Proverbs: The Power of Words
Big Idea: Our words have the power of life or death.
Purpose: To challenge people to use their words to build up & not tear down.
Passage: Proverbs 16:21-28
Verse: Proverbs 18:21
Opening
The words that changed the face of a nation
-In 1960 Abraham Lincoln was the Republican candidate for president. At the
time he was clean-shaven. That year he received a letter from an 11-year old
girl named Grace Bedell. She oﬀered him some unsolicited advice. Here is
part of the letter she sent him:
Dear Sir,
My father has just [come] home from the fair and brought home
your picture...I am a little girl only 11 years old, but want you should
be President of the United States very much so I hope you won’t
think me very bold to write to such a great man as you are. Have
you any little girls about as large as I am if so give them my love
and tell her to write to me if you cannot answer this letter. I have
got 4 brother’s and part of them will vote for you any way and if
you will let your whiskers grow I will try and get the rest of them to
vote for you. You would look a great deal better for your face is so
thin. All the ladies like whiskers and they would tease their
husbands to vote for you…I will try and get everyone one to vote
for you that I can…I have got a little baby sister she is nine weeks
old and is just as cunning as can be.
Good bye. Grace Bedell.
-All the ladies like whiskers. So great. Lincoln wrote
back to Grace just days later. He wondered if a beard
wouldn’t seem like a piece of silly aﬀectation since he
had never grown one before. Despite those concerns he
took Grace’s advice. He grew a beard, probably the
most famous beard in American history.
Who would you rather vote for? On his way to his inauguration, Lincoln
stopped in Grace’s hometown to thank her. The girl won him the election.

-This just goes to show the power of words. Words matter. Grace’s words
changed the face of our nation. See what I did there – changed the FACE of
our nation. (They say if you have to explain a joke it isn’t a joke but I can’t tell
if you are laughing eye rolling me.) Today we are going to discuss the power
of words.
Review
-We are in the 3rd week of a series on Proverbs. Proverbs is part of the
wisdom literature in Scripture. Wisdom literature is written by sages; men and
women who have learned how to live life skillfully. That is what the Hebrew
word for wisdom, hokmah, means – to live skillfully. The foundation to
wisdom is to fear the LORD or take God seriously. Proverbs is like walking
into a room of wise men and women who take God seriously. They have
learned to live life according to God’s design. They tell us what to do and
what not to do so that we can live skillfully as well.
-Last week we learned that our mental image of a fool is diﬀerent from the
image portrayed in Proverbs. When we think of a fool, we think of the 3
Stooges or Lloyd and Harry from Dumb and Dumber. We think of lovable
losers. But a fool in Proverbs is not a lovable loser. A fool is Proverbs is
someone who thinks they are wise. They think they are wiser than everyone
else including God. Fools have an answer for everything, don’t listen to
advice, mock experts, never ask forgiveness and don’t change their mind.
Proverbs tells us that the way of the fool is the way that leads to death.
Proverbs tells us fools are dangerous. The scary thing is that we become fools
before we know it. That is why we subtitled our series – How NOT to Be a
Fool.
-This week we are going to start discussing practical topics addressed by the
sages of Proverbs. They choose to discuss these topics because they are so
important to living skillfully. One of the topics the sages discuss more than
any other topic is the power of words. Mercedes Fleming will be reading our
Scripture today.
-The wise in heart are called discerning, and gracious words
promote instruction. Prudence is a fountain of life to the
prudent, but folly brings punishment to fools. The hearts of the
wise make their mouths prudent, and their lips promote
instruction. Gracious words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul
and healing to the bones. There is a way that appears to be right,

