
A Fly in the Ointment
Ecclesiastes 10:1-20

There is an answer.  There is hope.  There is a meaningful 
existence.  And the point of this whole book of Ecclesiastes is that 
that answer is not to be found “under the sun.”  For life on earth, 
apart from the reference point of God, is rightly evaluated and 
described by that cry of desperation, “Vanity, Vanity, all is vanity.”

Emptiness.  Temporariness.  As Jim Winter writes, 
“Ecclesiastes is life portrayed in black and white, emphasizing the 
captivity and destruction of a whole race–the human race–
gathered together under the shadow of death.”  But he adds, “The 
book that portrays the pointlessness of everything really does 
have a point to make!”

We have seen that point again and again, even as we did two 
weeks ago.  The point is wisdom, the wisdom of God.

v.16  “Wisdom is better than strength.”

v.17  “Words of the wise, spoken quietly, should be heard 
Rather than the shout of a ruler of fools. 18 Wisdom is better than 
weapons of war.”

As I read at the conclusion of the last sermon,
Prov. 4:5  “Get wisdom! Get understanding! Do not forget, nor 

turn away from the words of my mouth. 6 Do not forsake her, and 
she will preserve you; Love her, and she will keep you. 7 Wisdom 
is the principal thing; Therefore get wisdom. And in all your 
getting, get understanding. 8 Exalt her, and she will promote you; 
She will bring you honor, when you embrace her. 9 She will place 
on your head an ornament of grace; A crown of glory she will 
deliver to you.”

Wisdom is, of course, personified for us in Scripture as 
nothing less than Jesus Christ himself.  And so when confronted 
by the dark reality of death itself, wisdom comes in the form of the 
gospel.

Ps. 49:15  “But God will redeem my soul from the power of the 
grave, For He shall receive me. [So...]16 Do not be afraid when 
one becomes rich, When the glory of his house is increased; 17 
For when he dies he shall carry nothing away; His glory shall not 
descend after him. 18 Though while he lives he blesses himself 
(For men will praise you when you do well for yourself), 19 He 
shall go to the generation of his fathers; They shall never see 
light. 20 A man who is in honor, yet does not understand, Is like 
the beasts that perish.”

That’s wisdom, beloved.  That’s hope.  The gospel.
Rom. 10:9  “...that if you confess with your mouth the Lord 

Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the 
dead, you will be saved. 10 For with the heart one believes unto 
righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto 
salvation. 11 For the Scripture says, "Whoever believes on Him 
will not be put to shame...13 For "whoever calls on the name of 
the LORD shall be saved.”

Therefore,
Jer. 9:23  Thus says the LORD:  “Let not the wise man glory in 

his wisdom, Let not the mighty man glory in his might, Nor let the 
rich man glory in his riches; 24 But let him who glories glory in 
this, That he understands and knows Me, That I am the LORD, 
exercising lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness in the 
earth. For in these I delight," says the LORD.”

Today we have those words of the wise.  We have that 
wisdom, made clear and evident by its contrast with foolishness.  
So I don’t intend to preach to you a sermon today merely about 
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foolishness.  Rather it is a sermon in which the display of 
foolishness serves to highlight and define for us the true meaning 
of biblical wisdom.  That’s the point of pointing out the 
pointlessness of foolishness.  And I will begin with its power.

I. THE POWER OF FOOLISHNESS.
Let me start with a definition of foolishness.  Foolishness, folly, 

is nothing less than the rejection of wisdom.  The hatred of 
wisdom.  

Prov. 1:7  “...fools despise wisdom and instruction.”

Prov. 1:22  “How long, you simple ones, will you love 
simplicity? For scorners delight in their scorning, And fools hate 
knowledge.”

That chapter begins with these words,
Prov. 1:1  “The proverbs of Solomon the son of David, king of 

Israel: 2 To know wisdom and instruction, To perceive the words 
of understanding, 3 To receive the instruction of wisdom, Justice, 
judgment, and equity; 4 To give prudence to the simple, To the 
young man knowledge and discretion-- 5 A wise man will hear 
and increase learning, And a man of understanding will attain 
wise counsel, 6 To understand a proverb and an enigma, The 
words of the wise and their riddles. 7 The fear of the LORD is the 
beginning of knowledge, But fools despise wisdom and 
instruction.”

