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Ecclesiastes 10:1–20 – Proverbs of Wisdom and Folly 

1. The Power of Small Things (v. 1) 

“Dead flies putrefy the perfumer’s ointment, and cause it to give off a foul odor; so does a little folly 
to one respected for wisdom and honor.” (v. 1, NKJV) 

It doesn’t take much to ruin something valuable. Just as a tiny insect can spoil fine perfume, so a 
moment of foolishness can stain a lifetime of honor. The higher one’s position, the greater the 
damage caused by small compromises. 

Practical Application: 
Am I guarding against “small” sins that could ruin my testimony? A careless word, a foolish 
indulgence, or a hasty decision can undo years of faithful living. Wisdom means protecting integrity 
even in little things. 

2. The Direction of the Heart (vv. 2–3) 

“A wise man’s heart is at his right hand, but a fool’s heart at his left.” (v. 2) 

The heart governs direction. Wisdom leads to steadiness, while folly leads to obvious ruin. As 
Solomon notes, a fool cannot even hide his folly—it shows in how he lives and speaks (v. 3). 

Practical Application: 
Where is my heart set? On wisdom or on folly? My inner choices will eventually reveal themselves 
outwardly. 

3. Responding to Authority (v. 4) 

“If the spirit [. of the ruler rises against you, do not leave your post; for conciliation pacifies great 
offenses.” (v. 4) 

Patience and humility calm tensions, while pride escalates conflict. Yielding a point is often wiser 
than insisting on one’s own way. 

Practical Application: 
Am I quick to defend myself when criticized, or do I respond with humility? A gentle answer may 
prevent unnecessary conflict and display Christlike meekness. 

4. The Upside-Down Nature of Life (vv. 5–7) 

Solomon observes a troubling pattern: fools exalted while the wise humbled, servants on horses 
while princes walk. Injustice and misplacement of honor are part of life under the sun. 

Practical Application: 
Do I grow bitter when life seems unfair? Instead of resentment, I can trust that God sees and will one 
day set all things right. 
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5. Practical Proverbs of Work (vv. 8–10) 

• Digging a pit may backfire (v. 8). 

• Breaking through boundaries exposes to danger (v. 8). 

• Hard labor without preparation is inefficient—better to sharpen the axe before chopping (v. 
10). 

Practical Application: 
Am I rushing into work without planning or prayer? Wisdom saves wasted energy. A sharpened tool—
or a prepared heart—makes work more fruitful. 

6. Words of Wisdom and Folly (vv. 11–14) 

“The words of a wise man’s mouth are gracious, but the lips of a fool shall swallow him up.” (v. 12) 

Wise words build up and bring peace. Foolish words consume the speaker, leading from nonsense 
to destructive madness. The fool multiplies words about the future, though no one knows what 
tomorrow brings (v. 14). 

Practical Application: 
Do my words bring grace, or do they spread folly? I need to remember that speech is one of the 
clearest tests of wisdom. 

7. Folly in Leadership and Laziness in Work (vv. 15–18) 

A foolish leader weakens a nation (vv. 16–17). Slothfulness causes decay, whether in a house or in a 
kingdom (v. 18). 

Practical Application: 
Am I diligent in the responsibilities God has given me—at home, work, or ministry? Neglect today 
leads to breakdown tomorrow. 

8. The Misplaced Trust in Wealth (v. 19) 

“A feast is made for laughter, and wine makes merry; but money answers everything.” (v. 19) 

Solomon here reflects the world’s outlook: that money solves all problems. Yet the gospel reminds 
us that money can never purchase wisdom, peace, or eternal life. 

Practical Application: 
Am I tempted to treat money as the ultimate solution? True security is found only in God, not in 
wealth. 

9. Guarding Our Speech (v. 20) 

“Do not curse the king, even in your thought; do not curse the rich, even in your bedroom; for a bird 
of the air may carry your voice, and a bird in flight may tell the matter.” (v. 20) 
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Careless speech has a way of being exposed. Even secret thoughts can eventually be revealed. The 
phrase “a little bird told me” likely stems from this verse. 

Practical Application: 
Am I careful not only with what I say publicly but also privately? Words spoken in anger or bitterness 
have a way of spreading. Better to keep a guarded tongue and a clean heart. 

Conclusion 

Ecclesiastes 10 contrasts wisdom and folly in leadership, work, speech, and everyday life. The 
lesson is simple: wisdom preserves, while folly destroys. Even small actions matter. A life lived 
carelessly leads to decay, but a life guided by wisdom honors God and blesses others. 

Reflection Questions: 

1. Are there “small flies” of compromise in my life that could damage my witness? 

2. Do I respond to authority and conflict with humility, or with pride and anger? 

3. How am I preparing and sharpening my “tools” so that my work for God is effective? 

4. Do my words reflect wisdom and grace, or carelessness and folly? 

5. Where is my trust—money, power, or God alone? 

 


