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The sermon 

Intro 

This morning we’re going to ponder the effect of our words.  

Words can bring life. Words can destroy.  

Words can fit the occasion. Words can totally out of place.  

God’s life-giving, true words can be used to create hope.  

Crazy thing. Sad thing. God’s life-giving, true words can be used out of place and bring harm.  

Let’s consider our use of words this morning.  

READ PASSAGE 

Body 

Passage Focus 

Four questions to measure our speech with.  

The context is believers talking to one another in the local church. So my focus is believers talking to each other. Not 

saying we shouldn’t use our mouths skillfully with non-Christians.  

 

Point 1: Is it harmful? 

Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, 

The issue is harmful words coming out of our mouths.  

“corrupting talk”  

“corrupting” was used of rotten fruit and spoiled fish. In Matthew 7:18, it’s translated “diseased.” A healthy tree cannot 

bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit.   

What does a diseased tree produce? Either no fruit. Or rotten fruit. Stuff you don’t want to eat. What happens if you eat 

rotten fruit? Food poisoning that results in nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, abdominal pain, fever.  

In Matthew 13:47- 48, the word “corrupting” is used to describe “bad” fish that need to be thrown away.  

"Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and gathered fish of every kind.  48 When it was 

full, men drew it ashore and sat down and sorted the good into containers but threw away the bad. – Matthew 13:47-48 

“the bad” = fish not suitable for eating. Fish that can’t be sold and must be thrown away. When a person eats spoiled fish, 

what happens? Nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, abdominal pain.  

So what is “corrupting talk?” Speech which harms those who hear it. Speech worthy of being thrown away like spoiled 

fish.  

So the issue is, is it harmful?  
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Some examples of harmful speech 

Let’s consider some examples of harmful speech. 

1. Deceitful lying (Prov 10:18; 26:24) 

The one who conceals hatred has lying lips, and whoever utters slander is a fool. – Proverbs 10:18 

Whoever hates disguises himself with his lips and harbors deceit in his heart; – Proverbs 26:24 

Concealing your true stance towards a person. Setting up a person by making them think you’re for them. When you have 

harmful intentions to bring them down.   

So don’t deceive a person by making them think you’re on their side when you’re not. The harm is setting a person up for 

betrayal. 

2. Slanderous gossip (Prov 11:13; 20:19) 

Whoever goes about slandering reveals secrets, but he who is trustworthy in spirit keeps a thing covered. – Proverbs 

11:13 

Revealing what’s been shared in secret to harm a person’s reputation. It’s slander and it’s not true because facts have been 

distorted through half-truths and exaggerations.  

So don’t speak secrets shared in confidence and don’t distort those secrets. The harm is destroying a person’s reputation.  

3. Harsh words (Prov 15:1) 

A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger. – Proverbs 15:1 

Inflammatory, inciting speech that inflicts pain on the hearer and provoke anger. Hurtful words. Spirit-crushing abusive 

words would fit here. Exaggerated untruths like “you’re the worst brother in the world…you never tell the truth” would fit 

here. Intentionally trying to rile someone up would fit too.  

So don’t speak hurtful words that incite anger. The harm is making a person sinfully angry.  

4. Divisive gossip/whisperers (Prov 16:28; 18:8; 26:20) 

A dishonest man spreads strife, and a whisperer separates close friends. – Proverbs 16:28 

For lack of wood the fire goes out, and where there is no whisperer, quarreling ceases. – Proverbs 26:20 

Half-truths and exaggerations behind a person’s back that distort the truth and cast a person in a bad light. Speech which 

damages a person’s reputation and encourages others to oppose this individual. People are encouraged to choose a side 

and division ensues. 

So don’t gossip. The harm is dividing the church. 

5. False witness (Prov 24:28) 

Be not a witness against your neighbor without cause, and do not deceive with your lips. – Proverbs 24:28 

Lying about an event with intent to get someone in trouble for a crime they didn’t commit.  

So don’t incriminate the innocent. The harm is the innocent being punished for something they didn’t do. 

6. Flattery (26:28; 28:23; 29:5) 
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A lying tongue hates its victims, and a flattering mouth works ruin. – Proverbs 26:28 

A man who flatters his neighbor spreads a net for his feet. – Proverbs 29:5 

Charming speech that butters a person up to take advantage of them. Manipulating a person to get a desired response. 

So don’t flatter one another. The harm could be taken advantage of for another person’s agenda. The harm could be 

embarrassment. A person’s flattered into thinking they’re a great singer. So they go out and sing and everyone laughs at 

them. 

