LESSON 13

THE DANGER OF FOLLY        Ecclesiastes 9:13-10:20         November 16, 2011
I. Text and Context
This is a very difficult passage to interpret because it is hard to find one overarching theme. The repetition of key words (king, city, strength, quietness, ruler, sinner, weapon) help us determine the text and the theme. There are many truths taught in this section that echo back to earlier teaching such as the importance of wisdom, to danger of folly, the unpredictability of life. 

II. Theme and Goal
The key words help us notice the key theme for this text. This text focuses on showing the contrast between wise and foolish inclinations, actions, and words particularly in the arena of politics. The key theme then could be stated as:

Since a little folly can ruin the strength of wisdom, especially in the political arena, use wisdom to navigate your way through life. 

III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage



A. Analogy:
In 10:2 the Teacher contrasts the heart of the wise and the heart of the fool. Jesus points out the same contrast in Matt 12:34-35. In 10:10 we are encouraged to use wisdom to survive in a dangerous world just as Jesus taught in Matt 10:16. In 10:20 the Teacher warns against wayward words and cursing the king….Jesus says the same to his disciples (Luke 12:2-3).In 10:14 fools are described as talking “on and on”. Jesus also warns against speaking too much (Matt 12:36-37)


B. Longitudinal themes:

The emphasis on using wisdom is a theme found throughout the OT and NT. In a negative sense, the prophets often warned Israel for their lack of wisdom (Jer 4:22, Hos 4:6) and the Psalmist commends those who seek wisdom (Psalm 90:12). Jesus promised to give his disciples the wisdom they needed (Luke 21:15). Paul commends wisdom to the church (Col 3:16, Col 4:5-6). We can also see in Scripture how a little folly can ruin the strength of wisdom (2 Sam 11…David taking Bathsheba / I Kings 11….Solomon marrying many foreign wives/ Rich fool…..Luke 12:19-20……lie of Ananias and Saphira…Acts 5:4). 
  IV. Meaning and Application
    
Perhaps the best way to outline this passage is to use this overall structure that Greidanus suggests:

1. Since a little folly ruins the strength of wisdom in politics, use wisdom in your political dealings (9:13-10:4)

2. Since a little folly can overturn the political order as well as daily life, use wisdom in your daily walk (10:5-11)

3. Since a little folly can get you into deep trouble, use wisdom in your daily talk (10:12-20)

What need is being addressed here?  Overall it is the danger of folly. Politically we can see through recent news how moral or political indiscretion can lead to political downfall. We also need to ask ourselves “do I live daily using the wisdom that is afforded to me?” Do we hurt others through our foolish speech, attitudes, or behavior?
A] Wisdom in politics

The conclusion for the first story about the poor wise man who delivered the city is in verse 16. “Wisdom is better than might” might be similar to our proverb “brains are better than brawn”. Wisdom is stronger than might yet it is also very vulnerable….not automatic that people will follow the wise path or even give credit to the wise person. In verse 18 we see the contrast between “one” and “many”. All it takes is one foolish person…one person who misses the mark to destroy many good things accomplished by wisdom. Consider Rehoboam and Solomon. Through one bad decision and listening to foolish advice Rehoboam lost ten of the twelve tribes of Israel. 

Why is wisdom so vulnerable to folly?  Wisdom and folly are completely opposed to one another.  Verse 2 says “the wise inclines to the right and the fool to the left”. This is not speaking of democrat or republican but instead in ancient Israel the right connoted power and deliverance (Ps 89:13) and moral goodness and favor. The left hand usually symbolized perversity and ineptitude (Matt 25:33, Prov 4:23)


In 10:16-17 we see the lack of wisdom showing up in the behavior of the princes. Instead of working for the good of the nation they live for themselves. They “feast in the morning”….drinking in the early hour was a sign of debauchery and a breakdown in leadership then (Is 5:;22-23).  The Teacher compares a nation where fools operate at the highest level to a house that is not maintained. While the princes and king are having a good time and partying the nation is in disarray. While this is all going on the people are tempted to curse the king but in verse 20 we are warned “don’t curse the king, even in your thoughts”. In ancient times (and in places like Thailand today) critical language of the monarchy would always lead to punishment because critical speech was a sign of rebellion. Careless talk will get us into trouble. Today we use expressions like “the walls have ears” or “ a little bird told me” to remind us that we need to use wisdom in speech. A little folly in your speech can lead to death in many forms. It only takes a little foolishness in speech to undo so much that has been built up by wisdom. 

B] Wisdom in daily life

The Teacher gives four illustrations of what happens when we do not use wisdom in our daily life. 


*vs. 8……falling into a pit / breaking through a wall and being snake bitten. A foolish hunter forgets where he 
dug a pit to trap animals. If a farmer is in a hurry and not careful a snake in the wall could bite him. 


*vs 9….a small amount of folly or carelessness can bring great pain through daily occupations

*vs. 10….One must use skill and wisdom in a good and timely fashion before it becomes necessary to apply 
force….similar to the control over the tongue in vs 11.


*vs. 11…..use of wisdom will even help in the most dangerous of situations

C] Wisdom in daily talk


Vs.12 contrasts the talk of the wise and the talk of fools. Words spoken with wisdom bring favor on the speaker and those around the speaker. In contrast, the lips of fools consume them (Prov 18:7). Vs 13 says even when the fool sees the consequences of their speech they talk “on and on”. They are blind to their own foolishness and can’t shut their mouths. They talk about the future in a way that does not reflect wisdom. They “don’t know their way to town” which mean they don’t even know the most basic things. We might say they don’t know enough to “come in out of the rain”. 


Greidanus suggests that the easiest way to remember this passage is to think of three animals: flies, snakes, and birds. All are small and relatively insignificant animals yet all can bring great harm. 


*dead flies spoil the ointment



*little snakes can kill a big person




*a little bird can tell others what you think you are saying in private


Throughout the Bible we see the call to walk with wisdom. In Psalm 90 we are called to number our days in order to gain a heart of wisdom.  Jesus used wisdom when he decided what village to enter and when.  Jesus promises his disciples that they will be given “words and wisdom”’ (Luke 21:15) in order to know how to relate to others. Paul challenges us in Ephesians 5:15-17 to walk in wisdom and make the most of our time here on earth. 
APPLICATION QUESTION:
1. Based on this passage, how should you relate to your local and national government?  Once a leader has been elected (and we believe God has chosen this person for this time) how should we speak about them?

2. Look through the section on “’wisdom in daily life”. What are some ways you see the need for wisdom in the most basic of your daily tasks? What have been some of the consequences when you or your children have not walked in wisdom or relied on wisdom?

3. The foolish person speaks too much and does not know when to be quiet. They are unaware of how they are being received and are blind to the influence they are having. How can a person who cannot control their tongue because of a foolish heart change?

4. What warnings does this passage give us about how we speak to and about those who have been given authority over us (president, local leaders, pastor, elders, teachers, parents)?  How have you seen foolishness in speech, attitudes, or behaviors tear down and destroy something good that perhaps took years in the building?