but in the end it leads to death. The appetite of laborers works
for them; their hunger drives them on. A scoundrel plots evil, and
on their lips it is like a scorching fire. A perverse person stirs up
conflict, and a gossip separates close friends. (Proverbs 16:21-28)
Proverbs About Words
Words matter
-The sages of Proverbs want us to know that our
words matter. I have been using a book by Old
Testament scholar Glenn Pemberton to prepare for
this series. It is called A Life that is Good. Glenn
diﬀerentiates between “the good life” and the life
that is good. It is a helpful distinction. We aren’t
meant to seek the good life but we are meant to live
a life that is good.
-Glenn surveyed the entire book of Proverbs and
found that over 30% of the book relates in some way
to the theme of speech and how we use our words.
Let that sink in. Proverbs is our manual on how to
live skillfully and well. It is our manual on how to live
the way God designed us to live. And 1/3rd of the
book, 1 out of 3 proverbs, addresses how we use our words. That is how
important our topic is today. Pay attention. Our words matter.
-The sages of Proverbs devote time to talking about positive speech and
negative speech. Glenn provides an excellent overview in his book.
Positive Words
-A key theme in positive speech is to know what to say and when to say it.
The lips of the righteous know what finds favor, but the mouth of the wicked
only what is perverse. (Proverbs 10:32) A person finds joy in giving an apt
reply - and how good is a timely word! (Proverbs 15:23) The use of words is
more art than science. All of us have experienced saying something at the
wrong time. It is called putting your foot in your mouth. The origin of that
saying likely comes from foot and mouth disease which is disease that
sounds disgusting and can be deadly. Timing is everything.
-Proverbs gives us three primary characteristics of positive speech. Positive
speech is honest. The sages tell us that truthful lips endure forever. (Proverbs

12:19a) The sages want to see integrity in our words. They want our words to
line up with our hearts. Honest words are words that reflect what we truly
think, believe and feel.
-Positive speech is gentle. Gentleness is not weakness. Gentle speech is
incredibly powerful. The sages tell us that a gentle tongue can break a bone.
(Proverbs 25:15b) Proverbs tells us that gentle words turn away wrath and
that gentle words are a tree of life. (Proverbs 15:1-4)
-Finally, positive speech is patient. Those who guard their lips preserve their
lives, but those who speak rashly will come to ruin. (Proverbs 13:3) It is
positive when we restrain or control our speech. The sages of Proverbs
discuss positive speech but they spend the majority of their time discussing
negative speech.
Negative Speech
-In a survey of the negative speech considered in Proverbs 4 types stand out.
The first type of negative speech is lying. Lying is the deliberate intent to
deceive – usually with words, but sometimes with silence. Proverbs 6 lists six
things God detests. A lying tongue is one of them. And lying is the only one
of the six that is repeated. Proverbs 12:22 states, The LORD detests lying lips,
but he delights in people who are trustworthy. We lie because we feel that
lying will benefit us. But the sages warn us against this thinking. They state
that the benefits of lying are a fleeting vapor. Our lies are like clubs, swords
and sharp arrows. (Proverbs 25:18)
-The second type of negative speech discussed in Proverbs is gossip. I
believe that gossip is the invisible killer of community. Gossip happens in dark
corners where no one can see it occurring. Gossip happens under the cover
of statements like “I wanted to share something with you so you can be
praying.” Gossip takes out its victims and they don’t even see it coming. It is
sniper fire. in churches it is the most destructive sin that goes unaddressed.
Dr. Pemberton defines gossip as speaking about a person or situation when I
am not part of the problem or part of its solution.
Gossip is sometimes salacious and scandalous. It almost always includes
words that are against the well-being of others. Almost everyone gossips.
Some people gossip innocently and some maliciously. Both forms of gossip
are destructive. And gossip includes two parties. One person speaks, the
other listens. Both are gossiping. Wherever conflict exists, gossips likely exists
as well. The sages tell us that conflict is fueled by gossip. (Proverbs 26:20)