Is it harmful? If it’s harmful, I shouldn’t say it. 

 

Point 2: Is it helpful? 

but only such as is good for building up,  

Put off harmful speech. Put on helpful speech. 

What are you trying to accomplish with your mouth? Paul’s saying godly goals should guide our speech.  

“building up” 

Construction language. The house isn’t finished yet. We’re a work in progress. We lack. A lot. We’re a house without the 

stairs, without the plumbing, without the furnace. There’s areas of our lives that are untouched by God’s word.  

So we need edifying, helpful words to flow from the mouths of our brothers and sisters in Christ. “building up” 

previously spoke to greater unity in sound doctrine and greater Christlikeness (4:13).  

Paul believes the words of our fellow believers are a tool God uses to form our relationships, our doctrine, our character! 

So what is helpful speech? 

“speaking the truth in love” (4:15). Actual Bible or accurate deductions from God’s word. 

Words like the fact that Jesus died in your place indicates he loves you. He values you. He has your good in mind. God 

would never act towards you in an unloving way. God must have wise and loving reasons for this circumstance he has 

brought into your life. God has hidden these reasons from you, but, by looking at the cross, you can conclude God has a 

good intent. Much like God had a good intent in Joseph being sold into slavery. 

That’s speaking helpful deductions from God’s word. The idea that when Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery they 

meant evil against Joseph, “but God meant it for God” (Gen 50:20). God directed Joseph’s hard path with good 

intentions. 

God’s truth is helpful. So connecting people to God’s truth is helpful.  

Hope 

Particularly helpful is using truth to instill hope where there is none. Distressing circumstances, distressing people, and 

Satan’s lies can bring us into a state of despair. “speaking the truth in love” can create hope when all there is is despair.   

The believer who’s convinced they’re worthless. Speak the truth to them about who they are: adopted, born again, 

forgiven, justified, made alive, no longer a slave to sin, redeemed, etc. Who you are says you’re not worthless.  

The believer who’s lost their job and doesn’t see a way forward. Encourage them to share their grief with God. Turn their 

attention to “Give us this day our daily bread” (Matt 6:11). Alert them to the fact that God is pleased to answer this 
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prayer. I can’t guarantee what it will look like. But I can promise that God cares, that God is able, and God’s grace is 

sufficient to strengthen your crushed heart. 

The believer who says I can’t overcome this lying, this anger, this laziness, this misuse of the tongue. You can. Paul tells 

us to live out who we are because it is possible. Remind them of promises like you’re no longer a slave to sin and Christ 

lives in you. You may not be able, but God is able. In fact, God is working his good pleasure within you (Phil 2:13). Make 

use of the means of grace (Bible reading, prayer, church gatherings, etc.). Yes effort is required, but God says you can 

with his help. In fact, the Bible says growth is inevitable if you’re born again: “Out of his heart will flow rivers of living 

water” (John 7:38).   

Is it helpful? If it isn’t helpful, I shouldn’t say it. Look for ways to speak what’s helpful. 

 

Point 3: Is it necessary? (Or does it fit the occasion? Or does it speak to their need?) 

as fits the occasion, 

This phrase, “as fits the occasion,” is variously translated: 

▪ “according to their needs” – NIV 

▪ “according to the need of the moment” – NASB  

▪ “for building up someone in need” – CSB  

The idea is words tailored to a specific circumstance with a specific need.  

What can I say which will build up this person given their need at this time? What do they lack? What truth speaks to that 

lack? What’s appropriate for their circumstance? What is necessary to build them up right now? It’s using truth skillfully. 

Proverbs 

Proverbs captures this idea.  

To make an apt answer is a joy to a man, and a word in season, how good it is! – Proverbs 15:23 

The right word at the right time creates joy in the heart. “as fits the occasion.” 

Application 

Sometimes words, even true words, don’t fit an occasion. A Christian is grieved over the death of an unbelieving loved 

one. You don’t give them a discourse on the nature of hell. You might not say anything. You might weep with them. 

2 Thessalonians 3:10 is always true.  

For even when we were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat. – 2 

Thessalonians 3:10 

Who was that statement directed at? Believers who refused to work. When a believer refuses to find employment, it fits 

the occasion to reprove them with 2 Thessalonians 3:10.  

But what about the Christian who’s recently lost their job and grieving over it. Don’t quote 2 Thessalonians 3:10 at them. 

Their problem isn’t laziness. Their problem is they want employment, but they don’t have it. Reproof doesn’t fit the 

occasion.  

