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KOHELETH,  TOIL,  AND THE PRODIGAL SON 

Reading Luke’s Parable through the Eyes of the Teacher 
 

 John Priest once wrote, “The skepticism of Koheleth ends, however much some 

commentators cry to the contrary, as pessimism pure and simple...All life is transitory and 

transitoriness is finally synonymous with meaninglessness.”  Priest’s observation is no anomaly, 

but is rather instructive of the norm that characterizes much scholarship on Ecclesiastes.  

Portrayed as a lonely nihilist, Koheleth has become a sociopath of sorts.  As such, this important 

canonical voice is in danger of being extinguished.  Scholarship in recent years has contributed to 

the problem, focusing largely on the wild, contradictory nature of the sage’s composition, while 

concurrently failing to address the work’s internal, sometimes subtle coherency. 

  This paper takes that initiative, canonical in nature and constructive in practice, of 

offering a fresh examination of Koheleth’s voice, on its own terms as well as in concert with the 

larger canon of Christian Scripture.  The first section is a concise but thick reading of those places 

where Koheleth speaks explicitly of toil.  In it, I demonstrate that while Koheleth is pessimistic 

about much, his affirmations of toil remain consistent; the fruit of one’s toil is always ephemeral, 

but toil per se has the capacity to be both tangible and fulfilling.  In the second section, I apply 

these principles to Luke’s parable of the Prodigal Son, with particular emphasis on the character 

of the older brother.  In doing so, I show that Luke’s parable affirms the notion that reward can be 

found in faithful toil itself, not simply in the fruits thereof.  By revivifying the sage’s voice within 

its canonical framework, I show that Koheleth holds the capacity to shine light on characters that 

may otherwise remain on the periphery of their respective narratives. 

 


