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<Abratract>

The Meaning of Joy in Ecclesiastes
between Nihilism and Hedonism

Rev. Dr. Sun-Jong Kim
(Jeongeup Joongang Presbyterian Church)

The word joy appears most frequently in the Book of
Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament, which reveals the most skep-
tical epistemology and ethical nihilism, considering the book's
length. The fact that the term joy appears most often in
Ecclesiastes, which emphasizes the absurdity and contradictions
of life, allows for an exploration of the value and significance
of the emotion of joy.

Ecclesiastes exposes the gap between doctrine and life, theory
and practice. The contradictions in Ecclesiastes do not arise from
the author’s clumsiness. It is not the case that the author, bur-
dened by constantly asserting vanity, later added the word joy.
It is also not easy to conclude that the different perspectives
presented in Ecclesiastes are simply quotations from opposing
views. The contradictions and ambiguities in Ecclesiastes, which
exist between life and death, the fulfillment of work and its
fudility, stem from the creation theology in Ecclesiastes as a work
of wisdom literature. The differences in the world cannot be
explained through syllogistic reasoning. It is through contra-
diction that a fundamental existential realization—the tragic
awareness of life~becomes possible. The ambiguity in
Ecclesiastes leads to reflecting more deeply on the meaning of
life and the order of the world. In this way, Ecclesiastes speaks
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of contradictions, which is intentional. The author hopes that,
through the philosophical reflections attempted, the reader will
confront the absurdity of life.

Ecclesiastes, the most philosophical book in the Old
Testament, reflects the influences of the Epicurean and Stoic
schools of Greek philosophy and the skepticism of early
Hellenistic philosophy, revealing the era that lived under the
influence of Hellenism after the Babylonian exile. As a sage
who remained within the Jewish faith, Qoheleth explores the
meaning of life through a self-reliant Greek-style epistemology
but does not deny his insights from the Israelite tradition.
Instead, he strives to restore the wisdom spirit of Israel's
tradition. Just as life cannot exist without death, and creation
presupposes chaos, joy presupposes sorrow and futility. Qoheleth
encourages the pursuit of happiness in daily life, in the here
and now (3:22; 9:7-10), and speaks of overcoming nihilism.
However, this differs from hedonism because it clearly defines
the limits of happiness (12:1). Qoheleth, facing the reality of
human death, does not lead to nihilism but instead leads toward
the joy that God grants in everyday life.