So wisdom is the willingness and ability to receive and to hear 
God’s words, and to trust in them.  To trust in Him who speaks 
them.

Prov. 9:10  “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, 
And the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.”

Foolishness is the very antithesis of all that.  And it has the 

power to destroy and defile whatever it touches.  Indeed, 
foolishness is the fly in the ointment.

v.1

Not just a fly, but a dead fly.  And it makes the perfumer’s 
ointment stink.

Just imagine enjoying a picnic lunch outside during the 
summer time.  Imagine yourself drinking a glass of cold ice tea.  
Or Pepsi.  Imagine even a glass of wine, good, expensive wine.  
Or even just a refreshing glass of water.  And then, a fly comes 
and lands in your drink.  He quickly drowns, and floats to the top.  
Now tell me, haven’t you just experienced the power of a dead fly 
to ruin the whole cup?

But the image is not merely that of a dead fly.  In Hebrew, the 
word for “death” is made emphatic in the sentence, so the fly is 
the agent of death.  The fly is the instrument of death.  As one 
commentator writes, “Flies of death are flies that bring death, for 
example, by their excrement or poisonous sting.  ‘Poisonous flies’ 
is a good rendering. The point is then made still stronger.”  

The flies cause the ointment to stink!  Well translated in the 
NKJV, “Dead flies..cause [the ointment] to give off a foul odor.”

So have I grossed you out enough?  That’s the point of this 
language, for that is what foolishness is and what foolishness 
does.  It ought to gross you out, for just a little folly can ruin the 
life of someone otherwise “respected for wisdom and honor.”

That’s the power of foolishness.  Just a little bit of it can ruin 
your lives.  “A good name is better than precious ointment,” 
according to Ecclesiastes 7:1, but just a little folly can ruin a good 
name.  A good name might take a whole lifetime to obtain, but it 
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can be ruined by a single incident.  A good reputation might have 
been built throughout your whole life, but a single exhibition of 
foolishness can destroy that reputation in an instant.

You might be known to be truthful and reliable on the basis of 
years of faithfulness, but one lie can render you a liar.  One act of 
foolish negligence can render you untrustworthy.  One act of folly 
can ruin a lifetime’s wisdom.  That’s power, destructive power, to 
do evil and not good.  I would even prefer the translation of the 
end of verse 1 found in the NASB, 

v.1   “...a little foolishness is weightier than wisdom and honor.”

Or the NIV, “a little folly outweighs wisdom and honour.”

Like it or not, foolishness has more power to define your 
reputation and identity than wisdom and honor.  It is much easier 
to gain the notoriety of a fool than to maintain the stature a wise 
man.  And we forget that to our peril, thinking we can act foolishly 
without jeopardizing anything else.

Derek Kidner comments, “It takes far less to ruin something 
than to create it...It is easier to make a stink than to create 
sweetness.”  So much for its power.  How about,

II. THE POINTLESSNESS OF FOOLISHNESS.
Again, that is the point of this chapter, that foolishness 

accomplishes nothing good at all.  In fact, we read,
v.2

Now, as much as we might say jokingly, that language does 
not have reference to modern politics, referring to the “right” and 
“left” as though they had allusion to a particular political party or 
political philosophy.  Nor is there any reference to what we would 
label as typical thinking and learning processes of the ‘right brain’ 

or ‘left brain.’  The reference is not to the random, intuitive and 
subjective workings of the right brain nor the logical, rational and 
objective processes of the left brain.

