
Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by 

design to have a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal discipleship 

through intentional and systematic instruction; a Global-impacting mission that resolves to be a church planting 

church; and a Grace-based fellowship where disciples are invited to live under a reigning grace characterized by a 

Gospel-driven sanctification that celebrates a divine monergism to the Christian life. 

Greetings: 

 

The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 

week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  

In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 

the congregation. 

These notes are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye, mistakes can possibly 

be found.  Therefore, he asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and 

charity. 

Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to email 

him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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Date:  August 6, 2017 
Title:  Dead Flies in Wisdom’s Perfume 
Text:  Eccl. 9:13-10:20 
Theme: Wisdom’s path is populated by a fool’s peril. 
 
Introduction:  
 
The legendary Mister Rogers once said, “Life is deep and simple, and what our society gives us 
is shallow and complicated.” Fred Rogers was right. In Eccl 9:13-10:20, we will see that life may 
indeed be deep, but it is also rather simple. Yet, in order to experience life as God intends, we 
need to follow His Word.1 
 
Let us for a moment use the analogy of life with God as a stream with a current. When you 
believe in Jesus, you are jumping into a canoe and handed a paddle. The canoe is your faith, the 
stream is life with God, and the paddle is your volition. No matter what you do you will begin 
at the point when you jumped into the canoe and you will be pushed by the current all the way 
down the stream until you end at its outtake. The beginning point is your justification and the 
outtake is your glorification. In between those two points is your sanctification. Wisdom is 
allowing yourself to be pushed along by the current. In fact, because the strength of the current 
is pretty much outside of your control, you can paddle with the current and think you are the 
one powering movement. Just like any river, there are areas of the river where the stream flows 
with more strength. It is good to paddle over to those “hotspots” and let the current carry you. 
Things like attending church, reading/studying your Bible, praying with others, etc. are strong 
spots in the current. However, you might decide you want to push against the current and 
paddle upstream. Regardless of how hard you push against the current you will end up at the 
outtake. In addition, pushing against the current is foolishness. You will find it difficult and 
wearisome. You will also notice in the stream are rocks, rubble, and rapids. All of it needs to be 
avoided. That paddle you have in your hands really helps in avoiding much of the difficulties 
found in the stream. At our Family Camp, I read a T-shirt that said, “Bad decisions make the 
best stories.” After the fact, we might be able to laugh at our stupidity and foolishness, but bad 
decisions hurt you and others. If we can jump back into our analogy of life with God, sometimes 
we see people who have jumped into the canoe, but as some point decide to “shoot” the river 
without their canoe! Friend, that decision to leave faith does not necessarily mean you will not 
come out at the other end, but the consequences of that choice are horrific and uncertain. By far, 
the wise choice is to remain in the canoe and paddle in the power of the stream. 
 
Solomon shows us what life with God looks like. He also points out the rocks, rubble, and rapids. 
His counsel to us is enjoy the ride, but be aware of the flow and make right choices. 
 
Now, let us consider our text. 
 
“When I first started working with the text this week, after finding it a bit scattered I opened up 
a commentary by Sidney Greidanus who was certainly less then encouraging with his first line. 
He writes, ‘Of all the passages in Ecclesiastes, this one is probably the most difficult to interpret 
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and preach.’ Martin Luther of this text observed, ‘Solomon really makes some harsh transitions.’ 
You kinda get the feeling Solomon drank six cups of coffee and then gusted about how 
important wisdom is. Still, we do find a unified purpose in this section. What I hope to show 
you this afternoon is that wisdom is stronger than foolishness so we should be careful to seek 
God-given wisdom and live by God-given wisdom. And we’ll see this in three areas, broadly 
the areas are: politics (including office and family politics), daily living and how we 
communicate with our words.”2 
 
“Just when you think you’re out of the tough passages in Ecclesiastes, you come along another 
one. One of the books I’m reading on Ecclesiastes says this about today’s passage: ‘Out of all the 
passages in Ecclesiastes, this one is probably the most difficult to interpret and preach’ (Sidney 
Greidanus). It seems to lack coherence. It’s hard to tell what the overarching theme of this 
passage is. One commentator says, ‘The topics of rulers and speech, wise and foolish, recur 
throughout 9:13-10:20, but there is no overall design or movement of thought, and the topical 
clusterings seem merely associative.’”3 
 
THE BIG PICTURE: 
 
