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‘‘The Fruit of One’s Lips’’

selected Proverbs


Talk is never cheap.


I realize that contradicts the famous cliché “talk is cheap.” But the cliché is unbiblical, and is also demonstrably false. Talk can be very costly.
 Words can start wars, fights, or lawsuits. Words can end friendships, business partnerships, and marriages. Words can hurt, harm, and even lead to death. Consider the importance of one’s words in Jesus’ teaching 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 [emphasis added].


Our words will determine our eternal destiny.


The reason why we sometimes think that talk is cheap is that words are so abundant. According to one statistician, the average person spends at least 13 years of his life talking. On a normal day something like 18,000 words are likely to be used, roughly equivalent to a book of 54 pages. While in the course of a single year, his words would fill 176 books of 300 pages each.


One man who defied that trend was Calvin Coolidge. When he served as President of the United States, his fame as a man of few words had spread far and wide, even to a dinner party in a New England town to which he was invited. At the party, two women made a bet. When Mr. Coolidge was seated, one of the women stepped up to him and confessed that she had put up $5 as a wager that she could make the President say at least three words in the first five minutes. Mr. Coolidge turned to the woman, gave her a gracious smile, and said, “You lose.”


Not too many politicians could have said that, right? (Preachers, either!)


Seriously, though, our words are very powerful, holding great potential for help or for harm. Leslie Flynn, in his book, Did I Say That? writes,

How easily the tongue speaks unnecessarily, or spews out rumors, half-truths, and a host of evil words. Yet strangely, few treatises on moral philosophy give extended space to the subject of the tongue… Even as amazing, few Christian authors or preachers seem to deal with the tongue. This omission, both secular and sacred, is significant. It reveals with what little import we regard the sins of speech. An angry word uttered in hot haste, an insidious insinuation, a thoughtlessly uttered swearword, and the passing on of the latest morsel of choice gossip, we usually relegate to the oblivion of the inconsequential, even though we later may wish we had bitten our tongue off at the moment of utterance.


But with what serious regard the Bible considers slips of speech! Two of the Ten Commandments refer to the tongue, those forbidding taking God’s name in vain and lying… Jesus warned, “Every idle word that men shall speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of judgment” (Matt. 12:36). Paul forbade corrupt conversation and advised speech seasoned with salt. Recognizing the deadly poi​son of the tongue, James devoted an entire chapter to its unruly nature. We may hold slips of the tongue of little import, but God regards them seriously.


In fact, God above has a record of every word we have ever said. Though in interviews with journalists people often say, “This isn’t for publication,” with God there is nothing “off the record.”


This emphasis is particularly true in the book of Proverbs. Solomon’s sayings have a lot to say about what we say. In fact, “tongue” “mouth” “lips” and “words” are mentioned in Prov​erbs almost 150 times.
 In the famous passage of Proverbs 6:16-19 about the seven things God hates, three of the seven have to do with our words.


Two particular texts from Proverbs provide our title and theme for this message: 
From the fruit of his lips a man enjoys good things, but the unfaithful have a craving for violence. He who guards his lips guards his life, but he who speaks rashly will come to ruin. (Proverbs 13:2-3)

From the fruit of his mouth a man’s stomach is filled; with the harvest from his lips he is satisfied. The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit. (Proverbs 18:20-21)


Earlier in our series we considered “The Fruit of One’s Labors” with regard to work. Now we will consider “The Fruit of One’s Lips” with regard to our words. 


There is no possible way to address all the Bible says about our words in just one sermon; not even all that Proverbs says about our words can be covered at one time! Our Scripture listing of just the verses in Proverbs that speak of our words takes five pages of print! But I have separated these verses into six categories of words. We will not get to every verse, but we will consider their nature and their impact on our lives and on the lives of others.

False Words


The first type of words dealt with in Proverbs is false words. A simple definition of lying is saying that which is not true with intent to deceive.
  It is possible to be honestly mistaken when we speak, and though we might say something like, “Well, you’ve made a liar out of me,” there is a difference between inadvertently inaccurate and being intentionally deceptive.