The context is a moral connotation, and in the common 
language of Solomon’s day, “the right hand represented strength 
and protection while the left hand was associated with ineptness 
and even disfavor.”  (Winter)  “In the languages of the Scriptures 
the ‘right hand’ suggests that which is honorable, mighty, 
associated with the oath, even with God and His work, so that, as 
in other languages, ‘right hand’ becomes synonymous with that 
which is right, good and honorable.  Of necessity, the left hand 
becomes associated with that which is evil, perverse, sinister, 
morally repellant.  To such things the inclination of the fool turns.”  
(Leupold)  

“The idea conveyed is that wisdom and folly are seated within 
the heart of a man, and it is the inclination of that heart that leads 
in the right or wrong direction.”  So we read,

v.3

The fool can’t hide who he really is.  He is totally and 
completely unaware of the transparency of his foolishness.  So it 
is that many people today parade their foolishness for all to see, 
and consider themselves wise.  Of them we read,

Rom. 1:22  “Professing to be wise, they became fools, 23 and 
changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made 
like corruptible man--and birds and four-footed animals and 
creeping things. 24 Therefore God also gave them up to 
uncleanness, in the lusts of their hearts, to dishonor their bodies 
among themselves, 25 who exchanged the truth of God for the 
lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather than the 
Creator, who is blessed forever...32 who, knowing the righteous 
judgment of God, that those who practice such things are 
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deserving of death, not only do the same but also approve of 
those who practice them.”

Then an illustration of such pointlessness, an example of how 
folly can ruin your life.

v.4

How foolish it is respond with a huff!  Such self-destructive 
behavior results in self-inflicted damage.  You probably know 
someone who lost a job because they got into a dispute and left 
in a huff.  Marriages have been destroyed.  Friendships ruined.  
Churches divided.  

Such foolishness accomplishes nothing good.  Likewise,
v.15

The foolish man doesn’t even have the common sense to 
follow the road signs.  He cannot find his way to the city.  To use 
the more contemporary expression, “He doesn’t even know 
enough to come in when it rains.”  Unfortunately, however, we 
often find such,

III. FOOLISHNESS IN HIGH PLACES.
Among those who have authority.  Sadly, the examples within 

the nations of the world today abound.  Very much including our 
own. Total, complete, abject foolishness.  Public scandal upon 
public scandal.  And don’t get me started about the foolishness in 
high places that has precipitated our current financial disasters.  
I’ll just read the words of Scripture.

v.5-7

Foolishness in exalted positions!  Such a catastrophe for any 
nation.  Solomon then gives us a series of,

IV. ILLUSTRATIONS OF FOOLISHNESS.
Five down to earth stories that point out the utter folly of those 

absent of true wisdom.
v.8a  “He who digs a pit will fall into it.”

That’s easy to figure out, isn’t it?
v.8b  “And whoever breaks through a wall will be bitten by a 

serpent.”
v.9

Finally,
v.10

Just image working with a dull ax!  That’s the very essence of 
folly.

Next come,

V. THE WORDS OF FOOLISHNESS.
The demonstration of foolishness with words.  That’s what this 

is all about, and in these verses are many things you will find in 
the book of Proverbs as well.

v.11-14

We read some months ago in,
Ecc. 5:2  “Do not be rash with your mouth, And let not your 

heart utter anything hastily before God. For God is in heaven, and 
you on earth; Therefore let your words be few. 3 For a dream 
comes through much activity, And a fool’s voice is known by his 
many words.”

It is foolish to talk too much!  It is wise to ponder and think, to 
restrain your words lest they cause great harm.

Prov. 10:19  “In the multitude of words sin is not lacking, But 
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he who restrains his lips is wise. 20 The tongue of the righteous is 
choice silver; The heart of the wicked is worth little. 21 The lips of 
the righteous feed many, But fools die for lack of wisdom.”

Finally comes the exposure of,

VI. FOOLISHNESS IN POLITICS.
Foolishness in government.  Foolishness in the exercise of 

authority among men.
v.16-17a  “Woe to you, O land, when your king is a child, And 

your princes feast in the morning! 17 Blessed are you, O land, 
when your king is the son of nobles.”

