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I’ve given this sermon the title, “A Wisdom Sampler” because what we 

have in these verses is a selection of wisdom proverbs that are part of 

the author of Ecclesiastes’ point that wisdom is still important in spite of 

some of the less than complementary things that he has said about it 

along the way. A number of times, earlier in the book, he has said that 

wisdom is pretty much useless because in many cases the wise man is 

not better off than the fool because everything is meaningless anyway 

and in the end everyone dies. In chapter 6:8 he had asked rhetorically, 

“For what advantage has the wise man over the fool?” And the 

expected obvious answer in that context is “None.”  In his darker 

moments he had even said that the dead are better off than the living 

and better off still are those who have never been born. There is a way 

of looking at life under the sun that sees it all as pointless and if you are 

looking at life in that way, it makes little difference whether one is wise 

or whether one is a fool. 

Thankfully this is not where he ends up. The dark and hopeless 

perspective is not his final word. It finds its place in this book because 

this is what God’s people sometimes feel when they are faced with 

things in life that seem absurd and futile and utterly random. 

Sometimes it seems that good and evil and wisdom and folly make no 

difference and sometimes God’s people find themselves troubled by the 

apparent randomness of it all and the book of Ecclesiastes is telling us, 

“You are not the first God-follower who has been in that dark place.”  It 

is one of the ways that God in the Bible helps us in the struggles of life 

and it is an extremely valuable biblical perspective. 



But the author of Ecclesiastes sometimes reflects a more hopeful 

perspective on life and the conclusion at the end of the book is where 

he wants to lead us. At the end of the day, God is going to judge 

everything and that means that the world is not meaningless and 

random. Everything matters because it matters to God and in the end, 

he is going to sort it all out and how we have lived will be very 

important so fear God and keep his commands. This is where he is 

heading and along the way he gives us examples of wisdom and his 

point then is that wisdom does matter. How we live is important. It 

makes a huge difference whether we are wise or whether we are fools. 

One of the very fascinating things about wisdom sayings in the Bible is 

that on the surface they sometimes seem to contradict one another, but 

in reality, they are reflecting the enigmatic nature of life in a fallen 

world.  

So, in the verses that we are going to consider this evening, we get a 

sampler of wisdom:  wonderful, life-affirming observations about life 

that help us to reflect God’s wisdom in our lives. 

And to put the whole matter in its biblical context, these verses are 

addressed to God’s people: in their original Old Testament context, the 

covenant people of God whom he had chosen and redeemed and in the 

broader whole-Bible context, the New Testament covenant people 

whom God has chosen in Christ and redeemed and upon whom he has 

poured out his Holy Spirit. Biblical wisdom is not generic guidance about 

how to be successful in life. It is guidance to God’s people that assumes 

sin and grace so that implementing it happens through God’s saving and 

transforming grace and power in our lives and its goal is not simply a 

successful life, but a well-lived life to the glory of God. Even though 

these nuggets of wisdom can be appreciated by a person who does not 

know God, their biblical context imbeds them into the message of 

salvation so that the power to implement them is gospel power and the 

motivation to implement them is gospel motivation. We seek to 

implement them because God is our Father and Jesus is our Saviour and 

Lord and we love them and want to please them. 



So much then, to place these samples of wisdom in the context of the 

book of Ecclesiastes and in the context of biblical wisdom and in the 

context of the gospel focus of the Bible.  

Verses 12-14 deal with what is a subject that is common in wisdom 

literature and in the Bible in general and that is the tremendous 

significance and importance of our words. Wisdom and folly are 

expressed by our words and what we do with our words reveals 

whether we are wise or whether we are fools. And since, as God’s 

people we are works in progress, as God works to perfect us, our words 

will not all be wise words, but by grace, neither will they all be foolish 

words. And God’s goal by means of his words to us here is to help us to 

reflect more wisdom and less folly in the way that we use our words. 

So, “The words of a wise man’s mouth win him favor, but the lips of a 

fool consume him.”  Now you will notice that the ESV provides an 

alternate translation for the first half of this couplet. It is possible to 

translate the Hebrew as “The words of a wise man’s mouth are 

gracious.”  This is the nature of language and therefore of translation. 

The same word can mean different things and especially when you are 

dealing with short sayings like proverbs that do not give you a lot of 

context, it is difficult to know exactly which meaning is intended.  

What is usually the case when this happens is that the meaning of both 

ways of translating the verse are found in other parts of Scripture and 

sometimes the experts tell us that the author may have intended both 

meanings. In this case both possible translations convey truths that are 

found in other places. But since we already have plenty to think about in 

this section, I’ll just comment on the translation that the ESV gives in 

the text. “The words of a wise man’s mouth win him favor.”  

