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Word Pitfalls 
Proverbs 

 
 

There are numerous ways we can sin or stumble in our speech. Avoiding common pitfalls requires 
constant vigilance and consistent prayer. 

 
 
Illustration: Sir Boyle Roche – speaking is hard to do!  

“We should silence anyone who opposes the right to freedom of speech.” 
“Mr. Speaker, I smell a rat; I see him forming in the air and darkening the sky; but I will nip him in the bud.”  
“Half the lies our opponents tell about us are untrue.”  
“While I write this letter, I have a pistol in one hand and a sword in the other.”  

 
There are seemingly thousands of ways to speak poorly, to say something stupid. Sometimes we do it through 
slips of the tongue, but sometimes we do it because our hearts are sinful.  
 
We generally talk a lot during the course of a day. On average, we speak about 16,000 words a day: That’s a lot 
of opportunities to make a mistake.  
 
Last week we talked about what it looks like to use our speech in God-honoring ways. This week we are going to 
talk about the pitfalls of talking. What are some areas of speech to avoid, some types of speech or patterns of 
speech that will harm us or others?  
 
This is especially critical in an era in which so much of what we say or write is available for public consumption. 
The Proverbs don’t only apply to what comes out of our mouths, but to what we post on Facebook or Twitter or 
email or texts.  
 
We talked about words that honor God – words that are honest, kind, peaceful, pure, and timely. This week we 
will talk about words that do not.  
 
We will not be talking extensively about lying, since we touched on that last week. Instead we’ll talk about those 
pitfalls that often trap us unexpectedly, speech traps that we might not notice until they creep up on us.  
 
Main Idea: Speaking in a way that honors God requires constant vigilance and prayer, in order to avoid the 

pitfalls that can damage our relationship with Him and with other people. All of the pitfalls spring from sinful 
hearts, so we are called to start by purifying our hearts!  

 
-Talking too much 

 
We have a false belief that talking a lot will result in saying something worthwhile, but the opposite is often 
true.  
Illustration: Standing beneath this serene sky, overlooking these broad fields now reposing from the labors 
of the waning year, the mighty Alleghenies dimly towering before us, the graves of our brethren beneath 
our feet, it is with hesitation that I raise my poor voice to break the eloquent silence of God and Nature. But 
the duty to which you have called me must be performed; — grant me, I pray you, your indulgence and your 
sympathy.[12] 
 



Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in 
liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. 
 
You don’t recognize the first words, from the speech Edward Everett gave for 2 hours (more than 13,000 
words) after the battle of Gettysburg. You recognize the second ones from Abraham Lincoln’s speech, that 
lasted no more than 5 minutes and was just over 200 words long.  
 
MLK’s “Dream” speech was only 17 minutes long, much shorter than I’ll be speaking this morning. 
Sometimes saying less is better than saying more.  
 
Two problems with talking too much: The main point we’re trying to make gets lost, first of all. Second, we 
run the risk of saying something sinful or stupid the longer we speak.  
 
Proverbs 10:19 – When words abound, transgression is inevitable, but the one who restrains his words is 
wise (NET).  
 
Pr 17:28 – Even a fool who remains silent is considered wise, and the one who holds his tongue is deemed 
discerning.  
 
Illustration: That last Proverb is similar to a modern American saying: “It is better to remain silent and be 
thought a fool than to open your mouth and remove all doubt.”  
 
If you don’t know what you’re talking about, keep quiet. Don’t talk just to hear your own voice. Over-talking 
without listening leads to foolishness and sin. In other words, if you talk too much, eventually you’re bound 
to say something stupid or sinful.  
 
I find this principle to be especially important on social media. We think we need to weigh in on every 
current event with our opinion, even if we don’t know what we’re talking about. Or we ramble on and on 
about our own lives or small concerns.  
 
-Do you talk too much? Do people seem to look for an escape hatch when you’re talking?  
-Do you think before you speak? Are your words carefully considered and thought through, or are they just 
spouted off depending on how you feel?  
 
Thinking about your words is probably the best way to avoid some of these other traps.  
 

Gossip 
 
18:8 – The words of a gossip are like choice morsels; they go down into the person’s innermost being.  
 
People love to listen to gossip, and it penetrates to the heart. However, it doesn’t have a healthy effect – 
much like eating too much sugar, it harms you. 
 
When you’re in the grocery store and see a tabloid, even if you don’t want to look, you probably do 
sometimes. You probably click on celebrity gossip from time to time when you see it pop up on Facebook, 
don’t you? Illustration: Have you ever caught yourself looking at gossip like that (“Wow! That actress has oily 
skin! Wow!”) and then realizing how worthless a use of time it was? Something within us loves gossip. It 
makes us feel in control to know secrets and share secrets.  
 
The problem is that gossip damages people and our relationships with people. It harms those made in the 
image of God.  



 
16:28 – A perverse person spreads dissension, and a gossip separates the closest friends.  
 
Gossip has the effect of damaging relationships and causing division.  
 
Consider this before you speak: Is what I’m about to say necessary? Will it harm a person who isn’t here? Is 
it even true, or am I passing along information that isn’t verified? If so, that’s called slander.  
 
How do you respond when somebody gossips to you or about you? Shut it down. Stop the chain and 
encourage your friends to stop the chain.  
26:20 – For lack of wood the fire goes out, and where there is no whisperer, quarreling ceases.  
 