Woe to the country whose rulers are immature, or 
inexperienced, unprepared for the task.  Untrained and ill-
equipped.  Likewise those who give themselves to debauchery.  
Drunkenness noted particularly,

v.17  “Blessed are you, O land, when your king is the son of 
nobles, And your princes feast at the proper time-- For strength 
and not for drunkenness!”

Then, as well, the foolishness of laziness.  The unwillingness 
to work and labor diligently.

v.18

Then comes the all-too-common description of the ruler who 
simply enjoys all that money can buy.

v.19

Such debauchery as causes a ruler to love the life of luxury 
and ease, to love the perks of his office, and to indulge himself is 
whatever is needed to satisfy his desires.  No matter what the 
cost.  Sadly, it is all too easy to consider so many of our own 
rulers in that light, though there is yet foolishness in secretly 

gossiping or speaking evil of those who rule.
v.20

What you say in private might well be exposed in public, so 
wisdom requires you to speak with care always. 

 So now the table is completely set.  The foundation is fully 
laid.  With that expose of foolishness, the preacher is ready to 
bring us home.  And that is what the last two chapters are all 
about.  This book of Ecclesiastes is not about any abstract theory 
or academic inquiries, but rather it is a painful examination of the 
vanity of life for just this purpose, that the meaning of life can be 
proposed by  contrast and comparison.

Beloved, life under the sun is vanity, and however much the 
study of these ten chapters has been painful for you, then let that 
experience teach you the very thing Solomon would have you to 
know as he wrote these words under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit.  

The answer is at hand.  The conclusion is upon us.  The 
meaning of life.  And all of it founded upon wisdom.  Beloved, let 
me proclaim to you clearly, that wisdom is actually a person.  
None other than Jesus Christ himself, the Word of God which 
became flesh and dwelt among us.

John 1:1  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with 
God. 3 All things were made through Him, and without Him 
nothing was made that was made. 4 In Him was life, and the life 
was the light of men.”

I will end this afternoon with the invitation of wisdom, the 
invitation of life.  The invitation of the gospel.

Prov. 8:12  “I, wisdom, dwell with prudence, And find out 
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knowledge and discretion. 13 The fear of the LORD is to hate evil; 
Pride and arrogance and the evil way And the perverse mouth I 
hate. 14 Counsel is mine, and sound wisdom; I am 
understanding, I have strength. 15 By me kings reign, And rulers 
decree justice. 16 By me princes rule, and nobles, All the judges 
of the earth. 17 I love those who love me, And those who seek me 
diligently will find me. 18 Riches and honor are with me, Enduring 
riches and righteousness. 19 My fruit is better than gold, yes, than 
fine gold, And my revenue than choice silver. 20 I traverse the 
way of righteousness, In the midst of the paths of justice, 21 That 
I may cause those who love me to inherit wealth, That I may fill 
their treasuries. 22 "The LORD possessed me at the beginning of 
His way, Before His works of old. 23 I have been established from 
everlasting, From the beginning, before there was ever an earth. 
24 When there were no depths I was brought forth, When there 
were no fountains abounding with water. 25 Before the mountains 
were settled, Before the hills, I was brought forth; 26 While as yet 
He had not made the earth or the fields, Or the primeval dust of 
the world. 27 When He prepared the heavens, I was there, When 
He drew a circle on the face of the deep, 28 When He established 
the clouds above, When He strengthened the fountains of the 
deep, 29 When He assigned to the sea its limit, So that the 
waters would not transgress His command, When He marked out 
the foundations of the earth, 30 Then I was beside Him as a 
master craftsman; And I was daily His delight, Rejoicing always 
before Him, 31 Rejoicing in His inhabited world, And my delight 
was with the sons of men. 32 "Now therefore, listen to me, my 
children, For blessed are those who keep my ways. 33 Hear 
instruction and be wise, And do not disdain it. 34 Blessed is the 
man who listens to me, Watching daily at my gates, Waiting at the 
posts of my doors. 35 For whoever finds me finds life, And obtains 
favor from the LORD; 36 But he who sins against me wrongs his 
own soul; All those who hate me love death.”
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