It is this last category—being intentionally deceptive—that Solomon condemns throughout the book of Proverbs. Consider this sampling:

· A truthful witness gives honest testimony, but a false witness tells lies… Truthful lips endure forever, but a lying tongue lasts only a moment. 12:17, 19

· The Lord detests lying lips, but he delights in men who are truthful. 12:22

· A wicked messenger falls into trouble, but a trustworthy envoy brings healing. 13:17 

· A truthful witness does not deceive, but a false witness pours out lies. 14:5 

· A truthful witness saves lives, but a false witness is deceitful. 14:25 

· A wicked man listens to evil lips; a liar pays attention to a malicious tongue. 17:4 

· Arrogant lips are unsuited to a fool—how much worse lying lips to a ruler! 17:7 

· A lying tongue hates those it hurts, and a flattering mouth works ruin. 26:28 

· A false witness will not go unpunished, and he who pours out lies will not go free. 19:5 

· A false witness will not go unpunished, and he who pours out lies will perish. 19:9 

· What a man desires is unfailing love; better to be poor than a liar. 19:22  

· A corrupt witness mocks at justice, and the mouth of the wicked gulps down evil. 19:28 

· A fortune made by a lying tongue is a fleeting vapor and a deadly snare. 21:6 

· A false witness will perish, and whoever listens to him will be destroyed forever. 21:28  

· Do not testify against your neighbor without cause, or use your lips to deceive. 24:28

· Like a club or a sword or a sharp arrow is the man who gives false testimony against his neighbor. 25:18

From these verses three truths emerge about those who use false words: They are detestable to the Lord, destructive toward others, and in the end will be destroyed themselves. Among the seven things God hates listed in Proverbs 6:16-19 are “a lying tongue” and “a false witness.” Revelation 21:8 speaks of those who will spend eternity in Hell: “But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars—their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur” [emphasis added].  
Why is so much weight placed on this matter of dishonesty? Because dishonesty demolishes trust, and when words can’t be trusted, then society starts to fall apart. Contracts are useless, promises are vain, the judicial system becomes a farce, and all personal relationships are suspect.
 Lack of trust will destroy friendships, marriages, business partnerships, and even churches. Abraham Lincoln used to say that if a man is going to be a liar, he had better have a good memory. Usually one lie leads to another, and keeping track of all of them can be a full-time job!

Paul writes in Ephesians 4:25, “Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body.” There is no room for false words in the life of the Christian.

Flattering Words


A second category of words mentioned in Proverbs is flattering words.  What is flattery? Nothing more than insincere compliments expressed with deceitful motives. It is excessive praise verbal​ized in hopes of gaining favor in the eyes of another.
 Notice the ulterior motive involved: the flatterer tries to gain favor in the other’s eyes. We call it “buttering someone up.”


Here is what Proverbs has to say about flattering words:

· A lying tongue hates those it hurts, and a flattering mouth works ruin. 26:28 

· He who rebukes a man will in the end gain more favor than he who has a flattering tongue. 28:23 

· Whoever flatters his neighbor is spreading a net for his feet. 29:5 

Another verbal vice akin to flattery is gossip. Some people have as their motto: “If you can’t say anything good about a person, let’s hear it!”
 At times gossip consists of unsubstantiated rumor or blatant untruth—which would be classified as false words—but gossip can also be true. Just because something is accurate does not make it appropriate to share with others, though. Gossip can include betrayed confidences and private incidents not meant for public consumption. 

How does gossip fit in with flattery though? Warren Wiersbe explains,

Gossips flatter people by sharing secrets with them, but to be one of their “customers” is dangerous. “A gossip betrays a confidence; so avoid a man who talks too much” (Proverbs 20:19). 


Elsewhere we read in Proverbs 10:18, “He who conceals his hatred has lying lips, and whoever spreads slander is a fool.”  Throughout Scripture, God reserves some of His sever​est words for gossips as He condemns this habit.


A pastor’s wife said that whenever she heard gossip, it was better to go, not to the phone, but to the throne.
 That is a good response to gossip: Pray for the person gossiped about, that they may not be unnecessarily hurt; and pray for the gossiper, because when God gets a hold of them…

Fierce Words


A third class mentioned in Proverbs is fierce words. “Speak when you are angry,” wrote Ambrose Bierce, “and you will make the best speech you will ever regret.”
 Theodore Roosevelt is famous for the phrase, “Speak softly and carry a big stick.” Yet a Chinese proverb states, “If you have a soft voice, you don’t need a big stick.”
 


Some folks seem to thrive on arguments and striving. They imagine that their spiritual gift is “stirring the pot.” (No kidding, I once heard a former elder in a church brag about his propensity for “stirring the pot.”)


Let’s not take this too far, though. Chuck Swindoll writes,

By “arguments” and “striving” I do not mean the expression of differing opinions or even disagreement. Intelligent thinking and unguarded, open conversation include the freedom of ex​pression, which involves periodic differences of opinion. Argu​ments and striving, however, have to do with attitudes such as stubbornness and rigidity. This inevitably arouses anger—the kind of anger that is displeasing to the Lord. It is not so much a question of do you disagree, but how you disagree.


