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I. The Literary Boundaries of Eccl 7:25-29

The passage of Eccl 7:25-29 carries several literary markers suggesting the boundaries of the
literary unit. Discourse features signal a new section in 7:25, and a number of these features tie
back to the royal quest for wisdom in 1:12-2:26 to mark a fresh phase of exploration. (1) Syntax
tying 7:25 back to the royal autobiography. (2) Reintroduction of the “heart” with “1.” (3) High
frequency of search terms. (4) The “editorial intrusion” of Qohelet in third person. (5) Closure
features in 7:23-24. These literary aspects link to a chiastic structure:

V. 25a “To seek” (Wp3)
v. 25a “Insight/Schemes” (j1awn)
v.26a “I am finding” (8¥in)
v. 26b Bitter, ensnaring woman (nwx:)
v. 27 “Says Qohelet” (n9np mny)
v. 28 Undiscovered woman ()
v. 29a “I have found” ("nx¥n)
v. 29b “Insight/Schemes” (112wn)
v. 29b “They have sought” ("Wp3)

I1. Text and translation of Eccl 7:25-29
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25 So | turned with my mind to understand, to explore, and to search out wisdom related to
intellectual discovery, and to understand the wickedness of folly and the foolishness of madness.
26 Now I am discovering that more bitter than death is the woman who is a snare, whose heart is
a net, and whose hands are fetters. The man who pleases God escapes her, but the sinner is
captured by her. 27 See, | discovered this, says Qohelet, assessing one by one to reach this
intellectual discovery. 28 What | sought continually and ardently but did not find is this: I found

one man among a thousand, but I have not found one woman among all of these. 29 See, this
alone I discovered: God made mankind upright, but they have sought many schemes.



I11. Qohelet’s Discovery

The significance of the term x¥n lies in its sense as a “present discovery” and as a pericope
keyword. The function of x8¥n with antanaclasis and wordplay with “catching” terminology.

IVV. More Bitter than Death

The meaning of 71 as “bitter” (literal and metaphorical) rather than “strong.” Its conceptual ties

to the semantic field of death. Difficult syntax presents challenges: (1) masculine form; (2)
marked word order (participle); (3) marked word order (comparative clause); (4) definite
accusative. Is the phrase a citation or original aphorism? Fox’s criteria of identifying citations are
missing here so it is likely an original saying.

V. The Identity of the Female Figure

Five options regarding the identity and nature of the woman and of the discovery about her: (1)
She represents all women, and Qohelet denigrates women in general as dangerous. (2) She
represents all women, but Qohelet is reflecting on Genesis 3 and marred marital relationships. (3)
She is a particular kind of woman, such as the outside woman of Proverbs, a seductive “gold
digger,” or the daughters of foreign dignitaries enticing young Hellenistic Jewish men. (4) She is
a specific woman, such as his own wife; a spurned lover; Agathoklea, the mistress of Ptolemy 1V
Philopator; or Laodice, the estranged wife and murderer of Antiochus Il. (5) She is metaphorical
(or quasi-metaphorical) and represents an abstract concept or archetype such as Lady Wisdom,
Lady Folly, divine force, the feminine sex, pleasure/eroticism, death, or pagan philosophy.

The grammar and biblical and cultural contexts favor the third view. (1) The definite article and
accusative marker suggest a particular class of women (“that [kind of] woman™). (2) The relative

particle 2w is likely the restrictive use (“which”), marking a particular kind of woman rather all
women (“the woman, namely the one who is a snare”). (3) The larger biblical and extrabiblical

contexts suggest the warning pertains to the strange/outside woman. Numerous literary
catchwords links to Proverbs:

Links between the “Bitter Woman” of Ecclesiastes and the “Strange/Outside
Woman” of Proverbs

The Strange/Outside Woman
(Proverbs)

She is more “bitter” (qn) (7:26) She is “bitter” (77n) as wormwood (5:4)

Her house (2:8) and her feet (5:4) go

down to “death” (nmmn)

