
I Intro. (Sept. 7, 2008) 

 A little foolishness goes a long way. It is 

like a little leaven that leavens the whole lump of 

dough (1Cor. 5:6). Leaven is symbolic for sin. 

Foolishness is not really an improvement over sin. 

It is to be “lacking or exhibiting a lack of good 

sense or judgment.”
1
 So in our context it is to be 

lacking the facility, the wherewithal to recognized 

and do the will of God. That is not a good thing. 

As we were pointing out, it does not take much 

foolishness to wreak havoc and to cause all kinds 

of heartache and ruin. This is precisely what 

Solomon is pointing out in this context. Indeed a 

little foolishness does go a long way (10:1-4). 

Even so, foolishness sometimes ascends the 

heights of power in this world (Ecc. 10:5-7). 

 

II “The Withering Power of a Little 

Foolishness” (Ecc. 10:1-7) 

 A. A little foolishness goes a long way 
(10:1-4). 

  1. (vs. 1) To demonstrate his point, 

Solomon said, “Dead flies make a perfumer’s oil 

stink.” As Solomon just said, “one sinner destroys 

much good” (Ecc. 9:18b). How many “dead flies” 

in the perfumer’s oil would it take before the 

perfume no longer presents the aroma for which 

people normally are willing to pay good money? 

The answer is, not many. Believers in fellowship 

with God are to be vehicles of “the sweet aroma of 

the knowledge of Him in every place” (2Cor. 

2:14b), “a fragrance of Christ to God among those 

who are being saved and among those who are 

perishing; to the one an aroma from death to 

death, to the other an aroma from life to life” (vv. 

15b-16a). Our material gifts to ministers are “a 

fragrant aroma, an acceptable sacrifice, well-

pleasing to God” (Phil. 4:18b). So we are 

commanded to “walk in love, just as Christ also 

loved you, and gave Himself up for us, an offering 

and a sacrifice to God as a fragrant aroma” (Eph. 

5:2b). Obviously if we do not walk in love, then 

we will put out a disgusting odor such as happens 

when foolishness invades the lives of believers. 

 As dead flies pollute and ruin the 

perfumer’s oil, so that it stinks instead of 

producing an attractive, fragrant aroma, “so a little 
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foolishness is weightier than wisdom and honor.” 

A little pollutant can ruin a vat of good. Wisdom 

and honor can be drug down and overcome by 

even a little foolishness. Have you heard of a 

person who attended an event and upon returning, 

somebody said, “Well, how was it?” They respond 

by saying, “This fellow stood up there and said 

something that demeaned another attendee, and it 

just ruined the whole conference for me.” And “so 

a little foolishness is weightier than wisdom and 

honor.” Or you observe an individual in your 

community who does well in all things in relation 

to his job, his family, charitable giving, and then 

you learn that he is an atheist. It ruins everything 

because, “the fool has said in his heart, ‘There is 

no God’” (Ps. 14:1). Yes, “a little foolishness is 

weightier than wisdom and honor.” 

  2. (vs. 2) This statement might 

seem somewhat enigmatic: “A wise man’s heart 

directs him toward the right, but the foolish man’s 

heart directs him toward the left.” It seems 

obvious that “right” is to be understood as the 

correct choice, to live in a way that pleases God. 

“As is well known, the right hand was the place of 

protection.”
2
 The “left” is the wrong path, leading 

to a bad outcome. While it is true that the “right” 

is “the place of protection and” and that the left is 

“the place of danger,”
3
 we do not want to say with 

Constable, “‘The right’ and ‘the left’…are not the 

correct way and the incorrect way.”
4
 For these 

“had the conventional meanings of good and bad, 

or blessing and cursing, in the ancient world.”
5
 In 

the long run, protection comes from wisely 

deciding to do what is right, and danger comes 

from foolishly deciding to do what is wrong, no 

matter to what extent those realities are short-

circuited in this life. 

 This verse might roughly correspond to the 

broad way and the narrow way of Mt. 7, though 

salvation would not necessarily be in view here. 