We can agree to disagree, and we can disagree without being disagreeable. I like the title of one book on Christian ethics: How to Talk about Good and Bad Without Getting Ugly. Some folks can’t talk about the weather without getting ugly!


Seriously, though, words are deadly, deadly things. They can set off wars and conflicts and produce great physical con​sequences. Words can powerfully destroy and shape.
 Furthermore, ninety percent of all the friction of daily life is caused by mere tone of voice. When a man speaks, his words convey his thoughts and his tone conveys his mood!
 


Again, looking to the Proverbs we read:

· With his mouth the godless destroys his neighbor, but through knowledge the righteous escape. 11:9

· Through the blessing of the upright a city is exalted, but by the mouth of the wicked it is destroyed. A man who lacks judgment derides his neighbor, but a man of understanding holds his tongue. A gossip betrays a confidence, but a trustworthy man keeps a secret. 11:11-13 

· The words of the wicked lie in wait for blood, but the speech of the upright rescues them. 12:6

· Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing. 12:18

· A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger. The tongue of the wise commends knowledge, but the mouth of the fool gushes folly. 15:1-2

· A perverse man stirs up dissension, and a gossip separates close friends. 16:28 

· Starting a quarrel is like breaching a dam; so drop the matter before a dispute breaks out. 17:14 

· It is to a man’s honor to avoid strife, but every fool is quick to quarrel. 20:3 


Our society honors swagger and bluster and those who are quick to pick a fight. God honors those who could take on an opponent but chooses instead to walk away. The world calls that weakness; the Bible calls that meekness. And “the meek shall inherit the earth” (Matthew 5:5).

Filthy Words 


A fourth kind of speech found in Proverbs is filthy words. Twice Solomon refers to “a perverse tongue” or “perverse lips” in these verses:

· The mouth of the righteous brings forth wisdom, but a perverse tongue will be cut out. The lips of the righteous know what is fitting, but the mouth of the wicked only what is perverse. 10:31-32

· Better a poor man whose walk is blameless than a fool whose lips are perverse. 19:1

Filthy words can include foul language, suggestive language, and the taking of God’s name in vain, which is a violation of the third commandment. Paul writes in Ephesians 4:29, “Don’t use foul or abusive language. Let everything you say be good and helpful, so that your words will be an encouragement to those who hear them” [nlt]. In Ephesians 5:4 he adds, “Obscene stories, foolish talk, and coarse jokes—these are not for you. Instead, let there be thankfulness to God” [nlt].


In this regard I am reminded of two sayings I heard from my father while I was growing up. I don’t believe either were original with him, but he is my source for them.

· “Profanity is the feeble attempt of the immature mind to express itself forcibly.” 

· “You can tell what a man is filled with by what spills out when he’s bumped.”

Ooh, that’s convicting! When our lives get bumped in one way or another, what spills out? Jesus taught in Luke 6:45, “The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks.”  What do our words say about us?

Foolish Words


A fifth classification of our speech is foolish words, elsewhere in Scripture known as “idle words.” Those things we say that we immediately regret—foolish words. Those times when we can’t think of anything to say, so we say something anyway—foolish words. Wiersbe quotes one of his high school teachers who said, “Empty barrels make the most noise,” and concludes that often “those who talk the most have the least to say.”

Proverbs warns of foolish words in the following verses:

· He who winks maliciously causes grief, and a chattering fool comes to ruin. 10:10
· A prudent man keeps his knowledge to himself, but the heart of fools blurts out folly. 12:23

· He who guards his lips guards his life, but he who speaks rashly will come to ruin. 13:3 

· A fool’s talk brings a rod to his back, but the lips of the wise protect them. 14:3 

· A fool finds no pleasure in understanding but delights in airing his own opinions. 18:2 

· A fool’s lips bring him strife, and his mouth invites a beating. A fool’s mouth is his undoing, and his lips are a snare to his soul. The words of a gossip are like choice morsels; they go down to a man’s inmost parts. 18:6-8 

· He who answers before listening—that is his folly and his shame. 18:13 

· It is a trap for a man to dedicate something rashly and only later to consider his vows. 20:25 

· Do not speak to a fool, for he will scorn the wisdom of your words. 23:9  

· Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will be like him yourself. 26:4 

· Stone is heavy and sand a burden, but provocation by a fool is heavier than both. 27:3 

· A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control. 29:11 

· Do you see a man who speaks in haste? There is more hope for a fool than for him. 29:20 

· If you have played the fool and exalted yourself, or if you have planned evil, clap your hand over your mouth! 30:32

Oh, the regret the comes from foolish words! How many times do we find ourselves, as soon as the words pass through our lips, wishing we could corral them back into our mouths!

