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Question: Proverbs 26:4 says to not answer a fool, but the next verse (26:5) says to answer a fool. Is this 
a contradiction? 
 
Answer: King Solomon wrote the book of Proverbs and the wisest man on earth would not make such a 
glaring mistake. The two verses are not a contradiction, but two different methods of responding to a fool.  
 
King Solomon wrote many proverbs about fools living at his time, and there’s certainly no 
shortage of fools living today. Arguing with a fool is like wrestling with a pig. You’ll both get 
dirty and the pig enjoys the mud.  
 
Proverbs 26:4-5 gives two options on how to respond to a fool. Verse 4 says, “Do not answer a fool 
according to his folly, lest you also be like him. But verse 5 says, “Answer a fool according to his folly, 
lest he be wise in his own eyes. These two verses are not a contradiction, but two different methods of 
handling a fool’s question.  
 
Notice the word “lest” in both verses. Lest means “to keep from” or “something done to avoid a 
consequence.” In verse 4 it says DO NOT ANSWER him. Why? To keep you from becoming like him. 
The fool loves to argue and has no interest in listening to you or learning anything. “Fools despise 
wisdom and instruction” (Prov. 1:7). If you keep trying to argue with him, you’ll lower yourself to his level 
and wallow in the mud, like wrestling with a pig.  
 
In verse 5 it says DO ANSWER him. Why? To keep him from thinking he’s always right. The fool is smug 
and assumes your silence means his opinion is correct. “A fool is right in his own eyes” (Prov. 12:15).  
Wisdom is knowing when to keep silent and when to speak.  
 
We see Jesus following Proverbs 26:4-5 when He was brought before Pilate. Jesus told Pilate that His 
kingdom was not of this world and He came to bear witness to the truth (John18:33-37). Then Pilate 
asked, “Where are you from?” Jesus DID NOT ANSWER him (John 19:9)  
 
Then Pilate tried to intimidate Jesus by arguing, “Do you not know that I have authority to release you, 
and I have authority to crucify you?” This time Jesus DID ANSWER him by informing him about God’s 
sovereignty. He said, “You would have no authority over Me, unless it had been given you from above” 
(John 19:10-11). At this point, Pilate could have repented, but he didn’t. 
After saying this, Jesus never said anything to him again.  
 
WHAT IS THE BEST WAY TO DEAL WITH A FOOL?  In most cases, you are wise to not engage with a 
fool. However, in some instances, you can try to give him a bit of truthful information like Jesus did to 
Pilate. If the fool doesn’t accept the information, there’s no need to keep talking.  
 
Don’t argue with a fool because you can’t change a mind that doesn’t want to be changed. A man 
convinced against his will is of the same opinion still. You’ll enjoy peace of mind if you’ll spend your time 
fellowshipping with wise people (Prov. 13:20). 
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