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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY

IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD

Handling Fools
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Kinds of Fools in the Book of Proverbs

peti – ֶּפִתי ̂
Simple, open-minded, naïve, lacking in discernment, gullible, easily misled, and vulnerable to 
temptation (1:4, 22, 32; 7:6-7; 11:3; 14:15; 19:25; 22:3). This is the mildest form of fool.

kĕsîl – ְּכִסיל
Refuses wisdom and instead deliberately makes wrong choices; he is stubborn and fixed in his 
ways; he makes mischief his sport (1:22; 8:5; 10:23; 13:20; 17:10, 12; 18:2).

ĕwîl’ – ֱאִויל
Despises wisdom and discipline, is right in his own eyes and fixed in his ways; he is godless (1:7; 
10:14; 12:15; 14:9; 15:5; 20:3; 27:3).

nābāl – ָנָבל Has no perception of ethical and religious claims; he is vile and disgraceful (17:7; 30:22, 32).

lēṣ – ֵלץ
Proud and haughty, hardened against discipline, sneers at God and the wise; he is a hardened 
scoffer and heckler (1:22; 3:34; 9:7-8; 13:1; 15:12; 19:25; 21:24; 22:10; cf. Psalm 1:1c).

āṣēl‘ – ָעֵצל
Lazy, a sluggard; sleeps excessively (6:9; 26:14), is not able to provide for himself (13:4), is 
fearful of work (22:13; 26:13) and unteachable (26:16). Is always in need.

ָרָׁשע – rāšā‘
Wicked, the antithesis of righteousness; he is deceitful (10:6, 11; 11:18; 12:5), perverse (10:32), 
violent (12:6), cruel (12:10), envious (12:12), shameful (13:5), corrupt (17:23), and detestable 
to the LORD (15:8-9); he is destructive to his community, an enemy of humankind. 

Seven Lessons on 
Handling Fools

from the Book of Proverbs
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• A wise response to fools must 
begin with proper doctrine—in 
particular, a proper doctrine of 
man (“anthropology”).

• Proverbs presents the following 
characteristics of the fool:

1.  Recognize their spiritual condition.

5
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1.  The fool places confidence in himself. 

• 12:15 – “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a 
wise man is he who listens to counsel.”

2.  The fool refuses to accept correction. 

• 17:10 – “A rebuke goes deeper into one who has 
understanding than a hundred blows into a fool.”

3. The fool flaunts sin and mocks holiness.

• 14:9 – “Fools mock at sin, but among the upright there 
is good will.”
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4.  The fool uses speech to destroy.

• 18:6-7 – “A fool’s lips bring strife, and his mouth calls 
for blows. A fool’s mouth is his ruin, and his lips are the 
snare of his soul.”

5.  The fool rushes to anger.

• 12:16 – “A fool’s anger is known at once, but a prudent 
man conceals dishonor.”
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2.  Resist their harmful influence.
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• Foolishness—a.k.a. “depravity”—is not 
only bound up in the human heart 
(22:15), but it is also contagious. 

• Proverbs warns that exposure to folly 
can easily exacerbate the folly already 
inherent in oneself. 

• Therefore, there is always a clear and 
present danger in associating with fools. 

10

• 13:20 – “He who walks with wise men will be wise, but the 
companion of fools will suffer harm.”

• 16:29 – “A man of violence entices his neighbor and leads 
him in a way that is not good.”

• 28:7 – “He who keeps the law is a discerning son, but he who 
is a companion of gluttons humiliates his father.”

• 29:3 – “A man who loves wisdom makes his father glad, but 
he who keeps company with harlots wastes his wealth.”
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• 14:7 – “Leave the presence of a fool, or you will not discern 
words of knowledge.”

• 22:5 – “Thorns and snares are in the way of the perverse; he 
who guards himself will be far from them.”

• 22:10 – Drive out the scoffer, and contention will go out, 
even strife and dishonor will cease.”

