
Self-Contradiction: How Shlomo became Kohelet 
Sukkot 5783/2022 – DC 

 
1) Shabbat 30b 

Rav Yehuda, son of Rav Shmuel bar Sheilat, said in the name of Rav: The 
Sages sought to suppress the book of Ecclesiastes and declare it apocryphal 
because its statements contradict each other, and it is liable to confuse its 
readers. And why did they not suppress it? Because its beginning consists of 
matters of Torah and its end consists of matters of Torah.  

אָמַר רַב יְהוּדָה בְרֵיהּ דְרַב שְמוּאֵל  
קְשוּ   שְמֵיהּ דְרַב: בִׁ ילַת מִׁ בַר שִׁ
פְנֵי   גְנוֹז סֵפֶר קֹהֶלֶת מִׁ ים לִׁ חֲכָמִׁ

פְנֵי   שֶדְבָרָיו סוֹתְרִׁ ין זֶה אֶת זֶה . וּמִׁ
ילָתוֹ   —מָה לאֹ גְנָזוּהוּ?  פְנֵי שֶתְחִׁ מִׁ

בְרֵי תוֹרָה.  בְרֵי תוֹרָה וְסוֹפוֹ דִׁ  דִׁ
Q: What do you normally think when you see a contradiction in Torah? 
Q: Think of a contradiction in the torah (e.g. shamor vezachor). Is it resolved by a commentary? If so, how? 
 

Contradiction Resolution, Method 1: Reinterpretation (Chiluk) 
 

Note: a chiluk is a Talmudic literary device which takes a seeming contradiction and resolves it by reinterpreting 
the two sentences in question and showing that they are talking about different things. 

 
2) Kohelet 7:3 3) Kohelet 2:2 

“Vexation is better than 
laughter” 

שְחוֹק״   I said of laughter: It is“  ״טוֹב כַעַס מִׁ
praiseworthy” 

י מְהוֹלָל״ ״ שְחוֹק אָמַרְתִׁ לִׁ  

 
4) Shabbat 30b 

This is not difficult, as the contradiction can be resolved. “Vexation is 
better than laughter” means: The vexation of the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, toward the righteous in this world is preferable to the laughter 
which the Holy One, Blessed be He, laughs with the wicked in this 
world by showering them with goodness. “I said of laughter: It is 
praiseworthy”, that is the laughter which the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, laughs with the righteous in the World-to-Come. 

שְחוֹק״: טוֹב כַעַס   לָא קַשְיָא ״טוֹב כַעַס מִׁ
ים   יקִׁ שֶכוֹעֵס הַקָדוֹש בָרוּךְ הוּא עַל הַצַדִׁ

שְחוֹק שֶמְשַחֵק הַקָדוֹש בָרוּ ךְ  בָעוֹלָם הַזֶה, מִׁ
שְחוֹק   ים בָעוֹלָם הַזֶה. וְ״לִׁ הוּא עַל הָרְשָעִׁ

י מְהוֹלָל״  זֶה שְחוֹק שֶמְשַחֵק   — אָמַרְתִׁ
ים בָעוֹלָם   יקִׁ ם הַצַדִׁ הַקָדוֹש בָרוּךְ הוּא עִׁ

 .הַבָא

Q: What is the contradiction between these two sentences? Do these sentences need resolution to begin with? 
 
5) Kohelet 8:15 6) Kohelet 2:2 

“So I commended joy”   י אֶת י אֲנִׁ בַחְתִׁ ״וְשִׁ
מְחָה״  הַשִׁ

 “And of joy: What does it 
accomplish?” 

“ מְחָה מַה זֹ  ה עוֹשָהוּלְשִׁ ” 

 
7) Shabbat 30b 

Similarly, “So I commended joy,” that is the joy of a mitzva. “And of joy: 
What does it accomplish?” that is joy that is not the joy of a mitzva. The 
praise of joy mentioned here is to teach you that the Divine Presence 
rests upon an individual neither from an atmosphere of sadness, nor from 
an atmosphere of laziness, nor from an atmosphere of laughter, nor from 
an atmosphere of frivolity, nor from an atmosphere of idle conversation, 
nor from an atmosphere of idle chatter, but rather from an atmosphere 
imbued with the joy of a mitzva. 

