Wisdom, Madness & Folly

Ecclesiastes 2:12-17

11 FBC 12-4

Introduction: “Wisdom excels folly as light excels darkness.”

     A. Wisdom Revisited

1. After a brief retreat into the center of self, examining and experimenting with all things enjoyable and employable, Solomon returns to assess the benefits of wisdom.

a. In Ch. 1, Solomon’s first experiment with wisdom brought much grief and increasing pain (vs. 18). God’s wisdom exposed the reality of sin and its devastation to mankind (Ge. 5:5-6; Ro. 3:23; Eccl. 7:20).

b. Solomon also realized that man’s sin could not be fixed by “under the sun” solutions. “What is crooked cannot be straightened” (1:15). The remedy for sin is spiritual, not natural. Jesus is our only hope!
2. As Solomon investigates wisdom a second time, he dis-covers that wisdom doesn’t just expose folly, it excels folly.

a. Wisdom belongs to the realm of the righteous, while madness and folly are the experience of fools (Prov. 2:6, 1:7).
I. The Comparison

     A. “So I turned to consider wisdom, madness and folly.”
1. The Hebrew language helps our grasp of verse 12. 

a. Since God blessed Solomon with superior wisdom, he is the right man to make this comparison. Don’t wait for others to do your work.
2. The metaphor of light vs. darkness is a common contrast in Scripture (John 8:12; Isa. 9:2; Psa. 18:28).
a. “I am the Light of the world; he who follows Me will not walk in the darkness, but will have the Light of life” (John 8:12).
1.  The word madness is elsewhere translated insane, and the word folly can have a wide-range of synonyms to convey its meaning (i.e. simple, irresponsible, rebellious, deceived).


a. Eccl. 7:25, 9:3; Prov. 1:22; 1 Sam. 21:13; Jer. 5:21; Job 5:2
b. As we’ll see again in verse 26, the ultimate comparison that Solomon is making is between the righteous and the reprobate.

II. The Candor

     A.  “And yet I know that one fate befalls them both.”
1. The “fate” Solomon is describing is death (Eccl. 9:2-3). 
a. Regardless of whether you are extremely wise, or you act like a fool, it is “appointed unto man to die once” (Heb. 9:27; Psa. 49:10).
b. For the moment, Solomon is setting aside God’s eternal wisdom and viewing the world from the natural, physical and temporal. He is attempting to think like the foolish and insane people who live “under the sun.” In the end we all die and will be forgotten (See Exod. 1:6, 8).

2. Solomon is expressing total despair and frustration as a natural man (see 2:16, 20). “Outwardly” there appears to be no benefit to living life “under the sun.” What does it profit?
a. Solomon’s agitation escalates when he confesses that all that he worked for must now be left to another (vs. 18-19).
b. The moment a biblical worldview is abandoned you will lose your spiritual equilibrium in life. The world is very confusing to the mind of the godless. “Everything is futility and striving after wind.”
III. The Calamity

     A. “So I hated life.”
1. In this experiment, Solomon has reached rock bottom. His distress is overwhelming. Some might say he is suicidal.
a. God has intentionally brought Solomon to total despair. He is so low that his only hope, now, is to look toward heaven. This he does!

b. We’ve all heard testimonies of people coming to Christ out from under the muck and mire of life. This is by God’s design.

c. The Lord frequently uses calamity and desperation to bring sinners to the end of themselves that they might find Jesus in the midst of despair (Prov. 1:20-33; Isa. 45:6; Psa. 51:7). As Solomon discovers, the Lord is the answer to our calamities; the Healer of broken hearts!
     B. Two Concluding Principles: 
1. God has gifted you to use your gifts today. Don’t leave the task to another who will succeed you.

2. Do not despise God’s wisdom. The mind of Christ provides the proper answer to life’s most difficult questions.
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