• 22:24-25 – “Do not associate with a man given to anger; or 
go with a hot-tempered man, or you will learn his ways and 
find a snare for yourself.”

12

“Do not be bound together with unbelievers; for what 
partnership have righteousness and lawlessness, or 

what fellowship has light with darkness?”

—2 Corinthians 6:14
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“The path of sin is much more easily 
avoided than relinquished. We can far 
more readily keep out of the course of 

the stream, than stem the torrent. 
Walk closely with God; and under his 

cover and shield bear a protest 
against the ungodly.” 

—Charles Bridges, Proverbs, 174

14

Social proximity: Dangerous!

Social proximity: 
Great!
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3.  Confront their errant ways.

15

(1) Fools must be corrected out of concern for their souls. 

• 1:4 – Proverbs was compiled to “give prudence to the naïve.”

• 1:22-23 – “How long, O naive ones, will you love being 
simple-minded? And scoffers delight themselves in scoffing, 
and fools hate knowledge? Turn to my reproof, behold, I will 
pour out my spirit on you; I will make my words known to 
you.”

16

(2) Fools must be corrected because folly merits it. 

• 10:13 – “On the lips of the discerning, wisdom is found, but 
a rod is for the back of him who lacks understanding.”

• 18:6-7 – “A fool’s lips bring strife, and his mouth calls for 
blows. A fool’s mouth is his ruin, and his lips are the snare 
of his soul.”

• 26:3, 5 – “A whip is for the horse, a bridle for the donkey, 
and a rod for the back of fools. . . . Answer a fool as his folly 
deserves, that he not be wise in his own eyes.”
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(3) Fools must be corrected for the benefit of others. 

• 19:25 – “Strike a scoffer and the naïve may become shrewd, 
but reprove one who has understanding and he will gain 
knowledge.”

• 21:11 – “When the scoffer is punished, the naive becomes 
wise; but when the wise is instructed, he receives 
knowledge.”

• 24:24-25 [ESV] – “Whoever says to the wicked, ‘You are in 
the right,’ will be cursed by peoples, abhorred by nations, 
but those who rebuke the wicked will have delight, and a 
good blessing will come upon them.”

4.  Reject their methods and presuppositions. 
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• The hardness of the fool’s heart can tempt the wise to resort 
to any means possible to correct and counter the fool’s folly. 

• Proverbs warns against the desperation that leads one to 
appropriate the fool’s own methods and presuppositions in 
the attempt to persuade him. 

• Stooping to embrace the fool’s worldview and practices only 
shows that the wise man has been taken captive by folly.
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(1) Proverbs denounces the use of the fool’s methods in 
communication.

• 20:3 – “Keeping away from strife is an 
honor for a man, but any fool will 
quarrel.”

• 27:3 – “A stone is heavy and the sand 
weighty, but the provocation of a fool is 
heavier than both of them.”

• 29:11 – “A fool always loses his temper, 
but a wise man holds it back.”
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“The Lord’s bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but 
be kind to all, able to teach, patient when wronged, with 

gentleness correcting those who are in opposition, if 
perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to the 

knowledge of the truth.”

—2 Timothy 2:24-25
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(2) Proverbs denounces the use of the fool’s presuppositions in 
communication.

• 26:4-5 – “Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or 
you will also be like him. Answer a fool as his folly 
deserves [according to his folly], that he not be wise in his 
own eyes.”

• Explanations? 

a) Different topics:  secular (v. 4) vs. religious (v. 5)
b) Different fools:  hardened (v. 4) vs. teachable (v. 5)
c) *Different purposes:  reject the foolish worldview 

(v. 4) & assert the biblical worldview (v. 5).

22

“Without lowering himself to the fool’s level in a debate, but 
by overcoming evil with good (25:21-22), the wise must show 

the fool’s folly for what it is. The wise do not silently accept 
and tolerate the folly and thereby confirm fools in it. Both 
proverbs are absolutes and applicable at the same time.”

—Waltke, Proverbs 15-31, 349
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5. Do not entrust them with your well-being. 