י אֶת  י אֲנִׁ בַחְתִׁ מְחָה״  ״וְשִׁ מְחָה   —הַשִׁ שִׁ
מְחָה מַה זֹה עוֹשָה״   צְוָה. ״וּלְשִׁ שֶל מִׁ

צְוָה. לְלַמֶדְךָ   — מְחָה שֶאֵינָהּ שֶל מִׁ זוֹ שִׁ
תוֹךְ עַצְבוּת   ינָה שוֹרָה לאֹ מִׁ שֶאֵין שְכִׁ

תוֹךְ שְחוֹק וְלאֹ   תוֹךְ עַצְלוּת וְלאֹ מִׁ וְלאֹ מִׁ
ת  תוֹךְ קַלוּת ראֹש וְלאֹ מִׁ יחָה וְלאֹ  מִׁ וֹךְ שִׁ

תוֹךְ דְבַר   ים, אֶלָא מִׁ ים בְטֵלִׁ תוֹךְ דְבָרִׁ מִׁ
צְוָה מְחָה שֶל מִׁ  שִׁ

Q: Go through each of the listed atmospheres. Theorize of how joy can manifest in each of these environments. 
 

Contradiction Resolution, Method 2: Cognitive Dissonance 
 
8) Kohelet 1:12 

I am Koheleth, I was king over Israel in Jerusalem.  ִׁם׃ ירוּשָלָ  ל בִׁ שְרָאֵֵ֖ לֶךְ עַל־יִׁ י מֶֶ֛ יתִׁ ִ֥ לֶת הָיִׁ י קֹהֶֶ֗ ִ֣  אֲנִׁ

 



9) Gittin 68a-68b 

Solomon said to the sages: How shall I make the Temple so that the 
stone will be precisely cut without using iron? They said to him: There is a 
creature called a shamir that can cut the stones, which Moses brought 
and used to cut the stones of the ephod. Solomon said to them: Where is 
it found? … and they said: Maybe Ashmedai, lord of the demons, knows. 

Solomon sent for Benayahu, son of Jehoiada. Benayahu descended 
from the tree, came and threw the chain around Ashmedai, and enclosed 
him within it. When Ashmedai awoke he struggled to remove the chain. 

[When Benayahu took Ashmedai to Jerusalem] they saw the joy of a 
wedding celebration, and Ashmedai cried. Benayahu asked him: What is 
the reason that when you saw that joy of the wedding you cried? 
Ashmedai said to him: I knew that this man will die within thirty days. 
Ashmedai heard a certain man say to a shoemaker: Make me shoes that 
will last for seven years, and he laughed. Benayahu asked: What is the 
reason that when you heard that man say to a shoemaker: Make me 
shoes that will last for seven years, you laughed? Ashmedai said to him: 
That man does not have seven days to live; does he need shoes that will 
last for seven years? 

י אֶעֱבֵיד אֲמַרוּ לֵיהּ   אָמַר לְהוּ לְרַבָנַן הֵיכִׁ
י מֹשֶה לְאַבְנֵי   ירָא דְאַיְיתִׁ יכָא שָמִׁ אִׁ

ישְתְכַח.  אֵפוֹד    ...אֲמַר לְהוּ הֵיכָא אִׁ
ילְמָא אַשְמְדַאי   ינַן דִׁ י אֲנַן לָא יָדְעִׁ אָמְרִׁ

בְנָיָהוּ בֶן  ... מַלְכָא דְשֵידֵי יָדַע שַדְרֵיהּ לִׁ
ילְתָא   הוֹיָדָעיְ  נְחֵית אֲתָא שְדָא בֵיהּ שוּשִׁ

יפַרְזַל תְעַר הֲוָה קָא מִׁ י אִׁ   ... סְתָמֵיהּ כִׁ
י לַהּ בְכָה  חֲזָא חֶדְוְותָא דַהֲווֹ קָמְחַדִׁ
שַמְעֵיהּ לְהָהוּא גַבְרָא דַהֲוָה קָאָמַר  
י מְסָאנֵי לְשַב שְנֵי   לְאוּשְכָפָא עָבֵיד לִׁ

י חֲזֵיתֵיהּ לְהָהוּא   אַחֵיךְ ... מַאי טַעְמָא כִׁ
חֶדְוְותָא בְכֵית אֲמַר לֵיהּ בָעֵי מֵימָת  
ינְטָר   ין וּבָעֲיָא מִׁ ין יוֹמִׁ גַבְרָא בְגוֹ תְלָתִׁ

ין י  . לְיָבָם קָטָן תְלֵיסְרֵי שְנִׁ מַאי טַעְמָא כִׁ
שְמַעְתֵיהּ לְהָהוּא גַבְרָא דַאֲמַר לֵיהּ  

ין  לְאוּשְכָפָא עֲבֵי  י מְסָאנֵי לְשַב שְנִׁ ד לִׁ
בְעָה יוֹמֵי לֵית   אַחֵיכְתְ אֲמַר לֵיהּ הָהוּא שִׁ

ין בָעֵי   לֵיהּ מְסָאנֵי לְשַב שְנִׁ
 

Q: How is the content of Kohelet and what Ashmedai says similar? How are they different? 
 

