Mastering Your Mouth

Today we are continuing our walk through the book of Proverbs seeking God’s wisdom for everyday living. We were talking in small group this week about reading Proverbs and how hard it is to read rule after rule. And we asked how do we remember to do all the different rules. First of all proverbs was not written as a set of rules for living. It is designed to teach wisdom. It is designed to help the reader understand that as we make choices in life each choice and action has consequences. If we learn wisdom and live in it we will be more likely to avoid bad consequences. So we don’t want to look at this teaching as rules so much as a common sense approach to the good life.

The way we speak points us toward the heart of our humanity. It highlights what it means to be persons, capable of thinking, feeling, knowing, loving, and speaking. Speech is one external sign of what it means to be made in the image of God. It allows us to live in relationship with God and with each other. The wise people of Israel understood this and included in their collection of teachings dozens of sayings on the art of wise speaking. They even give us some hints about how important this topic is for the person who would be a leader in God’s kingdom. Proverbs 18:21 The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit.

Speech and community go hand in hand. Community depends on communication –information and attitudes shared in common. That was true in antiquity when only a small percentage of people could read and write; business dealings, sales reports, contracts, land and water agreements and thousands of daily transactions were handled by word of mouth. Children learned how to communicate in community and business by watching and listening to their parents. There was no formal instruction. 

And the situation is not all that different today. Restaurant menus, instruction books, newspapers, blogs, and church bulletins are symbols of our dependence on reading. But no product of modern technology – not the computer, the mobile phone, not the bar code reader at the grocery, has made one saying in the book of proverbs about the use of speech obsolete. Speech has as much power today to hurt or to help as it ever had.

When you consider the fact that the average person speaks between 20,000 and 30,000 words a day you get the idea how much potential this has for helping or hurting other people. 

The writer of proverbs believes that Godly speech begins with restraint. Proverbs 10:19  “When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise.” There is this sense that the words of the wise are guarded, almost reluctant. Somebody who is constantly talking and cannot check the flow of words doesn’t do a lot of thinking along with them. It opens the door to saying something thoughtlessly, giving out inaccurate or misleading information, or just plain hurting someone else because we didn’t pause long enough to consider how our words might sound to them. Proverbs 17:27 “A truly wise person uses few words; a person with understanding is even-tempered.” 

This particular saying suggests that the person who uses few words has a calming effect on others. They don’t send up smoke screens, there is no steam that might obscure the plain meaning of what they are saying. They say what they mean and they mean what they say. They do this out of respect for themselves as well as for others. Proverbs 13:3 “He who guards his lips guards his life, but he who speaks rashly will come to ruin.” Proverbs 15:28 “The heart of the righteous weighs its answers, but the mouth of the wicked gushes evil.” Proverbs 15:2 “The tongue of the wise commends knowledge, but the mouth of the fool gushes folly.”
What kind of words do you use, especially with our spouse, children, family, friends, coworkers? Do your words reflect your faith? Do they reflect Jesus? Do they bring life and healing? Do they encourage and build up? Or do they cut like a sword and criticize, tear down, and injure? 

One of the reckless ways we use words, according to Proverbs, is gossip. Proverbs 11:13 “A gossip goes about telling secrets, but one who is trustworthy in spirit keeps a confidence.” Knowledge about the destructive properties of gossip has been around a long time but people are still doing it. Gossip is telling secrets, sharing something spoken to us in confidence without their permission or spreading a rumor (without the facts) that we heard from someone. It may be based in fact, or it may just be conjecture, but it doesn’t really matter. Here’s a rule of thumb, if you start a phrase with “well I heard…” or “so and so told me,” it is probably going to be followed by gossip. Before you share something ask yourself, “do I have permission to share this?” or “If the person I am talking about were right here would they be bothered by what I am saying?” 

Another reckless way to use words is through lying or deceitfulness. In fact the teacher shares seven things which God hates most, and one of those seven is a lying tongue (6:17). Lying includes any type of deceit. How many times have people told just a part of the truth to lead people astray? Suppose I were to tell you, “I have never told a lie.” Would you believe me? (pause for effect) Technically speaking I have told the truth because I have never told a lie, I have told many lies. While I may have been accurate in what I was saying, I was using my words to intentionally deceive, and that is still a lie. 

We are constantly surrounded by people who will lie or speak in misleading ways in order to save their own skin. The famous baseball player Roger Clemons is facing prosecution right now for lying to a Grand Jury about using performance enhancing drugs. Proverbs 19:9 “A false witness will not go unpunished, and he who pours out lies will perish.” Last week we talked about the fact that the writer of proverbs tries to wake people up by pointing out the consequences of actions. Certainly Roger Clemons may not die because of his lie, but it is already not a happy ending for him.
At the same time there are people who will lie and then pretend that what they said was just a joke, they didn’t really mean it. You can just forget that because I noticed that it made you mad so it was just a joke. Proverbs 26:18-19 “Just as damaging as a mad man shooting a lethal weapon is someone who lies to a friend and then says, “I was only joking.” In other words, even though they were just kidding the smoldering ashes of the comment still remain. Words cannot be taken back. When we wound someone with our words we might be able to walk away from them and disavow them but the damage to the other person has already been done.
One of the most valuable components of good speech, on the other hand, is the ability decide between different arguments and listen to many sides. Proverbs 18:17 “The first to present his case seems right, till another comes forward and questions him.” The context here is the city gate where the elders have gathered to deal with grievances among neighbors and to sort out the truth from folly. The first person who speaks often sounds plausible, but in order to be a reasonable person you have to listen to both sides.

