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All Dressed Up and Nothing to Buy: 
The Sad Tale of the Fool Seeking Wisdom 

 
  

Words of the Verse: 
 

   Young's Literal Translation renders this verse, "Why 

is this- a price in the hand of a fool to buy wisdom, 

and a heart there is none?"  The only part that could 

be more literal would be "What is this-" instead of 

"Why is this". 
     

Analysis of the Verse: 
 

Being Considered: 
 

• A fool 

 

His Description: 
 

• He has money in his hand to buy wisdom 
 

Question: 
 

• Why the money without heart for the pur-

chase? 

Proverbs 17:16 

Why is there a price  
in the hand of a fool to get wisdom,  

since he has no heart for it?   
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Teaching of the Verse: 

 
    The intersections where the roads of foolishness and 
wisdom meet are very intriguing.  They even seem a con-
joining of paths at numerous points.  From this, many 
conclude that there is only one road and all travelers end 
at a good destination.   

    For the Christian, the conclusion is that man's creation 
in the image of God gave him inbuilt capacities of soul- 
conscience, knowledge, morality, justice- but that each of 
these was turned in an ungodly direction by sin.  Each of 

them is turned back in the right direction by regenera-
tion, and this is the sense a converted man feels- a redi-
rection.  He has been recreated, but he only feels a shift 
in the 'polarity of his magnet'.  It is a total shift, but a 
Christian doesn't feel that he has been turned from nor-
mal metal into a magnet, but rather from a magnet of one 
disposition to that of another.   

    Indeed, this is quite accurate, for both before and after 

conversion, he was human.  He was  a human directed by 

sin and self, now  he is a human directed toward right-
eousness and God.  Our proverb today tells us that the 

human sinner is not missing a sense of truth.  According 

to Paul, he suppresses this sense: 

 
 Rom 1:18  For the wrath of God is revealed from 
Heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness 
of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness  
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    Therefore, he has his hands on truth, pushing it down, 
keeping its unpleasantness out of sight.  But at very many 
points, the unbeliever is forced to acknowledge the truth.  
He simply could not live in a world of total lies.  It is an 

overall shading of the truth and a denial of particular 

truths that colors the unbeliever's world as unrighteous. 

 

    So a key word in describing an unbeliever's human ex-
perience is Counterfeit.  He has all his inner capacities in 
place.  He can relate to them when you describe them in 
Christian terms.  He simply refuses to deal with them in 
terms of God's reality.  His alternate reality is his chosen 
one.  He can comprehend God's reality when you de-
scribe it to him, but there are many points or a few key 
points on which he finds it unacceptable to convert- 
sometimes just one key point.   

    False conversions, temporary ones, then, are the result 
of a shift in the balance of a man's reasons that preferred 
his Counterfeit.  During temporary conversion, God's 
reality outweighs man's counterfeit for the moment.  But 
because he lacked a total change of polarity, the good rea-
sons for conversion will eventually be outweighed again 

by selfish motives, and the man will return to his original 
alternate reality. 

 

    Our proverb today pictures the unconverted man, 
stubborn in his alternate reality, standing at the sales 
counter of God's reality.  He sees an item or two on 
God's shelves that he thinks he needs, and he doesn't 
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know where else to get them.  He stands there with the 
'purchase price'- the investment of his human faculties- to 
adjust to the true wisdom on these points.  Solomon asks, 
"What are you doing here?  You know you won't have any 
permanent use for God's wisdom.  You're only going to 
convert it to your selfish vantage point anyway.  Why not 
make your purchase where this will already be done for 
you?" 

 

    Of course, there are some matters in which the world 
has little wisdom to offer, where God speaks plainly and 
convincingly.  Some worldlings think that because they 
agree with God on those particulars that they are now 
business associates of His.  Solomon is telling us that it is 
not so.  Why is it you stand there looking for more wis-
dom from God when you have never really agreed that 
the fear of God is the starting place of wisdom? 

 

    Christian fools are especially pathetic figures.  They 
have their own theology that makes sense to them, and 
they fight with numerous Scriptures to maintain their hu-
manly satisfying paradigm.  For some we could ask, simi-
lar to Solomon, "Why do you go to church, seeing you're 
going to have your own brand of Christianity in the end 
anyway?"  For others we would have to sadly ask, "Why 
do you even have a church, seeing that it is only an agree-
ment between fools to adjust God and His ways to your 
sensibilities?" 