One of the key verses in Scripture that conveys this same sentiment is 

Luke 4:22 which says of Jesus, “And all spoke well of him and marveled 

at the gracious words that were coming from his mouth.” A similar idea 

is expressed in Luke 2:52 which says, “And Jesus increased in wisdom 

and in stature and in favor with God and man.” 

Now it is interesting that the Bible speaks favorably about having other 

people think well of you. I say that that is interesting because the Bible 



also warns us against being too concerned about having other people 

thinking well of you. For instance, in Luke 6:25 Jesus says, “Woe to you, 

when all people speak well of you, for so their fathers did to the false 

prophets.”  Jesus also condemned the Pharisees in Matthew 6:1-4 

because they practiced their righteousness before other people in order 

to be seen by them and they sounded a trumpet when they gave to the 

needy so that they would be praised by others. Here we have something 

that is right and proper in its place but can also become sinful. It is good 

that we want others to think well of us. Someone who says, “I don’t 

care what anyone thinks of me” is not reflecting a godly or a holy 

attitude. That is just arrogance. The verse that we are considering in 

Ecclesiastes is recommending that we speak in such a way that the 

people around us will respect us. “The words of a wise man’s mouth win 

him favor.” That is a good thing. Seek to speak wise words so that you 

will win favor. We want to be like Jesus who grew in favor with God and 

man.  

However, it is possible that we are too concerned with what other 

people think of us. If that is the case then, what other people think of us 

becomes more important than what God thinks of us and what other 

people think of us becomes the driving motivation for much of what we 

do. Then we are living for our own glory rather than the glory of God. 

There are many things in the Christian life that are good in moderation 

that become sinful if they become too important to us. It is good to seek 

to prosper financially in life. It is wrong to live for money and stuff. So, it 

is here. It is good to desire to be respected by others. It is sinful when 

our whole identity is based on what others think of us.  

So, “[T]he words of a wise man’s mouth win him favor.” And that is a 

good thing. It is a good thing if our words are like Jesus’ words so that 

we grow in favor with God and man. Like Jesus, our words should be 

wise words. And if we want to learn how to speak wise words we will 

thoughtfully study both the Bible and life. The wisdom literature of the 

Bible is there to help us to grow in wisdom and the Scriptures as a 

whole are given to make us wise unto salvation. The more we grow in 

wisdom, the wiser our words will be. 



Now the rest of what Ecclesiastes says in this section about words deals 

with the relationship between a fool and his words. “The words of a 

wise man’s mouth win him favor, but the lips of a fool consume him.”  

Biblical wisdom leads to life and flourishing. Foolishness leads to death 

and destruction. And foolish words are an important way in which fools 

self-destruct. By speaking foolish words, a fool ruins his life.  

Now there is a continuum here. Not every foolish word makes your 

whole life go up in flames. Sometimes foolish words have led to 

someone’s’ death. Sometimes they have ruined his life. Sometimes they 

just do bad things – harmful things in his life. The point is that foolish 

words affect your life in a negative way. And therefore, it is a good thing 

to avoid them. I’m sure that we have all spoken words that were foolish 

and that have had negative consequences in our lives. And the more 

foolish words, the more negative consequences. Think of relationships 

damaged because of foolish words. Or think of opportunities lost 

because of foolish words. Or think of someone being regarded with less 

favor and respect because they display their foolishness by their words.  

The next verse is another observation about the words of a fool. “The 

beginning of the words of his mouth is foolishness, and the end of his 

talk is evil madness.”  Notice the progression in this verse. The 

progression is from foolishness to evil madness. This reflects the biblical 

truth that we do not stay the same in our lives. We are either moving 

forward and growing in obedience and wisdom, or we are advancing on 

the path of evil and foolishness. Here we see the words of a fool 

reflecting his decline towards an empty and futile life. “[T]he end of his 

talk is evil madness.”  The wise men who reflected on life and observed 

its patterns noticed the progression of the words of fools from 

foolishness to evil madness. One scholar describes the intent of the 

word that is translated “madness” here as “unbridled and unprincipled 

conduct, which results from the conviction that life is meaningless and 

that there is no moral law operating in the world.” So, there is the idea 

of evil and foolishness without restraint. The progression includes a 

loosening of restraint so that the expressions of foolishness increase. 

This decline from foolishness to wicked madness goes hand in hand with 

the multiplication of words. Verse 14 says, “A fool multiplies words.”  