Also remember the judgment of the sheep and 

goats with the sheep placed on the right and the 

goats on the left (Mt. 25). Further, the “right hand 

is traditionally viewed as more dexterous, the left 
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more awkward. A wise man knows the right way 

to do a thing; a fool is an awkward bungler.”
6
 

The scene may be one of the ancient 

courtroom here, where wisdom should serve one 

well. Even there wisdom might “be subverted by 

an error of some leader.”
7
 It could also refer to the 

job site where the wise worker and his foolish boss 

are in view.
8
 

  3. (vs. 3) The expression, “Even 

when the fool walks along the road,” is probably 

not to be understood literally, “but” rather to “the 

fool’s metaphorical way of life.”
9
 In life, “his 

sense (heart) is lacking, and he demonstrates (lit., 

‘says’) to everyone that he is a fool.” The fool’s 

foolishness eventually foolishly comes out. He 

cannot conceal it. Eventually, his foolishness is 

common knowledge to the community. Each one 

as needed arranges to deal with the fool 

accordingly. Ironically, it would be foolish to do 

otherwise. 

4. (vs. 4) Here is a scene that 

develops between someone in authority, whether 

king or boss, and a subordinate, whether employee 

or office holder. (There could be other 

combinations – maybe even husband and wife?) 

“If the ruler’s temper rises against you,” that is, the 

one with authority comes in more or less out of 

control, likely playing the fool in our context, what 

is a person to do? Solomon said, “do not abandon 

your position,” that is, do not resign or quit, 

“because composure,” the opposite of foolish 

caprice, “allays great offenses.” “Allays” means 

“to reduce the intensity of; relieve” or “to calm or 

pacify; set to rest.”
10
 

 Similarly, Solomon had already said, “I 

say, ‘Keep the command of the king because of 

the oath before God. Do not be in a hurry to leave 

him. Do not join in an evil matter, for he will do 

whatever he pleases.’ Since the word of the king is 

authoritative, who will say to him, ‘What are you 

doing?’” (Ecc. 8:2-4). So “If a ruler explodes in 

anger at you, it is best not to quit in a huff. It is 
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better to be meek and submissive. This will be 

more apt to pacify him.”
11
 

 B. Even so, foolishness sometimes ascends 

the heights of power in this world (Ecc. 10:5-7). 

  1. (vs. 5) About this section, 

Constable says, “Unfortunately one’s good work 

does not always receive the praise it deserves. 

Sometimes the promotion goes to the less 

qualified person because of the supervisor’s 

caprice. Consequently the ruler’s illogical decision 

nullifies the better worker’s wisdom (vv. 5–7).”
12
 

Even though one might wisely maintain his 

composure before a capricious king or boss (vs. 4), 

nevertheless, “one’s position or job is not always 

awarded on the basis of merit.”
13
 Solomon calls it 

“an evil I have seen under the sun, like,” “rather, 

‘by reason of,’”
14
 “an error which goes forth from 

the ruler,”
15
 the highest echelons of power. Yes, 

rulers make errors. The evil comes from the error, 

even though the term “error” does not mean to sin 

deliberately, but rather the reference is to “an 

inadvertent mistake, something done without 

proper consideration.”
16
 Just because a person is in 

the position of power does not mean that he is 

right or decides issues in accordance with wisdom 

and truth. “Rulers often govern inappropriately.”
17
 

So we have here “Typical examples (cf. also Prv 

19:10) of the uncertainties in life, of which the 

author has been complaining.”
18
 Capricious errors 

by foolish rulers observed by Solomon often 

resulted in the “reversal of roles”
19
 in the 

following descriptions. 

  2. (vs. 6) Whether surprisingly or 

not, “folly is set in many exalted places while rich 

men sit in humble places.” The rich were 

ostensibly wise (Prov. 14:24; 19:10), yet they were 

not ruling because of the king’s caprice, but 

instead were subservient to the foolish. 
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  3. (vs. 7) To be riding on horseback 

was a place of prominence and honor, symbolic 

also of power in the ancient world. Typically 

“slaves” were not seen to belong there, and very 

frankly, most did not have the qualifications to be 

in such a position of prominence and power and 

leadership. One would expect the “princes” to be 

there instead because they were in fact typically 

more qualified, but in the case of the “domineering 

mastery”
20
 of the foolish and capricious king, role 

reversal had occurred, the “princes” were “walking 

like slaves on the land.” 

 

III Conc. 

 It is remarkable how much damage and 

ruin can come out of a little foolishness. Yet it 

does happen, and when things do not happen 

according to the wisdom of the wise believer, 

nevertheless, we should continue in the path of 

wisdom anyway. In the end, it can be said of us 

that we acted wisely in accordance with the will of 

God. Whatever the outcome on earth might have 

been, it will serve us excellently and forever at the 

coming judgment seat of Christ. 
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