Why do we participate in gossip? Proverbs tells us twice so we don’t miss it.
The words of a gossip are like choice morsels; they go down to the inmost
parts. (Proverbs 18:8, 26:22) Like a club or a sword or a sharp arrow is one
who gives false testimony against a neighbor. (Proverbs 25:18)
-The third form of negative speech in Proverbs is flattery. Flattery is simply
an insincere compliment. Proverbs tells us that flattery lays a trap for its
victim. (29:5) What’s the trap? We are telling them something that is not true!
We tell people they are really good at something when they are not. It sets
them up for disappointment and embarrassment when reality hits. Flattery is
directly tied to a lack of honesty in our speech as we discussed earlier. When
we flatter, we are dishonest with our words. Why do we flatter? We want to
be nice. We want people to like us. But the sages tell us the opposite is true.
Whoever rebukes a person will in the end gain favor rather than one who has
a flattering tongue. (Proverbs 28:23)
-The final form of negative speech in Proverbs is slander. Slander is speech
intended to harm. All of the negative speech do harm but not all may not be
intended to harm. Slander is using our words for no other reason than to
harm another person. It is important to note that slander can be truthful or
untruthful words.
Big idea
-In my first or second year of ministry I took a group of middle school
students on a camping trip in Colorado. We were working with a Christian
outfitting organization. They knew from experience that middle school
students often struggle with taming their tongues. They had a foundational
rule that guided all interactions. For the entire week, we could only use words
of life. Words of death were not allowed. The amazing thing is that our middle
school students intuitively understood what words of life and words of death
were. We didn’t need to explain the concept to them. We all failed miserably
to follow the guidelines that week, but we all had a guiding principle to aspire
towards. Let’s pull that survey of positive and negative speech from the book
of Proverbs into one summarizing statement. Our words have the power of
life or death.
-This principle is on full display in Proverbs. The words of the reckless pierce
like swords, but the tongue of the wise brings healing. (Proverbs 12:18) The
soothing tongue is a tree of life, but a perverse tongue crushes the spirit.

(Proverbs 15:4) Words kill – words give life. They’re either poison or fruit—you
choose. (Proverbs 18:21/The Message)
-Let’s get even more precise. How might we define words of life? I think Paul
defines it for us: Words of life are words that build up. Words of death are
words that tear down. Our words have the power of life and death. Words can
build up or tear down. Let’s dig into each of those ideas.
Life Lessons
Our words can tear people down
-Our words can tear people down. Ryan
Halligan was born in Poughkeepsie, NY. He
moved to Vermont where he attended
elementary school. At the tender age of
10, he began to experience bullying
because of a learning disability and
because of his unique love of music and
drama. Each day he put a smile on his face
and tried to do the best he could. The
bullying continued throughout middle
school and intensified as students took the bullying online.
Ryan eventually befriended a girl named Ashley on whom he had a crush.
Ashley pretended to like him and then shared personal information about
Ryan online. At school the next day, she looked him right in the eye and
called him a loser.
Ryan formed a relationship with a pen pal online. He eventually told his pen
pal he was thinking of killing himself. His pen pal responded, whew, it’s
about time.
On October 7, 2003 13-year-old Ryan Halligan took his own life. He left no
note, but his father later discovered that Ryan had taken pen and blotted out
the faces of the bullying students from his yearbook. A few of the pictures
were crossed out so violently the pictures were ripped to shreds. I wish this
was an isolated story but I could keep telling similar stories for days on end.
-Not too long ago a court ruled that words can cause someone’s death.
Suicide is now the 2nd leading cause of death among young people, totaling
4,400 deaths a year. 17% of high school students have considered suicide and
7% have attempted it.