The man’s sexual appetites “ensnare”

(72%) him (5:22), and he is “taken” (npb)

by the woman (6:25) when she “hunts

is “ensnared” (72%) by her (7:26) down” (%) his precious life (6:26)

The Bitter Woman (Ecclesiastes)

She is compared to “death” (mn) (7:26)

She is “hunting snares” (7i¥n), “nets”
(o7n), and “fetters” (110R), and the sinner




“Her heart is nets” (m2% o'n1n) (7:26)

She is “wily of heart” (2% ny1) (7:10)

Her allurement centers physically on her
“hands/arms” (ov1°) (7:26)

Her allurement centers physically on her
“eyes” (orapay) (6:25) and “mouth” (*a)
(22:14)

The man who falls prey is a “sinner”
(Rvn) (7:26)

The cords of his “sin” (nxvn) entangle
him (5:22)

o) eludes her (7:26)

The man who is good “before God” ( *18%

The man’s actions are “before the eyes of
YHWH” (mn ) (5:21)

The good man “escapes” (v5n) her (7:26)

Wisdom is given to “deliver” (5x3) from
her (2:16)

The “Assembler” Qohelet (n%n{) warns
about her (7:27)

The warning is applied in the midst of the
“assembly” (5np) (5:14)

Resonances also with Egyptian wisdom literature include the third millennium (sixth dynasty)
Instruction of Ptahhotep, the fifth-dynasty (ca. 2450-2300 B.C.E.) The Instruction of Prince
Hardjedef, the eighteenth dynasty (1550-1305 B.C.E.) Instruction of Any, and the Demotic
Papyrus Insinger: (1) the dual nature of the outside woman; (2) the destruction of 1,000 men;
and (3) the responsibility for sexual norms residing with young men.

V1. The Woman’s Snares

The meaning of snares, nets, and fetters along with catching terminology (hunting/fishing,
rison). Qohelet as himself the one who has been ensnared.

Links between the “Bitter, Ensnaring Woman” of Ecclesiastes and Solomon’s “Many
Foreign Wives” in 1 Kings 11

Bitter, Ensnaring Woman (Eccl 7:25-29)

Many Foreign Women (1 Kgs 11:1-13)

She is “the woman” (nwxn) (7:26)

Solomon married many “foreign
women/wives” (MWx appears in the plural 5x)
(1 Kgs 11:1, 3[2x], 4, 8)

“Her heart is nets” (72% o'n1n) (7:26)

Solomon's wives “turned away” (nv1) “his
heart” (i29) (11:3-4, 9)

She is compared to “death” (nmn) (7:26)

Solomon becomes associated with the
“detestable things” (yipw) of foreign nations
(11:5, 7), which results in death and
destruction in the Deuteronomic covenant
(Deut 29:16-21)

She is “snares” (7i¥n), “nets” (o7n), and
“fetters” (110R); the sinner is “taken” (72%) by
her (7:26)

Solomon “sticks, clings to” (»a7) these
women in love (11:2)




Qohelet has not found one (good, faithful?)
woman/wife in 1,000 (7:28)

Solomon has 1,000 wives and concubines
(11:3)

The man who is good “before God” ( *18%
oio8i) escapes her (7:26)

The women turned his heart from following
“after God” (0% ™nR) (11:4)

The man who falls prey is a “sinner” (xon)
(7:26)

The women cause Solomon to do “evil in the
eyes of YHWH” (mm *»pa yai) (11:6)

VII. Conclusion

Qohelet’s statement concerning the female figure who ensnares fits best within the biblical
context as an intertextual reference to the outside woman of Proverbs and as a cautionary parallel
to Solomon’s demise in his marriages to foreign wives in 1 Kings 11. Additional corollaries to
Egyptian wisdom literature provide further warrant for interpreting the statement as a warning
about the dangers posed by outside women to Qohelet’s young addressees who bear
responsibility for maintaining social and sexual norms.




