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Concealing or Proclaiming? 
Proverbs 12:23 

Pastor Bill Farrow 

“A prudent man conceals knowledge: but the heart of fools proclaims 
foolishness.” - Proverbs 12:23 (13:16; 29:11). 

 

It is interesting to look around the world in which we live, and to observe 
what the people, either around us or in a position to be seen by the public, do 
with “what they know (or even suspect). In America today we are witnessing 
what I believe to be the very demonstration of this verse in the political realm.  
It seems that, as soon as someone, some prominent political figure has what they 
consider to be “knowledge”, it comes out of their mouth, the more public or 
beneficial to the speaker, the announcement, the better!! 

Just to think our way through the basic message of this verse, let’s talk 
about the essential meaning of what Solomon is saying here. 

“A prudent man conceals knowledge: but the heart of fools proclaims 
foolishness.” 

The word Solomon uses, a careful choice by him (as the vast majority of his 
word choices are) is a very specific word.  It is the Hebrew word ̔a̅rûm and is 
used 11 times in the OT.  It speaks in the sense of being subtle, shrewd, crafty, 
even sly or sensible. As such, when applied to the context we are in it is 
understood as being prudent in the manner that one deals with whatever is in 
view.  When speaking of the manner in which one “treats” the knowledge he/she 
has with regard to those around him/her, the one who is sensible or careful with 
regard to the effect or impact their words will have on hearers, they recognize 
that at times it is better to “conceal” what they know. 

A couple of things we need to mention here: 
 First, we are not talking about lying or withholding truth. 
 Second, we are not talking about the withholding of “knowledge” 

for a selfish reason or the serving of self-oriented reasons. 

It seems that the reasons that Solomon has in view here are more “others” 
oriented.  The adjective here is singular and points to a specific word - the next 
reference, which is the very common word used to reference to a general “man” 
and not to a particular person.  It is “ ̕a̅da̅m”, the noun which was, of course 
given to the first man created by God, Adam!  It is frequently used to speak of 
the general class of “men”.  The point is that what Solomon is saying has to do 
with all “men”, not merely a specific one or one that meets any particular 
characteristics.  And so we speak of one who views taking care to use his/her 
words carefully and rightly, or in a godly, God honoring fashion of the utmost 
importance.   
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We’ll note also another mechanism that Solomon uses frequently; and that 
is what is called a “contrasting conjunction”, here given as “but” to set the first 
section of the statement (verse) over against the second.  The “subtle one” or the 
one who sees the need to exert care in sharing or putting forth what he/she 
knows as of first importance. 

We should, finally, put forth, that it seems to never be the best thing to just 
speak out our minds!  There is always reason for care and thoughtfulness that 
sees to it that whatever we have to say is put forth in a way that best serves and 
glorifies God. 

“A prudent man conceals knowledge: but the heart of fools proclaims 
foolishness.” 

As is true in many occasions, Solomon then, as a part of the contrast that he 
makes uses three terms familiar to his readers: 

 He speaks of the heart - a common word used translated as “heart” 
some 508 of 592 appearances and other, related fashions the other 
times.  For Solomon,  it speaks of the inner man, the mind, will, 
heart, understanding. It referring to the mind, the knowledge that is 
considered to be held there, one’s thinking, reflection, or memory.  
It can also be used to speak of the result of one’s thinking, a in 
resolution, determination (of will).  It is also seen as the long-term 
result of these matters, one’s conscience, for instance. 1a7 heart (of 
moral character). 1a8 as seat of appetites.  A number of use it to 
picture our seat of emotions and passions or where ones’ courage 
arises from.  We might conclude that Solomon’s point is that it is 
the long-term facilities of what he speaks of as “fools” that 
prompts their actions.   

 Note that he also speaks of the “fools” that we mentioned.  The 
fool is one who is insolent or stupid, unthinking, at least not in any 
meaningful manner.  Therefore he has no ability to come to any 
meaningful or righteous conclusion that serves a thoughtful 
purpose. 

 He goes on and speaks of the action arrived at as “foolishness”  
Remember that we are talking about is a vocal, audible matter.  
Essentially, we might speak of it as “shooting one’s mouth off” to 
the detriment of whatever situation we are facing.  It is the result of 
NOT doing what was said in the first phrase and so in a contrasting 
state or result.   

To rehearse what we have said, let’s think again about the interpretation of 
this verse:  It is a mark of prudence to conceal knowledge, to maintain reserve 
even when able to speak with authority, and only to speak freely when place and 
time and audience make it both safe and desirable so to do. But fools, out of 
their empty heads and undisciplined feelings, trumpet forth all they suppose 
themselves to know, and the result is a very pitiable exhibition of want of sense 
and tact and knowledge. 
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As always, there are some profitable illustrations for us to think over… 
 Elihu, though “full of matter,” modestly and prudently restrained 

himself from speaking until the older men had had their say, and 
thus escaped the reproof with which the Almighty visited the 
unguarded utterances of Job’s other friends (Job 32:4, 18; 42:7).  

 Abraham and Joseph, out of consideration for others (Gen. 22:1–8; 
42:7, etc.) did so, virtually out of habit. 

 Jeremiah and Esther for their own sakes, maintained a wise 
reticence under trying circumstances (Jer. 38:24, etc.; Esth. 2:10, 
20).  

 Whereas, the Amalekite who slew Saul, by an imprudent boast (2 
Sam. 1:16), and  

 Samson, by weakly betraying his own secret (Judg. 16:17), brought 
about their own undoing.  

 Of our blessed Lord Jesus, it was foretold that He should “deal 
prudently” (Isa. 52:13); there were times when He abstained from 
imparting knowledge (John 16:12; 19:9), and He bade His 
disciples observe the like prudence (Matt. 16:20; 17:9). 

To think by way of application - we should ask how often has silence been 
recommended as golden in this inspired Book, as well as by uninspired men! 
How often have I convinced myself of the truth that “deep waters flow silently, 
‘tis the shallow brook that babbles”! And yet, so inveterate is folly, so “bound 
up in the heart,” that the temptation to speak too much is often yielded to, and 
seems almost irresistible. No man likes to confess to himself that he is a fool; 
but how many times must most men (I suspect all of us at times) confess that 
they have spoken foolishly through giving rein to the tongue! I note it in others; 
must they not equally remark the same of me? I have seen men who were 
ignorant and unwise assume the air of an oracle, and profess to talk saliently, to 
the derisive amusement or else the distress of the company. I have seen others 
who possessed knowledge parade it so obtrusively and with so much self-
consciousness, as to earn the contempt and dislike which attach to the pedant.  

Shall not I, then, learn wisdom by observation? If knowledge and talent be 
mine, to husband them for good opportunities? Whether so or not, to acquire the 
power of keeping my own counsel, of being cautious rather than dogmatical, and 
at least as willing to learn as to teach? 