-Social media has heightened the regularity and eﬀects of bullying. It is easier
to bully someone online and that bullying can have a much wider reach. 43%
of teens have experienced online bullying. Victims of cyberbullying are twice
as likely to attempt suicide. Parents, beware. Make sure you are monitoring
your child’s online activity. If anyone here is presently experiencing bullying,
please share that with a trusted adult. There are also some great online
resources for parents and teens at the stompoutbullying.org.
-You know the saying, sticks and stones will break my bones but words will
never hurt me. That’s a lie. Words hurt us deeply. You may not have
experienced the horrors of bullying and hopefully you have never
participated in something like that, but you have been hurt by words. You
have hurt others with your words. There are times when my words have
crushed people I love. I can remember some of those faces frozen in my
memory. The words rush out of my mouth like daggers. The second I speak
them I want them back. But it is too late.
-Our words can tear people down. Proverbs tells us this again and again. With
their mouths the godless destroy their neighbors... (Proverbs 11:9a) From our
reading earlier, a scoundrel plots evil, and on their lips it is like a scorching
fire. (Proverbs 16:27) James, the brother of Jesus, was likely pondering this
Proverb when he wrote:
The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the
body. It corrupts the whole body, sets the whole course of one’s life
on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell. All kinds of animals, birds,
reptiles and sea creatures are being tamed and have been tamed
by mankind, but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a
restless evil, full of deadly poison. (James 3:6-8)
- From our own experience we know the power of words to tear people
down. It is also verified by science. Studies have revealed that a single word
has the power to influence the expression of genes that regulate physical and
emotional stress.
Negative words produce stress and anxietyinducing hormones in our bodies.
Negative words don’t just produce stress and anxiety in the moment but
contribute to long term anxiety.
-This supports the adage - if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at
all. On a lonely hill in an English country churchyard stands a simple, gray
slate tombstone. Its faint epitaph reads - Beneath this stone, a lump of clay,

lies Arabella Young, Who, on the twenty-fourth of May, began to hold her
tongue. Ha.
Let’s hope it doesn’t take death to teach us to hold our tongue. Another wise
sage observed, As you go through life you are going to have many
opportunities to keep your mouth shut. Take advantage of all of them.
(Reader’s Digest)
-I know what some of you are thinking. You are thinking – sometimes we have
to say hard things. We are meant to call out sin. We are meant to speak truth
even when it sounds harsh. A few thoughts on that. First, Scripture is really
clear that followers of Jesus are not to judge people who are not followers
of Jesus. There are times when we are called to say hard things to other
followers of Jesus whom we love. These instances should feel rare compared
to the all the times we are called to encourage others. In that rare instance,
here are a few Biblical guidelines.
How to Speak Hard Words Wisely:
• Speak in the context of relationship. Proverbs 27:6 says wounds from a
friend can be trusted
• Speak to the person, not at the person or about the person. (Proverbs
25:9-10, Matthew 18:15)
• Speak gently (Proverbs 15:1)
• Speak kindly (Proverbs 31:26)
• Speak the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15)
• Speak words full of grace and truth (Proverbs 16:24, John 1:14)
-In that rare occasion when we have to speak hard words to a follower of
Jesus whom we love, our ultimate goal should be to build them up and not to
tear them down. Words have the power of life and death. Our words can tear
people down. But our words can also build people up. That should be our
primary goal.
Our words can build people up
-Sixteen-year-old Jamie Harrington was on his way to the store to buy a
Gatorade when he passed a man in his 30s sitting on the edge of a bridge.
The man looked very sad, so Jamie approached him and said, “Are you
okay?” He knew from the look in the man’s eyes that he wasn’t o.k. Jamie’s
question prompted tears. He sat with the man for 45 minutes. He asked