10) Gittin 68b 

Solomon kept Ashmedai near until he completed building the Temple. 
Ashmedai said to him: Take off the chain engraved with God’s name and give 

me it to me with your ring with God’s name engraved on it, and I will show you 
my strength. Solomon took off his chain and ring and gave them to him. 
Ashmedai swallowed the ring and grew until he placed one wing in the heaven 
and one wing on the earth. He threw Solomon a distance of four hundred 
parasangs. With regard to that moment Solomon said: “What profit is there for a 
person through all of his toil under the sun?” (Ecclesiastes 1:3). [Meanwhile, 
Ashmedai usurped power and impersonated King Solomon. No one in the 
kingdom could tell the difference between them.] 

With regard to the verse: “And this was my portion from all of my toil” 
(Ecclesiastes 2:10), the Gemara asks: What is the meaning of the expression: “And 
this”? Rav and Shmuel disagree. One said: This is referring to Solomon’s staff that 
remained in his hand. And one said: This is referring to his cloak. Solomon 
circulated from door to door collecting charity [with this staff and cloak], and 
wherever he arrived he would say: “I am Kohelet, I was king over Israel in 
Jerusalem” (Ecclesiastes 1:12). When he finally arrived at the Sanhedrin in 
Jerusalem the sages said: Now, an imbecile does not fixate on one matter all of 
the time? Is this man perhaps telling the truth that he is Solomon? [Ashmedai was 
then discovered a fraud and fled.] 

And even so, although Ashmedai fled, Solomon was fearful of him. Rav and 
Shmuel disagreed with regard to this story of Solomon. One said: He was a king, 
then became a commoner, and never returned to his position as king. And one 
said: He was a king, and became a commoner, then a king. 

תַרְחֵיהּ גַבֵיהּ עַד דְבַנְיֵיהּ לְבֵית  
אֲמַר לֵיהּ שְקוֹל  ...  קְדָש הַמִׁ 

י   ינַאי וְהַב לִׁ ילְתָא מִׁ שוּשִׁ
י לָךְ רְבוּתַאי   יזְקְתָךְ וְאַחְוִׁ עִׁ
ינֵיהּ   ילְתָא מִׁ שַקְלֵיהּ לְשוּשִׁ
יזְקְתֵיהּ בַלְעֵיהּ   וְיָהֵיב לֵיהּ עִׁ
יעָא   רְקִׁ אוֹתְבֵיהּ לְחַד גַפֵיהּ בִׁ

יהּ  וּלְחַד גַפֵיהּ בְאַרְעָא פַתְקֵ 
יא   אַרְבַע מְאָה פַרְסֵי עַל הַהִׁ

תְרוֹן   שַעְתָא אֲמַר שְלֹמֹה מַה יִׁ
לָאָדָם בְכׇל עֲמָלוֹ שֶיַעֲמֹל תַחַת  

כׇל  ... הַשָמֶש י מִׁ וְזֶה הָיָה חֶלְקִׁ
י מַאי וְזֶה רַב וּשְמוּאֵל חַד   עֲמָלִׁ

אָמַר מַקְלוֹ וְחַד אָמַר גוּנְדוֹ  
ים כֹל   הָיָה מְחַזֵר עַל הַפְתָחִׁ

י קֹהֶלֶת   מְטָא אָמַר אֲנִׁ הֵיכָא דִׁ
שְרָאֵל   י מֶלֶךְ עַל יִׁ יתִׁ הָיִׁ
י מְטָא גַבֵי   ירוּשָלִָׁים כִׁ בִׁ

י   כְדִׁ ין אֲמַרוּ רַבָנַן מִׁ סַנְהֶדְרִׁ
יךְ   ילְתָא  לָא סְרִׁ שוֹטֶה בַחֲדָא מִׁ

 מַאי הַאי 
י הֲוָה לֵיהּ   ילוּ הָכִׁ יעֲתוּתָא  וַאֲפִׁ בִׁ

ינֵיהּ רַב וּשְמוּאֵל חַד אָמַר  ...  מִׁ
מֶלֶךְ וְהֶדְיוֹט וְחַד אָמַר מֶלֶךְ  

 וְהֶדְיוֹט וּמֶלֶךְ 

Q: Some say that Ashmedai and Solomon were the same person. How does this change the meaning of the story? 
 

11) Rashi on Kohelet 1:1 

 [He was called Kohelet] because he gathered (הֵל הֵל חָכְמוֹת הַרְבֵה .קֹהֶלֶת  …much wisdom (קִׁ ... עַל־שֵם שֶקִׁ  

Q: When Shlomo is a pauper, he says “I am Kohelet.” According to this story, how does he become Kohelet?  
Q: Shlomo becomes Kohelet by living in two contradictory worlds: king and a pauper. Does his contradiction need 
to be resolved, or is living with contradiction the message of Kohelet? 