Leslie Flynn writes,

Herein lies the danger of talkativeness, and the virtue of silence. The tongue that wags a lot must find something to say, very often uttering unexamined words. A talkative tongue, if carried away, may boast, exaggerate, flatter, or give out half-truths, innuendos, whisperings, false rumors, and even slander. A talkative tongue, if angry, may introduce swearwords or make contentious, ungrounded charges. A talkative tongue, if inclined to jest without restraint, may include off-color stories in its repertoire. No wonder the Bible says, “Don’t talk so much. You keep putting your foot in your mouth. Be sensible and turn off the flow!” (Prov. 10:19, tlb)


One of the best verses on this subject is Proverbs 17:28, “Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his tongue.” Someone must have had that verse in mind when they quipped, “Better remain silent and be thought a fool than speak and remove all doubt.”

Fitting Words


Finally, we come to the one positive category of words in Proverbs: fitting words. After so much negative—let’s face it, most of the words uttered fall under a negative classification—we do read of the right kinds of words we should use. 

· The tongue of the righteous is choice silver, but the heart of the wicked is of little value. The lips of the righteous nourish many, but fools die for lack of judgment. 10:19-21

· An evil man is trapped by his sinful talk, but a righteous man escapes trouble. From the fruit of his lips a man is filled with good things as surely as the work of his hands rewards him. 12:13-14

· An anxious heart weighs a man down, but a kind word cheers him up. 12:25 

· The lips of the wise spread knowledge; not so the hearts of fools. 15:7 

· A man finds joy in giving an apt reply—and how good is a timely word! 15:23 

· The heart of the righteous weighs its answers, but the mouth of the wicked gushes evil. 15:28 

· The lips of a king speak as an oracle, and his mouth should not betray justice. 16:10 

· Kings take pleasure in honest lips; they value a man who speaks the truth. 16:13 

· A wise man’s heart guides his mouth, and his lips promote instruction. Pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones. 16:23-24

· A man of knowledge uses words with restraint, and a man of understanding is even-tempered. Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his tongue. 17:27-28

· The words of a man’s mouth are deep waters, but the fountain of wisdom is a bubbling brook. 18:4 

· From the fruit of his mouth a man’s stomach is filled; with the harvest from his lips he is satisfied. The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit. 18:20-21 

· Gold there is, and rubies in abundance, but lips that speak knowledge are a rare jewel. 20:15 

· He who guards his mouth and his tongue keeps himself from calamity. 21:23 

· He who loves a pure heart and whose speech is gracious will have the king for his friend. 22:11 

· An honest answer is like a kiss on the lips. 24:26 

· A word aptly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver. 25:11

· Like the coolness of snow at harvest time is a trustworthy messenger to those who send him; he refreshes the spirit of his masters. Through patience a ruler can be persuaded, and a gentle tongue can break a bone. 25:13-15

· Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute. Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy. 31:8-9

Fitting words are compared to gold and silver. “The tongue of the righteous is choice silver, but the heart of the wicked is of little value” (Prov. 10:20). “A word aptly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver. Like an earring of gold or an ornament of fine gold is a wise man’s rebuke to a listening ear” (Prov. 25:11-12). Our words ought to be as balanced, beautiful, and valuable as the most precious jewelry; we ought to work as hard as the craftsman to make them that way.


I am so glad the Scripture not only condemns improper speech but condones fitting words. When Paul spoke out against lying, foul and filthy language in Ephesians four and five, he also encouraged the right kind of vocabulary: Don’t criticize; encourage! Don’t swear; rejoice! Don’t grumble and complain; be thankful!


I want to close by referring back to the words of Jesus in Matthew 12:36-37,

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.

I mentioned in the beginning of this message that our words will determine our eternal destiny. By that I do not mean that God will one day weigh our nice words against our naughty words, and we hope that the nice words win out. No, I am referring to what Paul wrote in Romans 10:9-10,

That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved [emphasis added].

Our words can get us into all kinds of trouble, but our words can also bring us to eternal life. When we confess with our mouth that Jesus is Lord, when we confess our sins and ask Him to forgive us, we will be saved. Those are the most important words of all!
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