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“UNDERSTANDING LIFE – BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES” 

“FOOLISHNESS OF FOOLS” (Ecclesiastes 10:1-20) 

The Bible defines as fool as one that seeks to live his life without God, “The fool hath said in his heart, 
There is no God.” (Psalm 14:1) Fools refuse instruction (Prov. 15:5; 16:22; 17:10) and are also 
arrogant (Prov. 12:15) and untrustworthy (Prov. 26:6). Many fools have long lists of qualifications 
after their names but they are merely educated fools! Solomon details in this chapter many types 
of fools he has met over his long reign:  

(1) CHARACTER OF FOOLS (v1-4) 
(2) FOOLISH RULERS (v5-7)  
(3) FOOLISH WORKERS (v8-11) 
(4) FOOLISH TALKERS (v12-15) 
(5) FOOLISH OFFICERS (v16-20) 

 Dead flies cause the ointment of the apothecary to send forth a stinking savour: so doth a little folly him that is in 
reputation for wisdom and honour. A wise man’s heart is at his right hand; but a fool’s heart at his left. Yea also, 

when he that is a fool walketh by the way, his wisdom faileth him, and he saith to every one that he is a fool. If 
the spirit of the ruler rise up against thee, leave not thy place; for yielding pacifieth great offences. (v1-4) 

Solomon begins by detailing the character of a fool. This is the philosophy or foolosophy that the 
fool lives by. The Jews used expensive perfumes or ointment to anoint their bodies. These 
ointments were commonly kept in sealed alabaster jars or cruses under the care of the professional 
apothecary. But sometimes because of a careless sealing, a dead fly got into the jar and allowed to 
fester in the sealed environment. Later when the lid was lifted, it was discovered that the decaying 
insect had defiled the whole ointment.  

 

 
Solomon takes this well-known product to illustrate the problem of sin, “Dead flies cause the ointment 
of the apothecary to send forth a stinking savour: so doth a little folly him that is in reputation for wisdom and 
honour.” Interestingly, we get the common idiom “fly in the ointment” from this illustration. 
Solomon points out that just as a dead fly (small in proportion to the whole) can pollute a whole 
container of ointment so a little folly or sin can greatly harm a person’s good reputation. It doesn’t 
work the other way round. Little things can have great consequences. Kidner is right to note, “It 
takes far less to ruin something than to create it. . . it is easier to make a stink than to create 
sweetness.”  I am sure Solomon was thinking about his father David and himself in this 
observation. For both of them marred their reputations by significant acts of folly. What are the 
dead flies that must be taken out of your life? One writer noted, 

“Many of the Biblical characters had a tremendous reputation till the dead files got into 
the ointment pot…….Leave the lid off your thought life and the lustful flies will start the 
mental rot. Neglect the sealing of your heart to impure motives and desires and it won’t 
be long before the aroma is sickening. Don’t excuse, forget or become careless about the 
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specks, fragments, mites, and miniatures in your personal life. Plug the hole in the dike of 
your personal holiness and daily devotions to Almighty God. It has been the neglect of 
these little follies that has washed out many a good and great man for God. King Solomon 
writes this as a personal testimonial with life fouled up by sin and folly, how he wishes 
those dead flies had never got in.”  

Solomon goes on to point out that the wise and the fool tend to exhibit different attitudes 
and actions, “A wise man’s heart is at his right hand; but a fool’s heart at his left.” The Scripture often uses 
the right hand to refer to honour and the left to dishonour (cf. Matt. 25). The wise by turning to 
the “right hand” submits his life to God’s Word in obedience whereas the fool turns to the opposite 
direction in rebellion and disobedience. He makes that choice because his heart is fixed on the 
truth of God’s Word. Time reveals the true fruit of a fool. He cannot hide who he really is, “Yea 
also, when he that is a fool walketh by the way, his wisdom faileth him, and he saith to every one that he is a fool.”  

Solomon gives some more counsel concerning handling those in authority. He advises that 
the wise response to authority is to go the second or third mile to ensure that those who rule over 
you are pacified when they are angry towards you, “If the spirit of the ruler rise up against thee, leave not 
thy place; for yielding pacifieth great offences.” The wise man learns the discipline of meekness and self-
control in such times of duress. He understands that the fact that the right men or women don’t 
always get the positions of leadership, and that even the best of rulers don’t always get it right. 
There is a time to speak and a time to refrain from speaking. In another passage, Solomon counsels, 
“By long forbearing is a prince persuaded, and a soft tongue breaketh the bone.” (Prov. 25:15) There are 
occasions when lashing out or running away, looks like the best thing to do, but Solomon cautions 
us that it is not the best policy. The adage is true, “Never do something permanently stupid just 
because you are temporarily upset.” 