“In our current section of Ecclesiastes Solomon thought it good to remind us again of the 
importance of wisdom and the danger of folly. Let me try and define folly for you. A fool in the 
biblical sense is not necessarily someone with a small intellect. In other words folly doesn’t show 
up at the low end of an IQ test. Rather, folly or foolishness refers to someone who lacks the 
proper fear or respect for God. He or she is therefore prone to go in the wrong direction in life. 
Psalm 14:1 says, ‘The fool has said in his heart,‘ There isno God.’’ Ecclesiastes has told us that a 
fool is lazy, ill-tempered, morally blind and refuses to take advice. They are self-centered, a 
know-it-all and arrogant. In our comparison of wisdom and folly we are going to read from 
chapter 9 verse 13 to the end of chapter 10. It is a list of short stories, maxims, proverbs, 
comparisons and exhortations. So let’s begin.”4 
 
The fool is one who does not FEAR GOD and KEEP HIS COMMANDMENTS. The wise 
individual is the one who does FEAR GOD and KEEP HIS COMMANDMENTS. Thus, in the 
New Testament a fool is one who does not BELIEVE IN JESUS and LOVE HIS PEOPLE. In 
addition, the wise individual in the New Testament is the one who does BELIEVE IN JESUS and 
LOVES HIS PEOPLE. 
 
It is that simple. You are either a fool or a wise individual. It is possible for wise people to make 
choices reflective of fools and for foolish people to make choices that are reflective of wisdom. 
However, those choices do not make one wise or foolish. Our identity rests in Jesus. Thus, I am 
wise because I believe. I can still make foolish choices, but I will never be a fool. Moreover, a 
foolish person who rejects Jesus can still make choices that are wise, but the choice will not make 
him wise in the biblical sense. 
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Outline: 
 

I. The “weight” of wisdom (9:13-17) 
 

There is an irony throughout our section. Life is unpredictable (9:1, 11, 12) and often does not 
deliver what one might expect. How does wisdom respond? 
 

• “This is what I also observed about wisdom on earth, and it is a great burden to me” (Eccl. 9:13). 
 

“The term ‘burden’ does not appear in the Hebrew text, but is supplied in the translation for 
clarity.”5 There appears to be a contrast between the “weight” of wisdom in 9:13 and that of 
foolishness in 10:1. 
 

The word translated “impressed” is the Hebrew adjective gadol, meaning “great.” Gadol is only 
translated “impressed” in Eccl 9:13. Solomon uses this word twice in the very next verse (9:14) 
where it is rendered “great” or “large” in most English versions. 
 

A. His opening Illustration (vv. 14, 15) 
 

“Solomon emphasizes the worth of wisdom. In 9:13-15, he begins with an intriguing parable. He 
writes, ‘Also this I came to see as wisdom under the sun, and it impressed me. There was a 
small city with few men in it and a great king came to it, surrounded it and constructed large 
siegeworks against it. But there was found in it a poor wise man and he delivered the city by 
his wisdom. Yet no one remembered that poor man.’ In this parable, a poor, wise man 
outsmarts a great king. He saves the day, yet he is unrewarded with wealth or social esteem. 
Whether the poor man delivered the city by diplomacy or military strategy is not the issue. The 
point is that the city owed its survival to him, but he received no reward or lasting respect. The 
sad truth is: wisdom is sought out only in desperate times; otherwise, only those who have 
wealth or power are in a position to demand public attention.388 Although the wise man failed 
to personally profit from his labors, his wisdom was not profitless for others or for his world. In 
fact, this poor man’s wisdom impressed Solomon (9:13) so much that he draws three conclusions 
from this parable (9:16-18).”6 Here, we can see the strength of the stream and paddle ourselves 
over into it. 
 

In 2 Sam 20:15-22, a wise woman delivered the city by having the men of the city cut off Sheba’s 
head and throw it over the wall. But even in the historical account, we are not given her name. 
And when we add this to what Solomon says we can assume that she was soon forgotten. 
 

B. His closing Application (vv. 16-18) 
 

All three are perhaps distinct, but very much connected. 
 

1. We want strength, but are often unheeded / despised.  
 
This same word is used in Ecclesiastes 10:17, “Strength.” 
 

We want power. The Teacher says that wisdom is better (9:16). 
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2. We want a voice, but are often overlooked.  
 
We want to be heard, and our views to be respected. The Teacher says that it’s better to speak 
quietly with wisdom than to shout from a position of power (9:17). 
 

3. We want authority, but are often undermined.  
 
We want the ability to wage war and overcome our enemies. Some people have access to armies 
and weapons. Others have access to other resources that we wish we had. The Teacher says that 
wisdom is better (9:18).7 
 
We think wisdom is powerful, prominent, and prevailing; but it is often unheeded, 
overlooked, and undermined. 
 
What we want and what we have are two opposite things. This is the paradox of the Christian 
life. We want life without death. We want power without culpability. We want authority 
without responsibility. And we want honor without humility. This is not the way of wisdom. It 
is not the way of the cross. The cross is for those who perish foolishness. The cross lays down a 
different path and every day we must choose to travel it. It is clearly marked. 
 
