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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD 

Keeping Silent 
 
 

“He who guards his mouth and his tongue, guards his soul from troubles.” —Proverbs 21:23 
 

 

The Tongue is the Outlet of the Soul 
 

Speech plays a central role in God’s creative and redemptive activity. It was by fiat (verbal declaration) 

that God created the world (“Let there be . . . ,” Gen 1:3ff). It was by verbal revelation that God began to 

make His redemptive promises known (e.g. Gen 12:1ff). God’s ultimate revelation of Himself to us—His 

Son—is described as “the Word” (John 1:1; Heb 1:2; etc.). And it is by “the word of God” that we are 

born again (1 Pet 1:23). As His image bearers, we were made to use speech in powerful ways as well. 

Consequently, the topic of speech attracts a significant amount of attention in the book of Proverbs. It 

addresses it 150 times in its 915 verses, and the wisdom it teaches is as needed today as when it was first 

spoken. Proverbs warns that words are powerful tools, but in this treacherous world outside of Paradise, 

words can be used for evil instead of good; for tearing down instead of building up. As Solomon states, 

“Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruit” (Prov 18:21).  
 

As a curriculum intended to teach God’s people how to walk successfully in this world of sin, Proverbs 

has much to say about successful speech. But not only does it prescribe the kind of speech we must 

practice, it also outlines the kind of speech we must mortify. In particular, the book of Proverbs teaches us 

nine kinds of speech that must be “put off” if we indeed walk in the fear of the LORD (1:7; 9:10). 

 

1. Put off speech that is false. 
 

A “lie” or “falsehood” is a statement which directly contradicts reality as determined by God. God is not 

ambivalent to such statements. 
 

• 6:16-19 – “There are six things which the LORD hates, yes, seven which are an abomination to Him: 

haughty eyes, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked plans, 

feet that run rapidly to evil, a false witness who utters lies, and one who spreads strife among 

brothers.” 

• 12:22 – “Lying lips are an abomination to the LORD, but those who deal faithfully are His delight.” 
 

The basis for God’s hatred of lies is His own character. He can never lie (Num 23:19; 1 Sam 15:29; Titus 

1:2). On the other hand, it is the primary characteristic of the devil to speak what is false (John 8:34-35). 
 

Consequently, a lying tongue always destroys its victims while bringing judgment on itself.  
 

• 14:25 – “A truthful witness saves lives, but he who utters lies is treacherous.” 

• 19:5 – “A false witness will not go unpunished, and he who tells lies will not escape.” 

• 25:18 – “Like a club and a sword and a sharp arrow is a man who bears false witness against his 

neighbor.” 

• 12:19; 13:5; 19:9, 28; 21:6, 28; 26:18-19, 28 
 

2. Put off speech that is misleading. 
 

Misleading speech is speech that intends to blur the truth. It is a form of lying, but with less candor. It 

takes the truth and perverts it. It is “the little white lie.” It is the statement that leaves enough room for 

plausible deniability. And because it incorporates both truth and error, it is particularly dangerous.  
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• 4:24 – “Put away from you a deceitful mouth, and put devious [‘crooked’] speech far from you.” 

• 6:12 – “A worthless person, a wicked man, is the one who walks with a perverse [‘crooked’] mouth.” 

• 8:13; 10:32; 19:1  
 

So contrary to the ways of wisdom is this kind of speech that Lady Wisdom explicitly states that her 

speech contains not even the slightest hint of this crookedness.  
 

• 8:8 – “All the utterances of my mouth are in righteousness; there is nothing crooked or perverted in 

them.” 
 

While it may be easy to refrain from direct lies, it is much harder to refrain from misleading or crooked 

statements. They often take the form of exaggeration, understatement, withholding details, misconstruing 

facts, or obscuring what is otherwise clear. But the intentional effort to subtract or add to the truth is still 

deception. As Augustine stated “A lie consists in speaking a falsehood with the intention of deceiving.” 
 

3. Put off speech that is harsh. 
 

Harsh speech is a form of communication without grace and gentleness. It may be filled with truth, but it 

is guilty of malice. It is spoken with the intent to tear down, rather than to build up.  
 

• 12:6 – “The words of the wicked lie in wait for blood, but the mouth of the upright will deliver 

them.” 

• 12:18 – “There is one who speaks rashly like the thrusts of a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings 

healing.” 

• 15:1, 4, 18 
 

Harsh speech erupts from a proud heart—from a heart that believes “I am better than you” and “You are 

not worthy of my kindness.” The harsh person even congratulates himself over having “courage to speak 

the truth,” but harnesses the power of words to inflict merciless pain on his victim. But the speech of the 

one who truly fears the LORD will be permeated with love (Eph 4:15; 1 Tim 1:5). 
 

 

“No matter what good truths you have to teach, no one will thank you  

if you do not speak kindly.” ~ C. H. Spurgeon 
 

 

4. Put off speech that is degrading. 
 

While the rhyme “Sticks and Stones” is intended to teach children to ignore insults, its message is far 

from reality. Words do have the ability to hurt, and many are those who have harnessed their power to 

inflict unspeakable injury. Proverbs speaks of this degrading, injurious speech in three categories: 
 

(1) Gossip. According to Tremper Longman, “Rumors are negative reports about other people that are 

based on uncertain evidence. They are spread to injure the person, not to help. Gossip may ultimately 

turn out to be true, but that does not exonerate the person who speaks it to others. If true, then the 

report is being given to in appropriate people at an inappropriate time” (How to Read Proverbs, 150). 
 

• 11:13 – “He who goes about as a talebearer reveals secrets, but he who is trustworthy conceals a 

matter.” 

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

intimate friends.” 