This too is a common theme in the wisdom literature of the Bible. The 

wise use their words carefully and with restraint, while fools tend to 

gush their foolish words without restraint. Part of wisdom is knowing 

when to shut up. Proverbs 10:19, "19When words are many, 

transgression is not lacking, but whoever restrains his lips is prudent." 

Proverbs 17:28, "28Even a fool who keeps silent is considered wise; 

when he closes his lips, he is deemed intelligent." There is a proverb 

that is commonly attributed to Abraham Lincoln or Mark Twain which 

says, “Better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak and to 

remove all doubt.” 

Clearly it is wise to choose your words carefully. All of us have enough 

foolishness floating around in our minds that it is wise to have a 

“foolishness filter” so that we keep the foolish thoughts where they 

belong and let them die a natural death instead of blurting them out 

into the world by putting them into words. A wise person realizes that 

not every thought that crosses his mind is a good one and worthy of 

being shared. A foolish person does not have this insight and thinks that 

everything in his mind is pure gold and that the world needs to hear it. A 

wise person is more selective about which thoughts are turned into 

words. He has a filter and he uses it. 

Now the second part of verse 14 shows why multiplying words is 

foolish. “A fool multiplies his words, though no man knows what is to 

be, and who can tell him what will be after him.”  The idea here is that 

we do not know the future. Are not all-knowing. We do not know how 

things will turn out. We do not know whether an approach to a problem 

will work or not work. Wisdom has to do with humility verses 

arrogance. Humility is more tentative. Arrogance is supremely confident 

of its own predictions. That is why the fool multiplies his words. He 

thinks he knows it all. He thinks that his way will work. He is not 

tentative. He is not careful. This proverb is saying that because we do 

not know what is to be - because we do not know what will be after us, 

because outcomes are uncertain, carefulness and restraint with our 

words is prudent and being uninhibited with our words is folly.  

Verse 15 tells us something else about a fool. “The toil of a fool wearies 

him, for he does not know the way to the city.” This proverb is similar to 



the one that we considered last week about the fool using a dull axe.  A 

fool works twice as hard as a wise person because he won’t take the 

time to sharpen his axe. Here in verse 15 the fool works twice as hard to 

get to where he is going because he won’t take care to know the way 

before he starts on his journey. This text calls out those of us who just 

start driving without looking at a map or putting the address into the 

GPS. Not a few husbands have been thought fools by their wives for the 

weariness of getting lost because they did not take the time to “know 

the way to the city. “The toil of a fool wearies him, for he does not know 

the way to the city.” 

So, we have just considered a cluster of proverbs which contrast a wise 

person and a foolish person mostly by commenting on what they do 

with their words. One thing to understand the biblical categories of 

wisdom and folly is that there is a relationship between biblical wisdom 

and goodness and there is a relationship between foolishness as the 

bible describes it and evil. The wise person fears the Lord and the fool 

does not. These are basically moral categories especially in their 

extremes and in their tendencies. But they are also categories that 

describe skill or lack thereof in living and the premise is that a life that is 

rooted in the fear of the Lord is going to be more in harmony with the 

true nature of things than a life that is lived independently of the Lord. 

And so there is both the idea of good and bad, sin and evil and the idea 

of wisdom and foolishness as we tend to use those terms. And the 

overall message for us is that God wants us to fear and obey him, but he 

also wants us to be prudent and insightful in the way that we live our 

lives. And what has been the focus of these last few verses is how we 

use our words. 

The overall insight is that words are very, very important. They can win 

us favor or they can consume us. So, we must be careful and thoughtful 

about our words. That means that we will use fewer of them and seek 

to have the words that we do use reflect biblical values and priorities. 

Our words should be used to glorify God and to be a blessing to other 

people. And we can use our words in those ways if we are believers 

because God is at work in us to make us gradually more like Christ. I 

conclude this section of the sermon with a quote about our words from 

the apostle Paul. “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but 



only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give 

grace to those who hear.” 

Next, we have an observation about the relationship between the 

quality of civil leadership and the wellbeing of the people of the land. 

“Woe to you, O land, when your king is a child, and your princes feast in 

the morning! Happy are you, O land, when your king is the son of the 

nobility, and your principles feast at the proper time, for strength, and 

not for drunkenness.”  Leadership in God’s world is important. Good 

leadership is a blessing and poor leadership is a curse. These verses 

contrast a king who is a child – thus immature and ill-equipped – with a 

king who is the son of nobility and thus someone who has the skills and 

education to provide good leadership. We live in a completely different 

political system, but it still makes a difference whether our rulers are 

competent or not which is why we tend to think that who wins in 

elections is pretty important. Unfortunately, we have experienced a 

great deal of the woe in our country because so many of our leaders are 

not well equipped to lead most importantly because they do not fear 

God and thus are foolish at the most fundamental level. However, 

common grace operates as well because flawed as our leaders are, we 

do experience many blessings that flow from our political system and 

those who run it. 

