Melakhim I, 3, her inclusion in this list retroactively casts 
a shadow on what first appeared as a savvy diplomatic achievement.
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the same for all his foreign wives, who offered incense and 
sacrifices to their gods. (Melakhim I 11:1–8)

There is a sharp contrast between Shlomo’s love of foreign women 
here and Shlomo’s love of God in Melakhim I 3:3.15 He “clung to” 
and “loved” these women – a formula found in the command-
ments regarding our devotion to God (Devarim 11:22, 30:20). 
Shlomo’s heart had long since forsaken its earlier devotion to God. 
The special relationship he had with God demanded loyalty, and 
once that loyalty was gone, their relationship could not be repaired.

God had warned Shlomo multiple times about his failure to fol-
low the commandments, and his punishment was quick to come:

Then the Lord raged against Shlomo, for his heart had 
turned away from the Lord, God of Israel, who had appeared 
to him twice and commanded him about this very mat-
ter – not to follow after other gods. But he failed to keep the 
Lord’s command. And the Lord said to Shlomo, “Because 
this has been your will, and you failed to keep My covenant 
and My laws, which I commanded you – I will surely tear 
the kingdom away from you, and I will give it to your ser-
vant.16 But for the sake of your father David, I will not do 
this in your own lifetime; I will tear it away from the hand 
of your son. And even so, I will not tear the whole kingdom 
away; I will grant a single tribe to your son for the sake of 
My servant David and for the sake of Jerusalem, which I 
have chosen.” (Melakhim I 11:9–13)

15. Kiel, Daat Mikra: Melakhim, 45–46.
16. This fulfills the promise made in Melakhim I 3:14, where God makes Shlomo’s suc-

cess conditional on his following God’s edicts: “And if you follow in My ways and 
keep My laws and commandments….”
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Immediately following this, we read of various foreign adversar-
ies that rose up against Shlomo, culminating in the rebellion of 
Yorovam, one of Shlomo’s own servants.17 The last verse before 
Shlomo’s death describes his pursuit of Yorovam.18

Early in his reign, Shlomo ignored the warning in the book of 
Devarim against reliance on Egypt and tried to advance political 
and economic goals by marrying Pharaoh’s daughter. However, in 
the end, his enemy took refuge in Egypt:

בְרַח מִצְרַיִם אֶל־ קָם יָרָבְעָם וַיִּ לֹמֹה לְהָמִית אֶת־יָרָבְעָם וַיָּ שׁ שְׁ וַיְבַקֵּ
לֹמֹה׃ ק מֶלֶךְ־מִצְרַיִם וַיְהִי בְמִצְרַיִם עַד־מוֹת שְׁ ישַׁ שִׁ

Shlomo sought to put Yorovam to death, but Yorovam fled 
straight to Egypt, to King Shishak of Egypt, and he remained 
in Egypt until Shlomo’s death. (Melakhim I 11:40)

This verse has strong parallels to a verse in Shemot:

ה  בְרַח מֹשֶׁ ה וַיִּ שׁ לַהֲרגֹ אֶת־מֹשֶׁ ה וַיְבַקֵּ בָר הַזֶּ רְעֹה אֶת־הַדָּ מַע פַּ שְׁ וַיִּ
אֵר׃ ב עַל־הַבְּ שֶׁ אֶרֶץ־מִדְיָן וַיֵּ ב בְּ שֶׁ נֵי פַרְעֹה וַיֵּ מִפְּ

Word reached Pharaoh and he sought to kill Moshe. But 
Moshe fled his presence and went to live in the land of 
Midyan. There he sat down beside a well. (Shemot 2:15)

Just as Pharaoh sought to kill the fleeing Moshe, Shlomo sought to 
kill the fleeing Yorovam.19 Like a classical tragedy, we see the final 
downfall of Shlomo – he had become like Pharaoh. As narrated in 
the book of Shemot, the exodus from Egypt was the foundational 

17. Melakhim I 11:14–40.
18. Ibid., v. 40.
19. Just as after Pharaoh died, Moshe could return to Egypt (Shemot 4:19), after Shlomo 

died, Yorovam could return from Egypt (Melakhim I 12:2–3).
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event of the people of Israel. However, in Shlomo’s time, we find 
the opposite recounted in the book of Melakhim: Instead of Israel 
leaving Egypt, Israel had come to mirror the same Egypt we were 
commanded to reject.

Although David, Shlomo’s father, had also sinned, he other-
wise always remained loyal to God: “For David had done what 
was right in the eyes of the Lord and never turned away from all 
He commanded him throughout his life – except in the matter of 
Uriya the Hittite” (Melakhim I 15:5).

There is no comparison between David and Pharaoh or Israel 
and Egypt during King David’s reign. When David sinned, he con-
fessed and repented (Shmuel II 12:13). Shlomo was instructed to 
be like his father, and did not succeed.20 In the end, there is no 
sign of Shlomo repenting, and as we shall see, there is evidence 
that instead of confessing his sins, he rationalized them. God has 
patience for those who give in to their evil inclination and sin, 
if they repent. But rationalizations, which justify the rebellious 
behavior as normative, preclude any such repentance; in these 
cases, God is much less likely to forgive. As we shall see, this is a 
major lesson taught in Kohelet.

20. David’s faithfulness to God is reflected in the fact that he is called a “servant of God” 
(Shmuel II 3:18; Melakhim I 3:6; Yeĥezkel 34:23; Tehillim 18:1, 36:1), a phrase ap-
plied to no other biblical figures except Moshe and Yehoshua. The Midrash (Sifrei 
Vaetĥanan 27 on Devarim 3:24) notes there are those whom God called His servants, 
and those who called themselves God’s servants. David fits in both categories. Shlomo 
is in the group of those who called themselves God’s servants (Melakhim I 3:9), but 
God never called Shlomo His servant. The Midrash notes that when addressing 
Shlomo, God always referenced his father David as His servant. This emphasizes 
the essential difference in the relationships of David and Shlomo to God.




