Confronting Casual Christianity #5

“Casual Regarding our Words”

Ephesians 4:25-27, 29; 5:4


Finish this statement: “You have the right to remain silent…”

[Answer: “…anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”] We’ve learned that from countless police shows and movies; hopefully we haven’t heard those words in real life too often!


In a society that is always advocating the rights of the individual, I daresay this is one right that is seldom exercised, though maybe we would be wise to exercise it more than we do.


I recall a saying from my childhood: “Better to be thought a fool and keep silent, than to open your mouth and remove all doubt.” I didn’t know it at the time, but that saying came down from our sixteenth President, Abraham Lincoln. I also didn’t realize that the principle behind that saying comes from Scripture; Proverbs 17:28 to be exact: “Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his tongue.”

The Bible has much to say about our words. Consider this sampling:

A man of knowledge uses words with restraint, and a man of understanding is even-tempered (Proverbs 17:27). 

 

The quiet words of the wise are more to be heeded than the shouts of a ruler of fools (Ecclesiastes 9:17). 
 

What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him ‘unclean,’ but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him ‘unclean’ (Matthew 15:11).  
 

With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness.  Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be (James 3:9-10).
Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. “In your anger do not sin”; Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold… 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…  But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people.  Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving (Ephesians 4:25-27, 29; 5:3-4).
This morning I would like to focus on that last passage from Ephesians, where Paul gets specific about the words we should avoid and the words we should apply.


I am afraid that too many Christians have become too casual regarding their words. We live in a culture that thrives on words. Whether reading words in a newspaper, magazine, book, or billboard, or listening to words spoken or sung, we are constantly bombarded with words. When we are surrounded by the wrong kinds of words entering our ears and minds, it is easy to allow the wrong kinds of words to exit our mouths. But I can think of few faster ways to destroy our testimony than the slip of the tongue.


As we saw in our last message, Paul gets very practical in Ephesians four and five as to how we should live a Christian life in a hostile environment. Much of what he includes deals with our speech.

The Kinds of Words to Avoid


Paul first addresses the kinds of words to avoid. In verse 25 he writes, “Therefore each of you must put off falsehood…” The first kind of words we need to avoid is false words. In Colossians 3:9 Paul says simply, “Do not lie to each other.”

What is a lie? Warren Wiersbe defines a lie as “a deliberate and conscious misrepresentation of the truth.”
 We may give inaccurate information unknowingly, but that is different than deliberately misleading someone. Furthermore, we can lie just by saying things in a certain way. The inflection of our voice could make people believe that we mean something else.


False words can take on many forms, as Believer’s Bible Commentary points out:

Lying here includes every form of dishonesty, whether it is shading of the truth, exaggeration, cheating, failure to keep promises, betrayal of confidence, flattery, or fudging on income taxes. The Christian’s word should be absolutely trustworthy… The life of a Christian becomes a libel rather than a Bible when he stoops to any form of tampering with truthfulness.
 

Why do we lie? Wouldn’t it be easy just to tell the truth? I think it was Abraham Lincoln who said, “If a man is going to be a liar, he had better have a good memory.”
 How often do we get into bigger trouble because we lie about something, then have to cover that up with another lie, and somewhere along the line we lose track of all we said?


The motivations for lying, though, reveal deeper issues of the heart. Wiersbe points out four such reasons that should alarm us to bigger problems inside:

· Sometimes we lie out of pride—we want to impress people.
· Sometimes we lie out of fear—we don’t want to be discovered.

· Sometimes we lie out of hatred—we want to hurt people.

· Sometimes we lie out of unbelief—we don’t really believe that the truth is the best way.

Whatever the motivation, we need to avoid false words. The ninth commandment says, “Thou shalt not bear false witness” (Exo. 20:16). In John 8:44 we are told that Satan is a liar and the father of lies. In Proverbs 6:16-19, Solomon lists seven things that God hates—and two of them deal with lying! In fact, in Revelation 21:8, 27 and 22:15 God informs us that liars will end up in hell.
 

The second kind of words to avoid is furious words. Paul writes in Ephesians 4:26-27, “‘In your anger do not sin’; Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold.” How do we sin when we are angry? Several possibilities exist, but one of the prevalent ones is to sin with our words. How many times have we said something in the heat of the moment that we later regret? Proverbs 29:11 says it well, “A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control.”  Later in that same chapter, in verse 22, we read, “An angry man stirs up dissension, and a hot-tempered one commits many sins.” No wonder Psalm 37:8 advises, “Refrain from anger and turn from wrath; do not fret—it leads only to evil.” Then, finally, James 1:19-20 states, “My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, for man's anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.”

When we do become angry, we need to keep our mouths under control so that we do not speak furious words that come back to haunt us.


A third kind of words to avoid is filthy words. Paul begins in Ephesians 4:29, 

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.


I did a comparison study of verse 29 in various translations and came up with a diversity of words the niv renders “unwholesome”:

· “corrupt word” – Darby, asv, kjv, nkjv, ylt
· “foul or polluting language” – amp, Message, nasb, nab, Phillips
· “dirty talk” – cev
· “corrupting talk” – esv
· “harmful words” – gnt, jnt, ncv

· “rotten talk” – hcsb, Wuest
· “filthy talk” – isv
· “unwholesome word” – net, niv, Weymouth
· “evil talk” – nirv, nrsv, rsv
· “foul or abusive language” – nlt
I’m sure we get the picture. The Greek word σαπρὸς (sapros) means literally putrid,
 a word used to describe rotten trees and fruit.
 Filthy language may be understood in this context not only obscene vulgarity but slanderous and contemptuous talk, any talk that works to the detriment of the persons addressed or of those who are spoken about.