Verse 18 addresses another common subject in the wisdom material of 

the Bible. “Through sloth the roof sinks in, and through indolence the 

house leaks.”  To be lazy is to be a fool in biblical thinking. We are 

created to work. Taking care of business is a pretty central way that we 

are to serve God. Work and taking care of business rightly occupies 

large part of our lives and here the Bible addresses something as 

mundane as maintenance. Thankfully the construction methods and 

materials that are used today means that it does not take much effort 

on our part to keep our roofs from sinking in, but we do have to replace 

our shingles occasionally to keep the roof from leaking. The principle, of 

course, applies to many other things in our lives. Maintaining our stuff 

and being disciplined to do the little jobs in our lives that need to be 

done is wisdom and belongs to a life that glorifies God. And so yes, 

changing your oil on time is a spiritual matter. It is not pleasing to God if 

you ruin your engine because you were not disciplined enough to 



change your oil on time. This is the type of thing that the wisdom 

literature of the Bible addresses and it does a long way to help us to see 

how all of life is lived to the glory of God. 

Verse 19, “Bread is made for laughter, and wine gladdens life, and 

money answers everything.”  The wisdom literature of the Bible reflects 

both the highs and the lows of life. It recognizes that sometimes we feel 

that it sucks and it’s pointless and it would have been better if we had 

never been born. But it also recognizes the simple delights of life. 

“Bread is made for laughter….” Is that not wonderful? The next line is 

even more wonderful. “And wine gladdens life…”  Food and drink and 

company. These contribute wonderfully to the richness of life. God has 

created us and our environment so that there are many delights. And 

even sin and foolishness have not taken that away. Here we have a 

world in rebellion against its creator and even though there are 

consequences also in this life, God’s generosity is absolutely astounding. 

Good food. Good wine and good company makes for laughter and 

gladness. And it is all God’s design and his idea.  

And so is money. “Money answers everything.” Now the Bible has a lot 

to say about the abuse of money, but also has a lot to say about the 

importance and usefulness of money, especially in the wisdom 

literature. Proverbs says, 8:18 says of wisdom, “Riches and honor are 

with me, enduring wealth and righteousness.” And Proverbs 12:27 says, 

“Whoever is slothful will not roast his game, but the diligent man will 

get precious wealth.”  Here Ecclesiastes says, “Money answers 

everything.”  He is saying that money is very useful. Money solves a lot 

of problems. Money makes it possible for you to buy bread and wine.  

We can sin a lot with money and we can sin a lot by greed and by 

trusting in money rather than God and by having our treasure on earth 

rather that laying up for ourselves treasure in heaven. But like so many 

other things in life, while it can be misused, money can be a wonderful 

blessing and having enough can make for a very pleasant life as most of 

us can attest. So like sex, it is bad when it is misused, but when it is used 

within God’s perimeters it is a delightful thing. And one of the 

wonderful things about the wisdom literature of the Bible is that it 



celebrates what is delightful about life as well as reflecting seriously 

about all that is bad and hard about life under the sun.  

Finally verse 20 “Even in your thoughts, do not curse the king, nor in 

your bedroom curse the rich for a bird of the air will carry your voice, or 

some winged creature tell the matter.”  What is the nugget of wisdom 

here? The observation about life here is that very difficult to keep a 

something private, especially if you say something negative about 

someone. In our situation, whether the king or the rich hear of our 

negative opinion of them is not much of a concern, but more relevant is 

what we say about other people in our life who we would not want to 

hear what we said about them. If you say something negative about 

someone, expect a little bird to carry your voice. Expect them to find 

out. And so if you don’t want the person to hear what you are about to 

say, keep it to yourself and you will have fewer damaged relationships 

because of what you say about people behind their backs. If it needs to 

be said, say it to them and may your words be words of grace that are 

intended to build up. 

So, we have had a sampler of biblical wisdom. I hope you agree that 

wisdom is fascinating and eminently desirable. It is serious about the 

nitty gritty of life and it affirms the significance of the way we do life. 

God is the source of wisdom and Jesus died so that we be able to live 

lives that reflect his wisdom.  Wisdom has to do with the big picture of 

whether we live for God or whether we live independently of God. But it 

also has to do with the minutia of our lives under God and that is 

absolutely wonderful because it means that it all matters to God and so 

it all matters. That is why wisdom deals with the good, the bad and the 

ugly and with food and wine and money and knowing when to keep 

your mouth shut. 