I have served on jury duty a couple of times and I can tell you that this is absolutely true. When the court case begins whoever starts off can make it sound like they are in the right. But you can’t know until you have heard that person be cross-examined, until you hear the other side of the argument. This is a helpful tool to have also when you are listening to the evening news, or reading something in the newspaper. Until you can hear someone else trying to refute it you are only getting one side. It is easy for a politician to make themselves sound good. But it is hard to judge between them until you hear them together and see them examined from another perspective.
Sometimes we use our words to make ourselves look important, to put the attention on ourselves. In other we use our mouth to push our own self-centered agenda.  Proverbs 18:2 “A fool finds no pleasure in understanding but delights in airing his own opinions.”
A fool likes to talk about him or herself, what I think, what I like, without care for the other person. As Christians our concern should be for others, we are commanded to love our neighbor, which means we are interested in what they have to say too. 
Freedom from trouble is another gift of pure, good speech. Proverbs 21:23 “He who guards his mouth and his tongue keeps himself from calamity.” The awesome power of life and death that resides in the tongue makes it literally a lethal weapon to others and to ourselves. To guard the “mouth and tongue” therefore becomes a prime duty to others and a great service to ourselves. It is something that can keep us from a host of troubles. Foolish words spoken too quickly can bring all kinds of consequences from guilt to shame to anxiety to pride. Strained and even broken relationships are the result of unguarded speech. 

On the other had there are benefits to learning to speak with integrity and sensitivity. Proverbs 22:11 “He who loves a pure heart and whose speech is gracious will have the king for his friend.” Integrity and sensitivity are really required of those who would serve in positions of leadership. It is good to have talent and skill, brilliance and alertness, eloquence and energy, but they are not enough. Many a skilled person has fallen because they didn’t learn to connect their words to their heart. Either that or their heart was hard and they could never get the hang of caring about other people. But the person who is able to master this kind of speech will have the king as a friend. I am sure that the authors had in mind the king of Israel, but I think we can extend this to mean God himself. When we speak from our hearts God is glorified.

Jesus said: NIV Matthew 12:34b “For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks. The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in him, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in him. But I tell you that men will have to give account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have spoken. For by your words you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be condemned.”
The reason we have difficulty controlling the words from our mouths is not so much a problem with our mouth as it is our heart. Jesus said our words will naturally follow from what is in our heart: a heart filled with love will speak words of love that lift up and encourage others, praise God. Hearts filled with darkness will speak words of gossip, lies, anger, self-centeredness, boasting-bragging, put-downs, complaining, and swearing. You may say, “well the words just slipped out of my mouth, I didn’t really mean them.” Or, “I just wasn’t thinking.” Or, “I was just joking.” According to Jesus, our words aren’t just slipups. Reckless words don’t just happen; they come from a heart that is in need of healing. They come from a heart which needs to be touched by God because only the unfathomable love that we have from God through Jesus Christ can change a heart. 
Today we are celebrating communion, and in (1 Cor. 11) Paul tells us we must examine ourselves before we receive the bread and the cup. 1 Cor 11:28 “you should examine yourself before eating the bread and drinking from the cup.” We are invited to  look within ourselves and ask, “Is there some way I have hurt God or others, particularly with the words I have spoken?” Have I used my mouth in an inappropriate way? Did I yell at someone out of anger? Did I put someone down? Did I lie or try to deceive someone? Did I gossip about someone else? Have I been diligent about connecting my words to my heart and being concerned about others? We will have a moment of silence to allow the Holy Spirit to speak to us and reveal where we need to make improvement  with our words so we can seek his forgiveness and healing. [Time of silence].

Pray: Lord God, we admit to you we have not always used our words in ways which honor you or helped others. In our hearts we confess to you the sin of our mouth which you have revealed to us (pause). We ask for your forgiveness Lord claiming the promise that if we confess our sin to you with a genuine heart, that you are faithful to forgive us through the sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ on the cross. We also ask that you would bring healing into the darkness of our heart which caused our mouths to speak these words. We pray as David did, “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer (Ps. 19:14).” And  “Set a guard over my mouth, O LORD; keep watch over the door of my lips (Ps. 141:3).” 
Amen

As you come forward to receive communion may it serve as a symbolic reminder that we are forgiven of our sin through Jesus Christ. Let it also remind us that as we symbolically take of Christ’s body and blood we are receiving him into our life, his Spirit, his healing power and strength to live as his followers including the control of our mouth for his glory. Again, you are saying I receive your forgiveness, and I receive your healing power and strength to help me master my mouth.
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