about his life and why he was feeling the way
he was feeling. The man finally allowed Jamie
to call the authorities who took the man to a
local hospital.
About three months later, Jamie got a call
from the man. He told Jamie that as Jamie
approached him, he was about to jump oﬀ the
bridge and end his life. He said Jamie’s simple
yet heartfelt words, “Are you okay?” saved his life. He said, “Imagine if no one
ever asked you those words?” The man told Jamie that his wife was pregnant
with a boy and they were going to name him Jamie. Our words can tear
people down, but our words can also build people up. Our words can cause
death, but they can also bring life.
-The sages from Proverbs remind of this reality again and again. From our
reading earlier, gracious words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and
healing to the bones. (Proverbs 16:24) The mouth of the righteous is a
fountain of life. (Proverbs 10:11a) Paul says it like this: Do not let any
unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for
building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who
listen. (Ephesians 4:29) The goal of our speech is that our words would build
people up; that our words would benefit others. That is a great ‘measuring
stick’ question. Do my words build people up or tear them down? Jesus
accused the religious leaders of his day of adding burdens on the backs of
people. That’s another great question. Do our words lift or add burdens?
-I remember times when my words have brought hope and joy to the lives of
people I love. People have told me that words I have spoken to them have
shaped their lives and brought light into darkness. How cool is that? A kind
and thoughtful word spoken at the right moment can change a life. Of all the
creatures on the planet, only humans have been given the gift of words. Our
words have the power of life and death. They can build people up or tear
them down.
-We have all experienced this for ourselves. Science again validates it.
Positive words literally change the shape or our frontal lobes, allowing us to
see ourselves and others in a new light. Positive words help us enter a new
story. This has proven true in the workplace. For decades, the workplace has
been ruled by the mentality that workers perform better when they are

critiqued rather than praised. Recent studies have proven this to be largely
ineﬀective. We now know that when employees are encouraged with positive
words they are less stressed, more creative, better problem solvers, have
more energy and higher performance. This leads to less turnover.
This has also been proven to be true in romantic relationships. John
Gottmann is one of the world’s leading relationship experts. His research
team has discovered a magic 5 to 1 ratio. The couples who have 5 positive
interactions for every 1 negative interaction almost always flourish. If you dip
below that ratio or have more negative than positive interactions, your
relationship is in deep trouble. How about that? The sages are right. Our
words have the power of life and death. Our words can tear down or build up.
-We incorporated this idea as part of the backpacking trips or mission trips
that I have been a part of in the past. We would gather letters in advance
from parents, siblings and good friends. At the point in the trip when
everyone was tired and longing for home, we would get our bag of letters
and start handing them out. Without fail, people would grab the letters like
they were pure gold and go rushing to a private spot in the room. And then,
without fail, every single time, tears would quickly flow. But they were tears
of joy as our team members read words of life, words that built them up and
reminded them who they were. That went for me as well. It was always a holy
moment. It reminded me of the power of words.
-It is often helpful to do resets in life. Maybe we need to do a reset with how
we use our words. If so, try a 24hour Words of Life Challenge. See if, by God’s
grace, you can go 24 hours and only use your words to bring life to others.
Then reflect on how it went. How did it change your interactions? At a
minimum, it might reveal that you have a problem.
If we couldn’t go 24 hours without an adult beverage, we would say we had a
problem. If we can’t go 24 hours without saying words of death, then we have
lost control of our tongue.

Social media
-Before we close, I want to say a few things about social media. You didn’t
think we could discuss our use of words without addressing social media, did
you? What would the sages say about our use or words on social media? If