• 18:8; 26:22 
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(2) Slander. This kind of degrading speech is a direct, verbal attack on the character and honor of 

another person—whether to his face or behind his back. It shows outright, unmasked disdain for 

another person—even though he is created in the image of God. 
 

• 10:18 – “He who conceals hatred has lying lips, and he who spreads slander is a fool.” 

• 11:9 – “With his mouth the godless man destroys his neighbor, but through knowledge the 

righteous will be delivered.” 

• 16:27-28; 20:19, 20; 30:10, 11; James 3:8-12  
 

Elsewhere, Scripture gives stark warnings to those who would slander another: Ps 101:5; Matt 5:22. 
 

(3) Scoffing. A frequent title for the fool in the book of Proverbs is “scoffer” (ֵלץ). The term refers to one 

who ridicules, mocks, or derides someone or something else. Most often in Proverbs, the scoffer is the 

one who ridicules wisdom and the wise. He does this particularly through his speech. 
 

• 9:7-8 – “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. 

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

For each of these three categories, the instruction of wisdom is not only to avoid engaging in such speech, 

but to avoid giving it a hearing. We become complicit in the fool’s sin by simply giving him an audience. 

As Charles Bridges states, “Let ears and lips be closed against him. If there be no vessel to receive his 

base matter, his words will fall to the ground, and die away” (Proverbs, 117). 
 

5. Put off speech that is flattering. 
 

Flattery is the opposite of gossip. Whereas gossip is degrading speech spoken about another person 

behind his back, flattery is exaggerated, disingenuous speech spoken only to his face. As Henry Ward 

Beecher explained, “Flattery is praise insincerely given for an interested purpose.” 
 

• 26:23-26 – “Like an earthen vessel overlaid with silver dross are burning lips and a wicked heart. He 

who hates disguises it with his lips, but he lays up deceit in his heart. When he speaks graciously, do 

not believe him, for there are seven abominations in his heart. Though his hatred covers itself with 

guile, his wickedness will be revealed before the assembly.” 

• 26:28 – “A lying tongue hates those it crushes, and a flattering mouth works ruin.” 

• 29:5 – “A man who flatters his neighbor is spreading a net for his steps.” 
 

So powerful is flattery that the seductress uses is as one of her chief means of temptation (2:16; 7:5; 7:21). 
 

The wise man will always give “honor to whom honor is due” (Rom 13:7), but this is always done in 

truthfulness. As one who truly loves, he will always only “rejoice in the truth” (1 Cor 13:6b). 
 

6. Put off speech that is argumentative. 
 

There are some who can turn any ordinary conversation into an argument. The book of Proverbs calls 

them fools, vividly describes God’s attitude toward them, and warns about their devastating impact. 
 

• 6:16-19 – “There are six things which the LORD hates, yes, seven which are an abomination to Him:    

. . . one who spreads strife among brothers.” 

• 17:14 – “The beginning of strife is like letting out water, so abandon the quarrel before it breaks out.” 

• 18:6; 26:21; 28:25 
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James uncovers the root of an argumentative spirit: pride (James 4:1-2). Those who manifest this spirit 

are the opposite of “the sons of God”—because the sons of God are known as peacemakers (Matt 5:9). 

 

7. Put off speech that is impulsive. 
 

Impulsive speech occurs when promises, vows, answers, or assertions are made in a hasty or thoughtless 

manner. The Bible as a whole, and Proverbs in particular, strongly warns against such carelessness:  
 

• 15:28 – “The heart of the righteous ponders how to answer, but the mouth of the wicked pours out  

evil things.” 

• 18:13 – “He who gives an answer before he hears, it is folly and shame to him.” 

• 6:1-5; 18:2; 20:25; 21:23; 29:20; Num 30:1-6; Deut 23:21-23; Eccl 5:4-6; Matt 5:33-37; Jas 5:12 
 

God is a God of promises and declarations. Because man is made in God’s image, he, too, is able to 

promise and declare. But to break promises is to cast dispersion upon this special privilege and act 

contrary to God’s character. It is to abuse the power of speech. Therefore, it is always better not to 

promise than to make promises and then break them. 
 

8. Put off speech that is boastful. 
 

Proverbs warns us about giving pride a platform in the form of boasting—big talk about ourselves either 

with respect to future plans or to past achievements: 
 

• 27:1 – “Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring forth.” 

• 27:2 – “Let another praise you, and not your own mouth; a stranger, and not your own lips.” 

• 30:32; James 4:13-16 

 

9. Put off speech that is excessive. 
 

Trouble in speech comes in the abundance of words. Rarely does it come for saying too little: 
  

• 10:19 – “When there are many words, transgression is unavoidable, but he who restrains his lips is 

wise.” 

• 13:3 – “The one who guards his mouth preserves his life; the one who opens wide his lips comes to 

ruin.” 

• 10:8, 10; 12:23; 15:28; 17:27-28; 18:2. 
 

The internet and social media platforms allow us to communicate to a world-wide audience instantly, at 

little or no cost. This freedom is a powerful temptation to “open one’s lips wide” (13:3). Such talk is 

cheap, making transgression “unavoidable” (10:19). The wise man must exercise diligent restraint. 
 

For Further Reflection 
 

• Continue to read one chapter of Proverbs each day. 

• Memorize Psalm 141:3 - “Set a guard, O Lord, over my mouth; keep watch over the door of my lips.” 

• Review each of the nine kinds of speech wisdom prohibits. How will you apply these truths in your 

particular circumstances? State one practical application for each.  

• Read James 3:1-12. Meditate upon this text and describe what James states about the kind of speech 

which must be “put off.” 

 

This Week’s Audio & Notes: gracechurch.org/motw        Next Meeting: Nov 18 – “Speaking Truth” 


