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Words have power, and they reveal what is in our hearts. Godly speech reflects the character of 
Christ. The book of Proverbs provides wisdom so we can speak well. 

 
Our words are powerful and they reveal our hearts, so God’s Word calls us to speak in a way that reflects godly 
character.  
Words have power, for better or for worse. They can impact us for good or for evil, and we can use our words to 
impact others for good or for evil.  
The book of Proverbs has a great deal to say about words. I read this week that there are 150 verses on the 
subject of speech in the book of Proverbs, out of 915 verses in the entire book. That means that 1/6th of the 
book is devoted to this critical topic.  
One of the most powerful proverbs on the subject: “Death and life are in the power of the tongue” (18:21).  
That is not simply metaphorical. What we say can literally lead to death or life. Consider how many, devoid of 
encouragement, have ended their own lives. Consider how many have been saved by a timely word of 
encouragement.  
Words can lead to spiritual life or spiritual death as well. A person’s eternal destiny can hinge on the words they 
hear and believe.  
Words matter deeply. Our words are the primary means by which we communicate with the world. They reflect 
our hearts and attitudes. A person who uses angry or cynical words probably has an angry and cynical heart. A 
person who uses compassionate and kind words probably has a compassionate and kind heart.  
Mt 12:34b-35: For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. The good person out of his good 
treasure brings forth good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure brings forth evil.  
“The lips of the wise spread knowledge; not so the heart of fools” (Proverbs 15:7).  
Reputations rise or fall based on the words you speak. Careers rise and fall. Marriages rise or fall based on your 
words.  
Words are powerful and they reveal our hearts, but they are incredibly difficult to tame (James 3). For the next 
few weeks, our study of Proverbs will focus on the subject of words. This week, I plan to look at the 
characteristics of godly and righteous speech. Next week, I will examine the other side of the coin and look at 
harmful speech to avoid. After that Brian is going to talk about the issue of truthfulness in our speech, a topic 
that merits its own sermon.  
For this week, we are going to talk about words that give life, the sort of words that encourage and build up and 
reflect the character of God. Ask yourself this question: What if the words you and I said really carried these 
character qualities? Can we agree to do this: Use your words to breathe life.  
What type of words breathe life into dying and hurting hearts like those around us? Let’s look at Proverbs.  
 
  



Words of life are:  
-Honest (Pr 24:26, ESV)  

In ancient times it was not uncommon for close friends to kiss on the lips as a sign of affection and 
friendship. An honest answer draws people together in the same way – it creates a bond of trust between 
two people.  
We want to be people who speak the truth, even when it’s tough to do. When we hide or lie, it erodes 
trust.  
Illustration: Tunnel of chaos – it’s scary to go in there! If you tell your spouse they talk too much, you 
might be greeted with anger or the silent treatment! If you tell a roommate they need to clean their 
dishes, they might throw a plate at you. A metaphorical blood-letting can greet you if you’re honest.  
It’s not only hard to address somebody else’s weaknesses, it’s tough to be honest about your own. You 
face potential rejection if you tell somebody your struggles.  
But honesty is the only way to develop genuine and close relationships. Contrary to our intuition, honesty 
doesn’t separate us, but draws us closer. If you regularly hide, manipulate, or evade the truth, remember 
this proverb that an honest answer is like a kiss on the lips. It’s refreshing and encourages closeness.  

-Kind and Encouraging  
(Proverbs 16:24 has the idea of “gracious” words – they are words that bestow favor on people. Proverbs 
12:25 is the idea of encouragement – when a person is anxious, the right words can lift him out of his 
funk).  
16:24 – Honey was the sweetest treat in the ancient world. For me, it’s a chocolate chip cookie. Gracious 
words are those that bestow favor and are pleasant to others – like giving a person a sweet treat.  
Even if you must speak difficult words, say them kindly and graciously. Don’t call people out on Facebook 
or Twitter or in a text message or email – you can’t possibly be kind that way. Sit down face to face and let 
them see your concern, let them know you love them.  
Not only that, but seek every chance to encourage.  
12:25 – Encouragement lifts our spirits and reduces anxiety and fear.  
Illustration: Encouragement file – the most important notes in it are from close friends and family 
members. I really look back at that file and draw encouragement and strength from it, not to puff myself 
up, but to remind myself that God is working through me when I’m tempted to doubt it.  
Quotes: Mark Twain: “I can live for 2 months on a good compliment.”  
What if for every criticism of your spouse or your kids or your roommate, you gave them three 
encouragements? Do you think they’d be more receptive to your criticism when it’s necessary? Do you 
think it would change the dynamic of your home if you consistently spoke positive words instead of 
negative ones?  
Illustration: Gottman Study: Contempt, they have found, is the number one factor that tears couples 
apart. People who are focused on criticizing their partners miss a whopping 50 percent of positive things 
their partners are doing and they see negativity when it’s not there…Being mean is the death knell of 
relationships. 
Kindness, on the other hand, glues couples together. Research independent from theirs has shown that 
kindness (along with emotional stability) is the most important predictor of satisfaction and stability in a 
marriage…there’s a great deal of evidence showing the more someone receives or witnesses kindness, the 
more they will be kind themselves, which leads to upward spirals of love and generosity in a relationship.” 
Do you use your words to encourage or to criticize? To build up or to tear down?  