23

• 25:19 – “Like a bad tooth and an unsteady foot is confidence 
in a faithless man in time of trouble.”

• 26:6-10 – “He cuts off his own feet and drinks violence who 
sends a message by the hand of a fool.
Like the legs which are useless to the lame, so is a proverb in 
the mouth of fools. Like one who binds a stone in a sling, so is 
he who gives honor to a fool. Like a thorn which falls into the 
hand of a drunkard, so is a proverb in the mouth of fools. Like
an archer who wounds everyone, so is he who hires a fool or 
who hires those who pass by.” 

6. Do not glory in their destruction. 

24

• Proverbs does recognize the relief that 
comes to the innocent when the wicked 
perish (11:10).

• Proverbs is also clear on the deserved 
fate of evildoers (24:19-20). 

• But Proverbs nonetheless prescribes a 
specific manner for how the wise man is 
to look upon the foolish and their destiny.
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(1) One must be quick to respond with unmerited love.

• 10:12 – “Hatred stirs up strife, but love covers all 
transgressions.”

• 17:9 – “He who conceals a transgression seeks love, but 
he who repeats a matter separates intimate friends.”

• Matthew 5:43-44 – “You have heard that it was said, 
‘YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR and hate your enemy.’ But I 
say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you.”
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(2) One must remember always that it is not his right to avenge.

• 24:29 – “Do not say, ‘Thus I shall do to him as he has 
done to me; I will render to the man according to his 
work.’”

• 25:21-22 – “If your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat; 
and if he is thirsty, give him water to drink; for you will 
heap burning coals on his head, and the LORD will reward 
you.” 
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“Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is 
right in the sight of all men. If possible, so far as it 

depends on you, be at peace with all men. Never take 
your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath

of God, for it is written, ‘VENGEANCE IS MINE, I WILL REPAY,’  
says the Lord. ‘BUT IF YOUR ENEMY IS HUNGRY, FEED HIM, AND IF
HE IS THIRSTY, GIVE HIM A DRINK; FOR IN SO DOING YOU WILL HEAP

BURNING COALS ON HIS HEAD.’ Do not be overcome by evil, 
but overcome evil with good.”

—Romans 12:17-21
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“Resolved, never to do anything 
out of revenge.” 

—Jonathan Edwards, Resolution 14
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(3) One must not glory in the fool’s demise.

• 17:5 – “He who mocks the poor taunts his Maker; he who 
rejoices at calamity will not go unpunished.”

• 24:17-18 – “Do not rejoice when your enemy falls, and do 
not let your heart be glad when he stumbles; or the LORD
will see it and be displeased, and turn His anger away 
from him.”

7. Focus your efforts on the receptive. 

30

• While there is some hope for the child and the naïve, Proverbs is 
generally pessimistic about the possibility of helping an 
established fool. 

• The wise man must realize that attempts to transform the 
hardened, habitual fool are largely ineffective. 

• The wise man’s time and resources are often far better spent on 
those who prove to be receptive to instruction.
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• 9:7-9 – “He who corrects a scoffer gets dishonor for himself, and 
he who reproves a wicked man gets insults for himself. Do not 
reprove a scoffer, or he will hate you, reprove a wise man and 
he will love you. Give instruction to a wise man and he will be 
still wiser. Teach a righteous man and he will increase his 
learning.”

• 16:22 – “Understanding is a fountain of life to one who has it, 
but the discipline of fools is folly.”

• 17:10 – “A rebuke goes deeper into one who has understanding 
than a hundred blows into a fool.”

32

How does one know when to quit trying to help the foolish?

1. When they are more interested in telling their story than in asking 
questions.

2. When they are more desirous of sympathy than growth.
3. When they want quick solutions that require minimal sacrifice.
4. When they consistently fail to apply counsel and complete assignments.
5. When they become offended as their sin is identified.
6. When they use their status as a counselee as a tool to manipulate 

others.
7. When they believe that meeting for counseling atones for their 

iniquities. 
8. When they do not appear to be changing at all.
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