The path of wisdom is like the ice age trail. It is clearly marked by yellow tags. All you have to 
do is walk and follow. Sometimes in long walks, I get tired and want to quit, but I keep on going. 
Several things drive me. First, I know I’m connected to Kirsten and she is waiting to pick me up 
at the other end. Second, I have friends who cheer me on and walk the path with me. Friend, 
this is wisdom. It is clearly marked but we would do well to plan ahead and join others who 
walk that path. 
 
II. The weight of foolishness (9:18-10:20) 

 
“The terms ’weightier’ and ‘honor’ are parallel. ‘Weightier’ (yaqar) is from the same root as 
‘precious,’ ‘prized.’ It is a play on the Hebrew concept of that which is heavier (i.e., metals) is 
more valuable. The word ‘honor’ (kabod) is also a word play on ‘heavy’ (e.g., Eccl 6:2; Ps 62:7; 
84:11; Prov 3:16, 35; 22:4; 25:2). This term is often translated “glory” (e.g., Ps 3:3; 4:2; 19:1; 24:7, 8, 
9, 10 [2x]).”8 
 
A lifetime of positive influence can be tarnished and undone by one moment of sinful 
foolishness. Here we see the danger of the rocks, rubble, and rapids.  
 
“Avoid foolishness at any expense (10:1-7). 
In the midst of a passage praising wisdom, Solomon warns us of the dangers of foolish behavior. 
In Ecclesiastes 10, he uses the word ‘fool’ nine times. In Solomon’s three books (Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon), he uses the words ‘fool, fools, foolish, and folly’ a staggering 
total of 128 times.391 We could call him a ‘fool buster.’ Consequently, he writes an entire chapter 
replete with proverbs that will help us to behave with wisdom instead of foolishness. In 10:1 he 
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shares a most unusual proverb: ‘Dead flies make a perfumer’s oil stink, so a little foolishness 
is weightier392 than wisdom and honor.’ This particular proverb may not be a terribly pleasant 
thought, especially if you are wearing perfume. It is Solomon’s vivid way of illustrating how a 
tiny bit of foolishness can destroy the powerful fragrance of a person’s dignity and reputation.393 
This is the source of the well-known phrase ‘a fly in the ointment.’ Notice, this comes right after 
the statement in 9:18 that ‘one sinner destroys much good.’ The point being made is that it takes 
far less effort to ruin something than it does to create it. Or perhaps another way to put it is that 
it’s easier to make a stink than to create sweetness. Flies are insignificant creatures in the overall 
scheme of things. A perfumer’s oil, on the other hand, is a very costly substance created with 
care and skill. Still the insignificant can spoil the valuable. We must always remember that 
wisdom helps make a life.”9 
 
“Let me describe some of the follies that could destroy all the benefits of wisdom in your life: 

• Nobody knows it, but you regularly visit websites. It’s a habit now that you can’t seem 
to break. 

• It’s not physical – yet – but you are developing an emotional attachment to someone who 
isn’t your spouse. 

• You’re drunk in private but never when anybody important is around. 
• Your financial dealings aren’t above board, but you haven’t been caught, and you’re 
hoping you never will be. 

What we’re talking about here are secret sins. Right now these may be flies that aren’t yet dead 
and stinking up the place. Give it enough time, and they’re going to start to smell. Give them 
enough time, and they’ll outweigh any wisdom and honor you gain in your life. Spurgeon said: 
‘Thou art a fool to think of harbouring a secret sin; and thou art a fool for this one reason, that 
thy sin is not a secret sin; it is known, and shall one day be revealed; perhaps very soon. Thy sin 
is not a secret; the eye of God hath seen it; thou hast sinned before his face…A man cannot 
commit a little sin in secret, without being by-and-by betrayed into a public sin. You cannot, sir, 
though you may think you can preserve a moderation in sin. If you commit one sin, it is like the 
melting of the lower glacier upon the Alps; the others must follow in time. As certainly as you 
heap one stone upon the landmark today, the next day you will cast another, until the heap, 
reared stone by stone, shall become a very pyramid…You will go there every day, such is the 
bewitching character of it; you cannot help it. You may as well ask the lion to let you put your 
head into his mouth. You cannot regulate his jaws: neither can you regulate sin. Once go into it, 
you cannot tell when you will be destroyed. Take this seriously! A lifetime of wisdom can be 
undone in a moment of folly.’”10 
 