There is an evil which I have seen under the sun, as an error which proceedeth from the ruler: Folly is set in great 
dignity, and the rich sit in low place. I have seen servants upon horses, and princes walking as servants upon the 

earth. (v5-7) 

Solomon saw many types of character come and go into his palaces in his forty year reign. The 
great and the good from around the world flocked into his home to converse with him but also 
the ordinary and poor went to him for justice. Solomon noted that many of the rulers he met were 
unwise men or women, “There is an evil which I have seen under the sun, as an error which proceedeth from 
the ruler: Folly is set in great dignity, and the rich sit in low place.” Often the right people are not promoted 
to the right jobs and the wrong people take the positions of power and influence. These fools, in 
turn, appoint their incompetent friends to office. Not all is fair in this life.  
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As a shrewd judge of human character, Solomon may well have been thinking of his son and heir, 
Rehoboam as he made this observation. For Rehoboam was an immature, self-centred person 
who refused to listen to the advice of wiser and more experienced counsellors (cf. 1 Kings 12). 
Solomon knew that rulers especially needed great wisdom to govern a country. He famously 
pleaded with God for wisdom when he first was elevated to the throne (1 Kings 3:7-9). 

Solomon observed about the inverted order seen in humanity, “Folly is set in great dignity, 
and the rich sit in low place. I have seen servants upon horses, and princes walking as servants upon the earth.” 
The normal order is that princes are meant to ride on horses and their servants are meant to walk 
beside them. However, as Solomon ironically observed often the situation is turned upside down. 
It’s very damaging to put fools in high places and relegate qualified people into lowly offices. One 
thinks immediately of the disaster to Babylon when the foolish Belshazzar occupied the throne 
and the wise Daniel was isolated from the centre of power.  

This idea of inverting the natural order has a much wider application. A good illustration 
of this phenomenon is money. God gives us money to be our servants in serving Him here on 
earth. However, instead of being our servants it sadly often becomes our master. Newsweek 
magazine had an article The Afflictions of Affluence a number of years ago. This carefully researched 
piece, demonstrated that, “more and more of our social problems and complaints stem from our 
affluence, not our poverty.” Obesity, alcohol, tobacco now causes more deaths than anything else. 
As we get wealthier, we have less time for our families with loneliness, divorce, and suicide have 
rapidly risen. Just throwing money at the situation does not help as paradoxically, “Most of what 
people really want in life - love, friendship, respect, family, standing, fun... does not pass through 
the market.” The Newsweek magazine wisely concluded, “Still, affluence’s afflictions endure and 
remind us of an eternal truth: it matters, as individuals and as a society, not just how much wealth 
we have but how well we use it.”    

He that diggeth a pit shall fall into it; and whoso breaketh an hedge, a serpent shall bite him. Whoso removeth 
stones shall be hurt therewith; and he that cleaveth wood shall be endangered thereby. If the iron be blunt, and he 
do not whet the edge, then must he put to more strength: but wisdom is profitable to direct. Surely the serpent will 

bite without enchantment; and a babbler is no better. (v8-11) 

The second category of fools that Solomon noted was the foolish workers. He points out the 
danger in doing mundane tasks. You can be your own worst enemy if you are unwise. The man 
who digs a pit must be careful he doesn’t fall into it, and the one tearing down a hedge or wall 
must be careful not to be bitten by a snake or hurt by masonry.  

 
Another task that can be dangerous is cutting down wood with a blunt axe. Thus, even good 
activity can end in injury and even in death. The wise will be prudent in handling with care these 
relatively ordinary aspects of life. He will, for instance, take time to ensure his axe iron is well 
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sharpened and correctly attached to the handle. It is the fool who rushes headlong into a task 
without due foresight, care, and preparation. That’s why most developed nations have laws, like 
manslaughter, negligence, health & safety etc. to deter those who don’t exercise common sense 
and prudence in the workplace.  

The words of a wise man's mouth are gracious; but the lips of a fool will swallow up himself. The beginning of the 
words of his mouth is foolishness: and the end of his talk is mischievous madness. A fool also is full of words: a 
man cannot tell what shall be; and what shall be after him, who can tell him? The labour of the foolish wearieth 

every one of them, because he knoweth not how to go to the city. (v12-15) 

Solomon then moves on to discuss the category of foolish talkers. He sets out the general principle 
by comparison of the wise and the fool, “The words of a wise man's mouth are gracious; but the lips of a 
fool will swallow up himself.” A wise man can bring much blessing with his words. Isaiah could testify, 
“The LORD God hath given me the tongue of the learned, that I should know how to speak a word in season to 
him that is weary.” (Isaiah 50:4) The words of a fool, if unchecked, can bring terrible disaster. For 
Solomon points out that they may be foolish and then ignored but they could produce terrible evil 
in the end, “The beginning of the words of his mouth is foolishness: and the end of his talk is mischievous madness.” 
Men like Adolf Hitler were dismissed as ranting fools by the great and the good of Germany. They 
didn’t realise, until it was too late, that they had taken root in the hearts of many people. 