-Peaceful 
“A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger” (15:1).  
“With patience a ruler may be persuaded, and a soft tongue will break a bone” (25:15). NOTE: This verse 
describes how soft words can penetrate hardened hearts and minds. Bones are rigid and unmovable, but 
they can be “broken” by the soft speech of a patient and wise person.  
Illustration: David and Nabal (1 Sam 25) – the conflict was mediated by Abigail. She is a beautiful 
illustration of a peace-making speaker. She prevented David from slaughtering Nabal and bringing guilt on 
himself. (We named our own daughter Abigail, partly as a prayer that she won’t marry a fool like Nabal!) 
What if the next time you face a conflict, you are the voice of peace rather than of escalation? What if 
your words, instead of being angry, are peaceful?  
What if on social media you became a voice of reason and gentleness in the face of so much anger and 
division and conflict? Righteous speech is that which brings peace in the midst of conflict and defuses 
anger and defensiveness.  

-Pure  
(Pr 15:26 – gracious words are “pure” or “clean”).  
Illustration: Dirty joke: “A white horse tripped and fell in the mud.” That was our idea of a “dirty” joke 
when we were 10 years old.  
Most of us know that perverted and impure talk gets a lot worse than that, though. Some people make 
dirty words and perverse jokes into an art form.  
When we think about purity, we usually think about avoiding bad words or sexual comments. And that is a 
part of pure speech. But pure speech goes beyond that.  
Quote: “To be pure in heart is to desire one thing.” Purity of heart and of speech is undefiled with any sin 
or immorality. It is speech that doesn’t have pride or anger or greed or lust mixed into it, but is always 
geared toward honoring God.  
Consider this: In all my words, do I seek to reflect the holiness of God? Even if I’m talking about what to 
eat for dinner (1 Cor 10:31 – whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it to the glory of God), do I 
discuss it in a way that pleases and honors God?  
Illustration: Imagine you had a faucet that would occasionally spew raw sewage. Most of the time you got 
drinkable water, but every so often nasty, dirty sludge would come out. Would you still want to use that 
faucet?  
That faucet is a picture of the man or woman whose speech is impure. On the other hand, a person whose 
speech is consistently clean and holy is like a pure spring or a faucet that always provides drinkable, clear 
water. You want to drink from it. People want to hear from somebody whose speech is pure and excellent. 
Is your speech that way?  

-Timely  
– Knowing when to speak and when to keep your mouth shut. (25:11; Pr 27:14) 
Pr 27:14 – Why is it a curse to bless somebody early in the morning with a loud voice? Because the timing 
isn’t right!  
Illustration: If your dad came home and said the car’s alternator was broken, you knew not to ask for a 
raise in your allowance. Timing is important.  
A well-timed word is like apples of gold in a setting of silver (25:11). It’s beautiful. The person who times 
his words well speaks wonderfully, and people want to listen.  



How can you and I speak in a timely manner?  
Pay attention to people. Are they tired or grumpy? Then it’s probably not the right time for a rebuke 
(unless the person is always tired or grumpy). Maybe it’s the right time for encouragement.  
Is the person feeling her deficiency or need to grow? Maybe it’s the right time for exhortation or rebuke.  
It takes a great deal of discernment to say the right words at the right times. The key principle is to always 
ask: Will saying these words at this moment encourage the other person and reflect the character of 
Christ?  
 

Conclusion 
 
Using our speech well is difficult. Godly speech is honest, kind, peaceful, pure, and timely.  
 
It’s no mere coincidence that John called Jesus the Word of God. Jesus is the perfect representation of how God 
communicates. What Jesus said was a perfect reflection and God’s character, and what He did was act as a living 
sermon to God’s holiness and love.  
Jesus died and rose again to provide life and communicate God’s love.  
 
So ask yourself today: How would my relationships and life be better if my speech reflected these principles? 
Where do I need to change and grow? Let’s ask the God who made speech to help us.  
 
 