My point is truth can be used in helpful and harmful ways. Speak the truth “as fits the occasion.” 
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Is it necessary? Does it fit the need of the moment? Does it fit the occasion? If it doesn’t fit the occasion, it isn’t 

necessary. So I shouldn’t say it. Know the situation. Speak what’s helpful given the situation. 

Note Paul’s command is directed at every believer. Skillful use of the truth is expected of all Christians! 

 

Point 4: Is it grace-giving? 

that it may give grace to those who hear.  

Pretty much re-stating “but only such as is good for building up.” 

“that” = purpose. Having a purpose behind our words: giving grace. 

Grace 

What is grace?  

The general idea is kindness freely given, not as a result of obligation. Unmerited favor. Undeserved kindness. 

What is grace-giving speech? 

Kindness given through speech. Also, there’s the idea of speech that’s a channel of God’s grace. God’s using you as his 

tool to bring kindness to a person. Sometimes grace is empowering grace. A person’s losing heart. God uses your words to 

strengthen that person in a hard season.  

Grace-giving speech 

Sometimes grace-giving speech is reminding a believer that God is working all things for your good. God is for you and 

not against you. Nothing can separate you from the love of God. Encouraging truths we find in Romans 8. 

On the other hand, sometimes grace-giving words are corrective. In Acts 20:24, 32, Paul speaks of “the gospel of the 

grace of God” and “the word of his grace.” If the gospel is a gracious gospel, grace isn’t mere encouragement.  

The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent,  31 because he has fixed a 

day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given 

assurance to all by raising him from the dead." – Acts 17:30-31 

“the word of his grace” contains truths like repent of your sins because there’s a day of judgment. That’s corrective 

gracious speech. What I’m getting at is grace-giving words can be corrective words. Reproof can be life-giving too! 

The ear that listens to life-giving reproof will dwell among the wise.  32 Whoever ignores instruction despises himself, but 

he who listens to reproof gains intelligence. – Proverbs 15:31-32 

Reproof (verbal corrective argument/persuasion) gives life. Say someone gives you reproof about deceitful speech. Such 

reproof is grace-giving in that reproof, if received, protects you from the lack of trust that comes with lying (relational 

sabotage). Or, if reproved about slander, reproof protects you from the hostility and discord that comes when you slander 

a person. Reproof, if received, protects us from harm. Making it helpful, grace-giving speech.  

So helpful, grace-giving speech can be positive encouragement. Or it can be corrective reproof. Reproof is grace-giving 

too! 
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How should you respond to this message? 

Start thinking about caution in your speech. Is it harmful? Is it helpful? Is it necessary? Does it fit the occasion, the need 

of the moment? Is it grace-giving? 

The spiritual fruits required are self-control and kindness (Gal 5:22-23). The ability to control our passions. And the desire 

to bring good to another. How do we get there? 

1. I think memorizing Ephesians 4:29 and meditating on it frequently will help. 

Meditating on the consequences of our speech.  

2. I think praying for God’s aid will help. 

Kindness and self-control are what the Spirit produces. So ask for it.  

3. I think a constant fear of the Lord will help.  

Reverence towards God. Taking sin seriously, not casually. Is what I’m about to say pleasing to the Lord? Am I obeying 

Ephesians 4:29 by saying this?  

When words are many, transgression is not lacking, but whoever restrains his lips is prudent. – Proverbs 10:19 

Being slow to speak, exercising restraint, will protect us from hurling out harmful words that don’t fit the occasion. 

There is one whose rash words are like sword thrusts, but the tongue of the wise brings healing. – Proverbs 12:18 

Do my words inflict pain? Do my words heal? 

Ongoing 

You don’t read on verse and have it down. This is a heart battle till the end. 

This is a truth you never on from. It’s a battle until we die. It requires relentless meditation. A longing to please God. And 

a longing to bless others.  

Non-Christian 

This morning we’ve learned that our words can give life. Or they can destroy.  

I’ve mentioned the live-giving “word of his grace.” The gospel, the good news, which speaks of God giving unmerited 

kindness to sinners. 

We’re sinners by nature. Sinners by choice. Sinners by practice. We do life our own way, not God’s way. That’s why 

people tear each other apart with their tongues. So what we deserve is punishment.  

The gospel says, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish 

but have eternal life” (John 3:16).  

God gives sinners what they don’t deserve (eternal life and forgiveness of sins) if they come to him through faith and 

repentance.  

The life-giving good news must be received. If you would say I’ve never been born again, I’ve never repented of my sins, 

turn from your sins by trusting in Jesus’ death and resurrection. God’s word gives life to those who receive it.  

Do you believe God’s words give life? 