Solomon notes that the fool is often deluded into thinking his words actually are profound 
and he is an expert on every subject. It is one of the bitter ironies of life that those who know the 
least often talk the most. Empty vessels do make the most noise! We are living in such a time when 
we are bombarded with worthless words from multiple sources. The fool is so foolish that he 
doesn’t realise how foolish he sounds. He is emboldened to talk more and this only multiples the 
effects of his foolishness, “A fool also is full of words: a man cannot tell what shall be; and what shall be after 
him, who can tell him? The labour of the foolish wearieth every one of them, because he knoweth not how to go to 
the city.” However, the fool cannot even accomplish simple things. DeHaan points out,  

“Unqualified men in high positions are filled with a false bravado because they do not 
know what will happen to them. In actuality they are often short-sighted and subject to 
delusions. And Solomon compares them to a man who cannot even follow the road signs 
to the city. Today we would say that they don’t know enough to come in out of the rain.”  

 
Even the ancients recognised this phenomenon. Plato famously noted, “Wise men speak because 
they have something to say; Fools because they have to say something.” Many can talk words but 
few can speak meaningful words: to speak, and to speak well, are two different things. How blessed 
we would all be if we would learn to listen more and to speak less. 
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Woe to thee, O land, when thy king is a child, and thy princes eat in the morning! Blessed art thou, O land, when 
thy king is the son of nobles, and thy princes eat in due season, for strength, and not for drunkenness! By much 

slothfulness the building decayeth; and through idleness of the hands the house droppeth through. A feast is made 
for laughter, and wine maketh merry: but money answereth all things. Curse not the king, no not in thy thought; 

and curse not the rich in thy bedchamber: for a bird of the air shall carry the voice, and that which hath wings 
shall tell the matter. (v16-20) 

The final broad category of fools that Solomon deals with is foolish officers. He points out how a 
nation or community suffers when its leaders are immature and irresponsible, “Woe to thee, O land, 
when thy king is a child, and thy princes eat in the morning!” Such a nation will suffer greatly. We think of 
how the playboy Belshazzar drunk himself stupid in his party while the Persians were at the gate.  

 

 
The Romans destroyed themselves from within by their “bread and circuses” when aspiring rulers 
offered free grain and circus games to amuse the masses and gain power. This populist era resulted 
in the moral and physical implosion of the Empire. For the people surrendered all moral and 
political authority to anyone who promised them a good time. President Lowell of Harvard 
University noted that “no society is ever murdered - it commits suicide.” 

The contrast to this is to have wise, mature and responsible leadership. That brings a 
blessing, “Blessed art thou, O land, when thy king is the son of nobles, and thy princes eat in due season, for 
strength, and not for drunkenness!” These leaders are willing to tell their people the hard truths that are 
needed for success and to enforce the implementation of policies and laws for the greater good of 
society.  Someone has said, “Real leaders use their authority to build the nation, while mere 
officeholders use the nation to build their authority.” In recent decades, the East has been rising over 
the West in every major indicator. This isn’t because of racial superiority or IQ but because the 
East has been willing to apply more policies of prudence, self-control and discipline by its leaders.  

 Solomon then warns that there is no such thing as a free lunch in life. Rewards and respect 
must be earned, “By much slothfulness the building decayeth; and through idleness of the hands the house droppeth 
through.” In Proverbs the King also warned, “ He becometh poor that dealeth with a slack hand: but the 
hand of the diligent maketh rich.” (Prov. 10:4) Many great Empires, nations, corporations, family 
businesses, homes, and even churches have been destroyed by carelessness. It is the simple cause 
and effect. Certainly not all poverty is caused by a laziness but many times it is. Every day we get 
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up and face a choice of going one of two ways. You can go the easy way or the hard way. Our 
natural instinct is to head to the easy road. But God is calling all of us to the hard road. Resting 
and relaxation have their place in our lives – they are God’s appointed reward for hard work. 

 

 
 

Solomon concludes with a warning to control our tongues in respect of those in God-ordained 
places of authority, “Curse not the king, no not in thy thought; and curse not the rich in thy bedchamber: for a 
bird of the air shall carry the voice, and that which hath wings shall tell the matter. Just because these rulers 
may be foolish, we must still be prudent with our language in respect of them. For eventually our 
comments may find their way back to them wittingly or unwittingly. We must always respect the 
office even if we don’t respect the character of the person in that office (cf. Rom.13:1-7; 1Peter 
2:13-17).  

When through life's darkened maze I go 
And troubles overwhelm my soul, 

Oh, grant me, Lord, Your grace to know 
That You are surely in control. 

 
 

  

 

 

 