“Although there are probably many legitimate applications of this proverb, there are two I’d 
like to zero in on. First, the fly may be a person. One person who is out of sorts with God can 
lead a whole group into sin. One person who is negative can put a wet blanket on everyone’s 
hope. One person who is super-critical can create single-handedly an atmosphere of 
discouragement. Are you a fly in the ointment at your home, at work, or at church? Second, the 
fly may be a flaw in character. One fault unchecked or one secret sin cherished can poison a 
person’s entire character. May I suggest that you choose to swat one fly before it lands in your 
perfume. Perhaps it is a bad attitude; maybe a bad habit; perhaps a tendency toward being 
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irresponsible or unreliable; maybe an omission of something we should be doing that if not 
corrected could lead to spiritual deterioration.394 It’s easy to think, ‘It’s just a little thing:’ a ‘little’ 
relationship, a ‘little’ flirtation at the office, a ‘little’ edge in a tone of voice, a ‘little’ padding on 
the expense account, a ‘little’ experimentation in the wrong area—just a little thing.395 But we 
must remember that a little thing can ruin everything. Wisdom helps make a life.”11 
 
“The sin and wrong we often do may long be kept from human view, but count on this as always 
true, one day it will catch up with you.” 
 
Solomon speaks of wisdom in four areas let us note them quickly.  
 
In this final section, we will clearly see that wisdom is “skill for living.” Solomon provides four 
concrete ways that we can make wisdom work for us. He speaks of rulers, kings, and rich people, 
but the application is broad enough for us. 
 
A. Guard yourself against the fool / foolishness. Why? Because a little foolishness destroys 
wisdom’s work (9:18-10:4). 

 
B. Guard yourself against inequality. Why? Because it can be unsettling. In the face of 
inequality we have a tendency to give up, become bitter, and throw in the towel (vv. 5-
7). 

 
C. Guard yourself against ignorance and indifference (vv. 8-11). Use discretion and caution 
in your activities. Prepare properly when planning activity. 

 
D. Guard yourself against foolish talk (vv. 12-20). 

 
Perhaps, you have begun but somewhere you got lost. Friend, let me point you to the path. It is 
clearly marked. For the most part the ice age trail is pretty clear. You can almost walk it without 
too much effort. However, sometimes it gets a tad complicated especially if you are directionally 
challenged, as I am. On a number of occasions, I have had to retrace my steps in order to get 
back on the trail. I wasn’t lost; just not on the trail.  
 
Shepherding the Sheep: (What is the NEXT STEP?) 
 
1. Every day choose the path of wisdom. For the most part, it is easy, but sometimes it can be a 
challenge. 

2. If you are lost, get back on the trail. 
 
Our life with God is clearly marked, as are the rocks, rubble, and rapids. 
First, let me ask you a simple question, “Are you in the stream? Have you accepted Jesus as your 
Savior from sin and death and for joy and glory?” If not, will you jumped into the canoe and go 
with God? 
Second, if you do have faith, do not leave your faith. Stay the course. Life in the canoe is far 
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better than life outside the canoe. 
Third, use your paddle wisely. Learn to make the kind of choices that will put you in the most 
powerful points of the stream. You might look and see others who appear to be in the canoe 
paddling against the stream and appear to be having a wonderful time banging up against the 
rocks, rubble, and rapids, but do not be deceived their fate is horrific and uncertain. 
 
Today I invite you to take the path of wisdom and embrace life with God. If perhaps you find 
yourself paddling against the current, then I invite you to turn around and live life with God. 
 
“A man walked into a convenience store, put a $20 bill on the counter, and asked for change. 
When the clerk opened the drawer, the man pulled a gun and asked for all the cash in the 
register. The man took the cash from the clerk and fled, leaving his $20 bill on the counter. So 
how much did he get from the drawer? Fifteen bucks. Go figure. We read this story and we 
think, ‘What a fool!’ Yet, we often exchange God’s wisdom for man’s foolishness and do not 
think anything of it.12 

1 Fred Rogers, the Mister Rogers of children’s television, from Christianity Today (3-6-00), 45.  
2 http://manhattanpres.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/049-Wisdom-Stronger-Than-Folly-Ecclesiastes-9-
13-10-20.pdf  
3 https://dashhouse.com/201143wisdom-and-some-warnings-ecclesiastes-913-1020-html/  
4 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/522cf1fbe4b0069c1e7d1ac6/t/5518b409e4b07f1a849700f0/ 
1427682313305/Ecclesiastes+9+10+Wisdom+and+Folly.pdf  
5 https://net.bible.org/#!bible/Ecclesiastes+9:11  
6 https://net.bible.org/#!bible/Ecclesiastes+9:11 
7 https://dashhouse.com/201143wisdom-and-some-warnings-ecclesiastes-913-1020-html/  
8 https://net.bible.org/#!bible/Ecclesiastes+9:11 
9 https://net.bible.org/#!bible/Ecclesiastes+9:11 
10 https://dashhouse.com/201143wisdom-and-some-warnings-ecclesiastes-913-1020-html/  
11 https://net.bible.org/#!bible/Ecclesiastes+9:11 
12 Preaching Today Citation: “Strange World,” Campus Life, Vol. 56, no. 2. 

                                                           


