The Subtle Sides of Pride #8

“The Sin of Insulting”

Matthew 5:21-22; Ephesians 4:29

We have turned the insult into an art form.

How much of our entertainment centers around putting others down? A recent commercial said of one comic, “If making fun of people was a crime, he would be a lifer.” We elevate those with a quick wit, a biting tongue, and the speedy comeback. Such a person becomes the class clown, the life of the party, the star of the show.

What a difference we find in the pages of God’s Word! Once again we see something that is celebrated in our culture is condemned in Scripture. Insulting others is a sin—in fact, it is a subtle side of pride.

The Unkind Manifestations of Insults

“Oh, please!” someone might object. “Of all the terrible things in our world to preach against, are you suggesting that God cares about a little joke?” Yes, He does.
I would like to first consider the unkind manifestations of insults. Slurs take on a number of forms. Think about grade school—how cruel school age kids can be to each other—and the abundance of attributes held up for ridicule. They make fun of a person’s name (I can remember being called “Marshmallow,” “Swamp,” and occasionally “Martian” because of my last name); ethnic background; the way he walks, talks, or even stands; the color of one’s hair; whether a child is short or tall, skinny or fat; and Heaven help him if he wears glasses or braces at an early age!
Does it really get much better as we get older? Perhaps the insults are more clever and indirect, but their cruelty is still present. Think of the awful ways people are labeled, often based on their ethnic background, appearance, intelligence, economic or social status. We laugh about it, until the insult is directed at us. 
The book of Proverbs speaks of the devastating results of insults, as well as the character of the person who delivers them. We read in Proverbs 11:9-12,
With his mouth the godless destroys his neighbor, but through knowledge the righteous escape. When the righteous prosper, the city rejoices; when the wicked perish, there are shouts of joy. 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.
Proverbs 12:18 adds, “Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing,” and Proverbs 15:4 states, “The tongue that brings healing is a tree of life, but a deceitful tongue crushes the spirit.” During World War II we posters read “loose lips sink ships!” But loose lips also wreck lives.108
Jesus also addresses this issue in Matthew 5:21-22,

“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.”
The Ulterior Motivations of Insults

“Okay, I’ll admit that insults are unkind, hurtful, and therefore contrary to Scripture,” my critic might confess. “But how can you say it is a form of pride?”

To answer this question, we must look beneath the surface and consider the ulterior motivations of insults. We know what insults are and what they do to others, but why do people insult others?

Certainly motivations vary from person to person. Sometimes we are just caught up in our surroundings, and when insults are being traded and laughed at, we indulge just to fit in and make others laugh. But often there is a deeper, more sinister motive behind insults.

Pride, as we have seen in a previous message, is “inordinate self-esteem.” Scripture warns us against “thinking more highly of ourselves than we ought to think.” In our sinful nature, we all want to think of ourselves as better than those around us. It is just natural. Yet many people battle feelings of inferiority and inadequacy. How can they think of themselves as better than people around them? By bringing them down to their level (or below it).

Haven’t we all known people like this? They don’t have a good thing to say about anyone or anything else. If someone else accomplishes something, this person becomes the master critic, tearing down the accomplishment. Since they don’t think much of themselves, they have to view others as even lower than their own self-analysis.

Some of the funniest people I have known personally suffered from a poor self-image. When my brother Ed was young, he could make people laugh all the time. But he thought they were laughing at him and his feelings were hurt. I am not suggesting that Ed was guilty of this particular sin—at that age, I doubt he thought along those terms—but it demonstrates the fact that many popular, funny people suffer from self-doubt and poor self-image. For some of them, insulting others is a defense mechanism by which others are brought down to their perceived level.

And this is just another subtle side of pride. As one resource comments on Matthew 5:22, “Furthermore, becoming angry and assuming a position of superiority over another by calling him a derogatory name (such as the Aramaic Raca or “You fool!”) demonstrates sinfulness of the heart (emphasis added).109 Perhaps you’ve never thought about it this way, but that is exactly what it means when we degrade others verbally. George Carlin once quipped, “Isn’t it amazing that anyone who drives slower than us is an ‘idiot,’ while anyone who drives faster than us is a ‘maniac’?” Just because they are different, we try to make them inferior to ourselves.

Sure, insults make people laugh and may appear to be a harmless joke or game. But the result is often hurt feelings on the part of the recipient of the insults, and the ulterior motive for these putdowns is often nothing less than a subtle side of pride.

