
I Intro. (Oct. 12, 2008) 

 Solomon listed four things here, “digging a 

pit, tearing down a wall, quarrying stones, splitting 

logs,”
1
 that are typically good and useful, but 

which also presented “potential dangers…which 

could only be averted by applying wisdom or 

prudence”
2
 (Ecc. 10:8-9). Basic wisdom says that 

if the woodsman wishes to be efficient with his 

axe, he will need to keep it sharp (10:10). Basic 

wisdom has a proper sequence for the charmer to 

his loss or gain (10:11). 

 

II “Wisdom and its Timing” (Ecc. 10:8-11) 

 A. Four normal activities can come to good 

or bad (10:8-9). 

  1. (vs. 8) There may well be many 

good reasons for digging a pit. It could be a 

basement room, a safe place to hide in time of 

danger. It could be a place for safe keeping of 

material goods, or perhaps for general storage. Of 

course, it could have a sinister purpose such as to 

ensnare the enemy, when he inadvertently steps on 

its obscured opening. A similar expression occurs 

in Prov. 26:27 (Ps. 7:16; 9:16; 57:7), where 

seemingly a wicked person digs one perhaps to 

trap someone, but falls into it himself—poetic 

justice. That does not seem to be the case here: “it 

is not seen as a ‘law’ for Qoheleth; it may 

happen—hence, caution is in order.”
3
 Solomon’s 

point seems to be that in the normal course of 

human activity, even with seemingly good wisdom 

in planning, things can go wrong. One might well 

“fall into” the pit. 

 Someone may feel compelled for whatever 

reason to break “through a wall.” So he chops and 

hammers and digs and claws and bangs and 

hammers some more. After more than an hour of 

very hard work, he sees just a glimmer of daylight 

showing through. He realizes that before long he 

will reach his goal, and the pounding picks up 

pace noticeable. Finally he reaches the place where 

he can wriggle through. So he bends down and 

arranges his body for the big transfer. He reaches 

his first arm through, feels a strike on his arm, a 

strange sensation, and then searing pain. He 
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realizes that he was just bitten by a poisonous 

“serpent” of all things. Good planning for a good 

purpose and then well executed can have a terrible 

unanticipated outcome. Of course, wisdom might 

well have said “look before reaching!” 

  2. (vs. 9) There is no question that 

quarrying of stones was common place in the 

middle east according to the biblical and 

archaeological record. But it was then and is now 

an undertaking exposing the workman to real and 

immediate dangers. One stone falling on a person 

probably would mean serious injury and perhaps 

death. Be careful and apply wisdom, but even then 

something could go wrong. One cannot protect 

himself from every eventuality. Yes, one could 

still get hurt by the stones. 

 The same applies to the workman “who 

splits logs.” Any number of things could go wrong 

from flying pieces of metal from axe blades, to 

flying chunks of wood, to logs unexpectedly 

rolling or even to dangers in the felling of trees in 

the first place. Even in modern logging and 

lumbering operations significant dangers and risks 

remain, and woodsmen “may be endangered by 

them.” Certainly wisdom should be applied, but 

again there are no guaranteed outcomes. 

 B. Failure to apply wisdom makes life 

more difficult (10:10-11). 

  1. (vs. 10) “Axe” is the term that 

connects these vv. with the previous. Naturally “if 

the axe is dull and he does not sharpen its edge, 

the” the logger “must exert more strength.” What 

would you call the failure to “sharpen” the axe in 

this case? Whatever word you chose, wisdom is its 

opposite. The antonym chosen for wisdom by my 

thesaurus was “foolishness.” We have this 

definition for wisdom from James Swanson, “the 

capacity to understand and so have skill in living, 

implying adherence to a set standard…skill, i.e., a 

technical ability to do a craft.”
4
 No wonder then 

that Solomon said, “Wisdom has the advantage of 

giving success.” Obviously the principle that a 

person should “work smart” can and should apply 

to a broad range of things in life, indeed it should 

apply to the whole of life. 

  2. (vs. 11) Without commenting on 

the purpose of snake charming or its morality, 
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Solomon pointed out some obvious things about 

the process. “If the serpent bites before being 

charmed,” an act that could involve “a 

whispering,”
5
 which was to render the snake 

practically harmless (See Jer. 8:17), then 

obviously any money the charmer might have 

expected to earn from rendering the snake 

effectively impotent was not going to be 

forthcoming. Wisdom applied in a timely manner 

would mean, first charm the snake, then he would 

be harmless, then money would be paid. It is 

useless to charm the snake after the bite! Proper 

sequence means “profit for the charmer.” 

 The NKJV translates the last phrase “The 

babbler is no different.” This might be to try to 

connect this verse with the following vv. about 

words that men speak. If so, it is a slightly 

tendential translation. 

 

III Conc.  

 “Thus Solomon showed in this series of 

proverbs that though wisdom is valuable in 

dangerous and difficult tasks, its value can be 

nullified by improper timing.”
6
 

 That this is to be viewed as a section is 

indicted in the text by the reference to a snakebite 

in vs. 9 and a snake charming in vs. 11. 
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