Rottenness tends to spread. That’s the bad thing about rotten speech—it seems to be contagious. No wonder Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:33, “Do not be misled: “Bad company corrupts good character.’” Can you think of a person (or group of people) that, the longer you are around them, the more you start to sound like them? If they are cursing, we may find ourselves cursing; if they are critical, we find ourselves criticizing others; if they tell crude jokes, we find ourselves telling crude jokes. Sound familiar? Can others say that about us?
Paul goes on in Ephesians 5:4, “Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place…” I like the way the International Standard Version renders this: “Obscene, flippant, or vulgar talk is totally inappropriate.” Some believers are known to let a curse word fly with regularity; while I have known of other Christians who would not tolerate obscenities but have no problem telling crude or suggesting jokes. A. W. Tozer wrote a generation ago,

One of the most shocking things in the church is the dirty-mouthed Christian who always walks on the borderline. There is no place for borderline stories…
There was once a gathering of officers, and George Washington was present in the room. One of the young officers began to think about a dirty story that he wanted to tell, and he got a smirk on his face. He looked around and said, “I’m thinking of a story. I guess there are no ladies present.” Washington straightened up and said, “No, young man, but there are gentlemen.” The young officer shut his mouth and kept the dirty story inside his dirty head and heart.

Anything you could not tell with Jesus present, do not tell. Anything you could not laugh at were Jesus present, do not laugh at.


Not bad advice to follow! Especially since we know that Jesus is always present with us, hearing what we say and even what we listen to. 

The Kinds of Words to Apply


Fortunately, Paul does not stop by telling us the kinds of words to avoid; he also provides the kinds of words to apply in our speech. In fact, for every negative type of speech he condemns, there is a positive alternative he commends.


Instead of false words, Paul commands that we use true words: “put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor.” We should say, as our courts prescribe, “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” We should speak accurately, honestly, and sincerely. When we know the facts, we should share them; when we don’t, we should be honest and admit that!


For the Christian, though, it goes beyond “just the facts”, as we read in The Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics


Spiritual truth, however, transcends mere fac​tual correspondence, and as an attribute of life, touches all areas of ethics and morals. Truthful​ness is one of God’s supreme qualities, and it is this habitual manifestation of his nature that in​spires the trust and confidence of those who come to believe in him… Following the example of Christ, all believers are urged to speak truthfully to their neighbors… When the character of the individual Christian comes to be recognized as typified by truthfulness, the gospel message that is proclaimed gains enhanced credibility.


Instead of words that tear others down or get people worked up, we ought to use tactful words. Verse 29 states, “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…”
Construction takes time, effort, and care; destruction takes a moment. If you don’t believe that, watch a child work on building a structure of blocks or cards, then watch a younger sibling come along and knock it over! Long time to build; instantaneous demolition!


What is tactfulness? If I may adopt a Scriptural definition, take Ephesians 4:15, “speaking the truth in love.” We need both truth and love. As we speak the truth in love, we are able to build people up. It has well been said that love without truth is hypocrisy, and truth without love is brutality. We do not need one or the other. We need to speak the truth in love.


Chuck Swindoll includes another helpful definition of tact in his book, Strike the Original Match, Tactfulness is an approach to another human being which involves being sincere and open in communica​tion while at the same time showing respect for the other person’s feelings and taking care not to hurt him unnecessarily.


In other words, “speaking the truth in love.” How much this is needed in our homes, our churches, our workplaces! How little of this we actually see! To quote James, “My brothers [and sisters], this should not be!” 


Finally, instead of inappropriate words we should use thankful words. In fact, Paul uses a wordplay in the Greek to get his point across. He urges us to replace eutrapelia [witty, snapping comebacks] by eucharistia [words of thanks or praise]; as one commentator puts it, “let the grace of wit be superseded by the truer grace of thanksgiving.”


If you want to short-circuit a conversation that is becoming derogatory, dirty, or distasteful, inject some positive praise. When an absent person is being criticized, voice a commendation instead. If the discussion is deteriorating to a gripe session, mention something you are thankful for. (For example, if on the job coworkers are complaining, just say, “I’m thankful I have a job in this economy!” You’ll be amazed how quickly the conversation changes).


It is difficult to overestimate the importance of our speech, and it is essential that we do not become too casual regarding our words. George Sweeting challenges us,

It has been said that the control of the tongue is the barometer of Christian maturity. The test of reality with God is not a man’s ability to speak his mind, but to bridle his tongue… The test of true religion, the indication of a genuine salvation, is the control of the tongue. If a man cannot do this, says James, his “religion is vain.” It is nothing more than a sham or fake. The man with the uncontrolled tongue is a stumbling block to those who judge true religion by him.


Even more challenging are the words of our Lord, recorded in Matthew 12:33-37,

Make a tree good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and its fruit will be bad, for a tree is recognized by its fruit. You brood of vipers, how can you who are evil say anything good? 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.


Remember our opening illustration? Why might an arrested person want to exercise his right to remain silent? Because “anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.” We may go through this life and never be arrested, never have the words we say used against us in a court of law. But according to Jesus’ words, everything we say can and will be used against us when we stand before God. Maybe we ought to exercise that right to remain silent more often!

Every day our prayer should be the same as David’s: “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer” (Psalm 19:14). That may keep us from regretting the wrong words and having to answer for them, whether here on earth or one day before God’s throne.
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