The Ultimate Mandate against Insults

The Bible is clear that insults are devastating to those against whom they are aimed. We should not be surprised, then, to find the ultimate mandate against insults also contained in the pages of God’s Word.

Jesus taught against the practice in Matthew 5:20-22, mentioned earlier. In this text He points out that anger and insults are considered just as sinful in God’s eyes as murder. Can this be? Certainly, as seen in 1 John 3:15, “Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him.” God takes our thoughts and attitudes just as seriously as He does our actions.

In Matthew five, Jesus warns against calling another person “Raca” and “You fool.” I’m sure we are familiar with the last term, but what does “raca” mean? “Raca” is Aramaic for “empty-headed one”; the insult is about the same as the one that follows it, “Fool!”110 We have an abundance of English words that would fit into this category, don’t we? “Stupid,” “ idiot,” “ imbecile,” “ ignoramus,” “ moron,” “ dummy,” “ retard”—the list goes on and on. And those are only insults regarding intelligence (or the supposed lack thereof). We can add to this list words like “ugly,” “worthless,” and others I couldn’t say in church!

Is Jesus really saying that calling someone names puts us in danger of Hell? Yes, He is! Isn’t that overkill? Absolutely not! For the sin of insulting is a subtle side of pride, and pride is the worst of all sins.

This is especially despicable coming from the mouth of a Christian. James 3 deals with the difficulty we have dealing with the tongue, and he writes in verses 9-12,

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. Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water.
Of course, we know that a fountain cannot give both fresh and salt water, nor can a fig tree produce both figs and olives. It is unnatural. How, then, can a Christian bless God and then turn around and curse (i.e., insult) his fellow man? Wiersbe writes,
If the tongue is inconsistent, there is something radically wrong with the heart. I heard about a professing Christian who got angry on the job and let loose with some oaths. Embarrassed, he turned to his partner and said, “I don’t know why I said that. It really isn’t in me.” His partner wisely replied, “It had to be in you or it couldn’t have come out of you.” When Peter was out of fellowship with Christ, he uttered some oaths; but he went out and wept bitterly and confessed his sins. 

The tongue that blesses the Father, and then turns around and curses men made in God’s image, is in desperate need of spiritual medicine! How easy it is to sing the hymns during the worship service, then after the service, get into the family car and argue and fight all the way home! “My brethren, these things ought not so to be.” 111
“Okay, you’ve convinced me. But insulting people is a tough habit to break. Avoiding it is easier said than done.”
Granted. But it is not impossible. The Bible gives us two principles that can help us overcome this subtle side of pride.

Paul writes 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.” The word translated “unwholesome” (or “corrupt” in the kjv), literally refers to rotten fruit. It means “that which is worthless, bad, or rotten.” Our words do not have to be “dirty” to be worthless.112 They can be downgrading, destructive, damaging words and still fall under this category. Such words are not to be heard coming from a Christian’s mouth.

Throughout this text Paul uses a principle of replacing negative with positive actions. Earlier he writes, “Let him who stole steal no more, but let him work with his hands…” Replace the wrong activity with the right one. The same is applied to our words. Instead of unwholesome, corrupt, rotten, worthless, insulting words coming from our lips, we should say things that are helpful, constructive, and positive. Remember that old saying, “If you don’t have something good to say, don’t say anything at all”? There is a lot of truth and wisdom in those words. I might add to that, “If you don’t have something good to say, try harder to think of something good to say!”

One good way to stop a “slam fest” in which people are fair game for insults and putdowns is to say something positive about the person being slammed. It is amazing how quickly the air is let out of the criticisms and insults!

As Christians we need to keep in mind that words have power, either for good or evil. Paul tells us to speak in such a way that what we say will build up our hearers, and not tear them down. Our words should minister grace and help to draw others closer to Christ. Satan, of course, encourages speech that will tear people down and destroy the work of Christ.113
The second step in breaking the habit of insulting others is found in the words of Psalm 141:3, “Set a guard over my mouth, O Lord; keep watch over the door of my lips.” Prayer is a necessary tool in defeating all forms of pride in our lives. Pride is so much a part of our sinful nature that we need help from without if we want to overcome it. We need to make our conversation a regular part of our prayer life. 

Maybe we won’t be as funny and as acceptable in the world if we curb our insulting of others. But when those guilty of this subtle side of pride stand before the Lord on judgment day, they won’t be laughing then!
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