we entered that room of sages, told them about social media, and then asked
them for advice, what would they say?
-I honestly think they would say, stop using social media.
But that is probably not realistic for most people. I am on Facebook and
Instagram. You are welcome to friend me or follow me, but be warned – my
social media game is super lame and boring. I post about once a week. My
posts usually involve a picture of one of my family members, one of our dogs
in clothes or a nerdy quote I like. As I was writing this message, I looked at
my phone for my daily average usage time for Facebook. It was 6 minutes.
My daily average use for Instagram was a whopping 56 seconds. I recognize I
am old and lame.
If you are young and hip and feel the need to spend time on social media, I
think the sages would say try to spend less time. On average, people spend 2
hours and 22 minutes each day on social media. Countless studies have
shown a direct correlation between the amount of time spent on social media
and levels of depression and anxiety.
I think most of us can agree that we could use a good chunk of that time to
connect more eﬀectively with people. With that said, we are in the middle of
a pandemic. I understand that social media is a relational lifeline for some, so
it is reasonable to engage in some social media engagement. But we must do
so wisely. Maybe I am not the one to give advice on social media, but I hear
from others that it is kind of a dumpster fire right now. So, here it goes.
What guidelines would the sages of Proverbs give us for our use or words on
social media?
Social Media Guidelines From Proverbs
• Don’t respond quickly (think before you speak; those who speak rashly
will come to ruin – Prov. 13:3)
• Don’t respond when emotions are out of control (Will you be happy with
your comments tomorrow? In 5 years?)
• Only say things on social media that you would say in person
• Don’t argue with fools (block or unfriend them)
• Ask wise friends to give feedback
• Pray before you post (May these words of my mouth and this meditation
of my heart be pleasing in your sight, LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer.
(Psalm 19:14, King David)

• Don’t have hard or meaningful conversations on social media (the harder
the conversation, the more intimate the form of communication)
• Use the Words of Life Checklist
Words of Life Checklist
• Are my words truthful and gracious?
• Are my words gentle?
• Do my words benefit others?
• Do my words promote peace?
• Do my words divide or unite? (have nothing to do with divisive people)
• Do my words build up or tear down?
• -WWJS?
Print this oﬀ and put it by your computer. Look at it before you post or
comment. If we listen to the sages regarding our use of words our church and
world will be a better place.
Challenge
-I want to give everyone a challenge. I promise if you complete this challenge
you will give life to someone else. This is a pen. You hold it like this. You press
it against paper and ink comes out. This is an envelope The challenge is
simple. I want you to take the pen and write encouraging words on the paper
about someone who might need encouragement, someone who might need
to be built up. That is just about everyone. Fold the paper, put it in the
envelope and send it. It might be the wisest thing you do this week. The
sages of Proverbs would be delighted. Why? Because our words have power.
Closing
You are your words
-My friend pastor/author A.J. once told the story where he was guest
speaking at a church. He got finished, sat down on the front row by pastor of
the church, leaned over and said, “I am so sorry. I spoke for way too long.”
And then everyone in the crowd started snickering. They were snickering
because A.J.’s mic was still on. That is called a hot mic. A hot mic is when
someone is saying something that gets accidently captured on the mic. The
sages of Proverbs would tell us to always live like we are wearing a hot mic. If
you were always wearing a hot mic, what would your words reveal about
you? Dr. Pemberton declares that our speech is the truest indication of
whether someone is wise or foolish.

-I love how James says it: A word out of your mouth may seem of no account,
but it can accomplish nearly anything—or destroy it! (James 3:5/The
Message) Writer Gary Chapman says that words are either bullets or seeds.
They are weapons of death or vehicles of life.
-Jesus was crystal clear that we will each be held accountable for our every
word. Jesus knew the power of words. Jesus knew words could build up or
tear down. Jesus knew that our words have the power of life and the power
of death.
How will you use your words? Will they be bullets or seeds? Will they build up
or tear down? Will they bring life or bring death?
Communion
-In John 1 we are told that Jesus is Word made flesh. Jesus is the same Word
that created the heavens and the earth. Jesus is the same Word that created
you and me. Jesus is the same Word who uttered the words it is finished.
Jesus is the same Word who has promised to return and make all things new.
Benediction
-The fear of the LORD is pure, enduring forever. The decrees of the LORD are
firm, and all of them are righteous. They are more precious than gold, than
much pure gold; they are sweeter than honey, than honey from the
honeycomb. By them your servant is warned; in keeping them there is great
reward. But who can discern their own errors? Forgive my hidden faults. Keep
your servant also from willful sins; may they not rule over me. Then I will be
blameless, innocent of great transgression. May these words of my mouth and
this meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, LORD, my Rock and my
Redeemer. (Psalm 19:9-14)