Careless Humor 
 
-“Like a madman who shoots firebrands and deadly arrows is a person who deceives his neighbor and says, 
‘Was I not only joking?’” (Pr 26:18). 
 
Malicious humor falls into the same category as gossip. It’s a way of making others seem smaller. I feel 
powerful when I gossip, and I feel powerful when I make fun of people.  
 
Eph 5:4 – the prohibition against “coarse jesting” is more likely talking about cutting humor that makes 
others feel small.  
 
If my intent with a joke is to make another person feel small, or if I fail to consider the ramifications of my 
“joke” before I make it, then I’m like this mischief maker. It’s like grabbing an AK-47, spraying my 
neighborhood with bullets and then saying, “Relax. It’s just a joke.”  
 
Illustration: Relationship with friend that became sarcastic. It took a third party to point out that we were 
being unkind to each other. And it was true – for both of us, we would laugh out loud but privately we 
would hurt. It hurt trust between us.  
 
At the office or at school or at home, do you joke in a way that harms other people? Do you use cutting 
sarcasm about others’ appearance or intelligence and then claim you’re just joking and they need to be less 
sensitive?  
 
Do you consider the ramifications of your humor on Facebook or Twitter or in texts? Do you think ahead 
about how others will feel?  
 
We play cruel jokes or say sarcastic things sometimes because we like the feeling of approval we get when 
people laugh. But at whose expense?  
 
Ask yourself: What’s in my heart? Can God cleanse my heart from the need to always be funny and 
approved of for my wit? Yes.  
 

Arguing and Complaining 
 
Arguing: 12:18 – There is one who speaks rashly like the thrusts of a sword, but the tongue of the wise 
brings healing. 
 
18:6 – A fool’s lips walk into a fight, and his mouth invites a beating. (This is the ancient version of, “You’re 
cruisin’ for a bruisin’”).  



 
Complaining/Discontent: 
 
17:1 – Better is a dry morsel with quiet than a house full of feasting and strife.  

27:15 -- A continual dripping on a rainy day and a contentious [or “nagging”] wife are alike. (Remember that 
the writers are generally speaking to their sons, or to men. So if the book were written by a woman, she 
would likely warn about grumbling husbands also!)  

Arguing and complaining are two different ways of expressing that you are discontent with your 
circumstances. Arguing is the confrontational way of doing it, while complaining is the quiet way. Both 
communicate discontent with what God has given. 
 
We hate when others argue or complain, but we feel satisfied or justified when we do it ourselves.  
 
Illustration: One of the most creative Twitter accounts is The Honest Toddler, where a mom writes funny 
sayings supposedly from her toddler. He complains about food, bedtime, going shopping, and discipline. He 
also writes a blog, and one entry discussed whining: “When adults talk about being tired or the price of 
ground beef, it’s called complaining…But when a toddler musically communicates dissatisfaction, you label it 
“whining.” It’s time for adults to acknowledge whining as a legitimate form of speech.” 
 
We hate when kids and toddlers complain or argue, but we do it often ourselves, don’t we? We hate arguing 
from our kids, but we argue (at least inside) when we don’t like something.  
 
Contentment and peace are better than riches!  
 
We usually complain and argue because our hearts are discontent. We don’t even realize we’re doing it – 
sometimes it seems like just a way to pass the time.  
“This weather is so hot. I hate it.” “It’s too cold. I hate it.” “This food is cold. I had to wait too long to eat.”  
 
But complaining and grumbling and arguing actually increase our dissatisfaction. Those activities stress us 
and others out, and keep us from knowing and trusting God.  
 

Bragging 
 
“Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring. Let another praise you, and not 
your own mouth; a stranger, and not your own lips” (27:1-2).  
 
Illustration: Live Science article – Bragging annoys people! We think it’s going to make us look good, but it 
actually causes distance. People see us as boastful when we talk on and on about our accomplishments. The 
article suggests that bragging and complaining are similar, in that both try to monopolize a conversation at 
the expense of others.  
 
Beyond that, bragging damages our relationship with God, because when we brag, we are acting as if God 
didn’t give us everything we have. He made us and provides for us and gives us our gifts! We have no cause 
for bragging.  
 
“Although [God] is scornful to arrogant scoffers, yet he shows favor to the humble” (3:34). (This passage is 
cited twice in the NT, in 1 Peter 5:5 and James 4:6).  
 



None of us want God to oppose us. That’s a bad spot to be in. When we set ourselves up as better than we 
really are, when we forget our finite nature and His infinitude, we create a situation of opposition between 
Him and us. There is only one who is worthy of that type of praise.  
 
We brag because we want to be accepted and approved of. But what if we remember that in Jesus, we are 
totally accepted? He loves us more than our parents or friends or spouses or kids, so we don’t have to seek 
approval through boasting!  
 

This ties to the ultimate answer to our speech pitfalls: Remember the good news of Jesus Christ! 
 
If you want a clean heart to promote clean words, Jesus is where to find that clean heart.  
 
Conclusion 

 
Here is an exercise for the week:  
- Keep a word journal at the end of each day this week. What pitfalls trapped you?  
- Ask God to help you proactively replace sinful speech with holy speech. (Every time you feel the urge to 

gossip or monologue or use cutting humor or complain or brag, replace the sinful speech with worship or 
encouragement).  

 


