Today we will begin a 3-part series looking at our words and the tongue.  Why would we do that?  First of all, we are doing this because words are a major part of life.  Every one of us uses a lot of words everyday.  The tongue is very likely one of the most active parts of your body.  Second, we are doing this because it is a major topic in the Bible.  Much like when we looked at suffering a few months ago, I want us to take some time to talk about the tongue because the Bible has a lot to say about it.  Psalm 15 declares that the one who will dwell on God’s holy hill is - among other things - the one who “speaks truth in his heart; who does not slander with his tongue and does no evil to his neighbor, nor takes up a reproach against his friend” (Ps. 15:2-3). Ps. 34:12-13 also says, “What man is there who desires life and loves many days, that he may see good?  Keep your tongue from evil and your lips from speaking deceit.”  In Col. 3:17, Paul says, “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”  And James writes, “If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person’s religion is worthless” (James 1:26).  Clearly, our words are a big deal, and they matter to God.  

So, with that said, we will begin our series this week by looking specifically at Matthew 12:33-37.  Before looking at the text itself, we should understand the context.  This whole section of Matthew centers around the conflict between Jesus and the religious leaders of His day.  Specifically, in 12:22-37, we read about an episode in which Jesus healed a demon-possessed man who was both blind and mute.  The people in general were amazed by this miracle and thought of Jesus as the possible Son of David, but the Pharisees accused Him of doing this by the power of Satan (12:22-24).  In response, Jesus launches into a raging diatribe against them in which He shows the ridiculousness of their logic as well as reveals the true source of their opposition - even implying that they have committed the unpardonable sin of blaspheming the Spirit (12:25-32).  Then, as Jesus closes this speech, he takes the opportunity provided by this situation to speak more generally about the nature of words and their place in the life of a human being.  So, in 12:33-37, Jesus is speaking very directly to the Pharisees, but He is saying things that are true of all people - the Pharisees included.  From these verses, we can learn some fundamental lessons about both our words and our hearts.  So, with that context, let us look at Jesus’ words together.  

I. A Tree is Known by its Fruit (12:33). 

The first thing Jesus does is introduce an agricultural metaphor for the purpose of helping his hearers better understand his point.  We will see how the metaphor relates to the main point in a moment, but we should understand the metaphor first.  

Jesus declares, “Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the tree is known by its fruit” (12:33).  Jesus reminds them of the inherent connection between a tree and its fruit: the fruit of a tree actually serves to demonstrate something about the tree itself.  According to Jesus, if you want good fruit from a tree, you need to make the tree itself good because the quality of the fruit is connected to the quality of the whole tree.  Bad fruit indicates not just a problem with the fruit but a problem with the whole tree.  And good fruit indicates not just the quality of the fruit but the quality of the whole tree.  

Put simply, the fruit of a tree reveals the kind and nature and health of the entire tree.  An apple tree produces apples because it is an “apple” tree.  An apple tree produces good apples because it is a good, healthy apple tree.  An apple tree produces bad apples because it is a bad, unhealthy apple tree.  The essence and nature of the fruit cannot be separated from the essence and nature of the tree.  The fruit reveals the root.  You cannot make a tree produce good fruit by fixing the fruit.  Rather, you make a tree produce good fruit by “fixing” the root - fixing the tree itself.  

But what does this have to do with human beings and the words we say?  Why would Jesus give this metaphor right in the middle of rebuking the Pharisees?  We see the connection in the following verses.  

II. Human beings are known by their words (12:34-35).

As Jesus continues, he says, “You brood of vipers!  How can you speak good, when you are evil?  For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks” (12:34).  Here we see the point of the metaphor.  Jesus is making clear to the Pharisees that they are just like trees.  Just as trees are “known” by the fruit they produce, it was possible for the Pharisees to be “known” by the fruit they had just produced.  Jesus calls them a “brood of vipers” because of what they had just said about Him and His miracles.  The things they just said were evil.  And Jesus wanted them to understand that their evil words revealed their evil hearts.  He points out that it is impossible for them to speak good because they are evil.  Their words did not just appear out of thin air; they came from the “abundance” (or “overflow”) of their hearts.  Just like bad fruit reveals a bad tree, Jesus was making clear to the Pharisees that their bad fruit was revealing a bad heart.  

And as we consider this reality, we must take note of the fact that the same thing is true of every human beings.  Jesus used this universal truth to point out the evil hearts of the Pharisees, but the truth holds true for every human being.  “Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.”  The words we say reveal our hearts because they come from our hearts.  Like water that overflows the edges of a container, our words spill out from what fills our hearts.  Jesus makes this even more explicit in the next verse as he declares, “The good person out of his good treasure brings forth good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure brings forth evil” (12:35).  Just like trees, people produce fruit that reveals who they are.  The reason a person says good things is because they are good and, their heart is full of good things.  Likewise, the reason a person says evil things is because they are evil, and their heart is full of evil things.  

Jesus said much the same thing in Matthew 15:17-19 as he declared, “Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the stomach and is expelled?  But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person.  For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander.”  As human beings, we do what we do because we are who we are.  Good people do good things - including saying good words.  Bad people do bad things - including saying bad words.  Our actions - and, in particular, our words - flow from the very core of our being.  

But, this raises a legitimate question.  Are we excused from being accountable for what we say and do because it is just “who we are”?  Jesus made clear to the Pharisees that they could not do good because they were evil.  Were they excused because they “could not help it”?  Absolutely not. 

III. Human beings will give account for, and be judged by, their words (12:36-37).  

After highlighting that our words reveal our hearts - and using that truth to demonstrate the true hearts of the Pharisees - Jesus drives home his point by making clear that there will be a day of reckoning and judgment.  

First, he says, “I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak” (12:36).  This is a sobering reality: there is coming a day when each of us will stand before God and “give account”.  We will have to explain ourselves.  There will be no hiding and no excuses and no lying.  We will give account.  And we will give account for every “careless” word.  This literally refers to “useless” words that do not accomplish anything.  In essence, this means we will give account even for our “insignificant” words - the ones that we thought unimportant at the time.  However, we will come to see that they were very important - because they served to reveal our hearts.  We will give an account.  

And Jesus goes on to say that we will not only give account but be judged for our words.  He says, “...for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned” (12:37).  This is an eye-opening, heart-searching declaration.  As we stand before the Lord, and give account for our words, those words will serve to determine our destiny.  If they represent good fruit, according to Jesus, we will be justified.  But if they represent bad fruit, according to Jesus, we will be condemned.  Not only will we give an account, but we will be judged. 

But how are we to understand this?  If salvation is by grace through faith and not of works (Eph. 2:8-9), how can Jesus make this sort of statement?  How is this not works righteousness?  The answer is found in remembering what Jesus has already said.   Words reveal the heart.  Therefore, to judge based on words is really to judge the heart.  It is entirely fair to judge the health and nature of a tree by the fruit it produces.  Likewise, it is entirely right and just for God to judge a person’s heart - and whether they have been born again and are known by Him and belong to Him - by the fruit they produce.  

In the end, our hearts are revealed by our words.  And we, based on what our words reveal about our hearts, will be judged by God Himself.  

What This Means

So, what does all of this mean for those of us who are here today.  How do we apply this?  

First of all, we need to understand, and remember, that words are incredibly important.  The things that come out of our mouth are a big deal.  The things that come out of the mouths of others are a big deal.  We should not take words and language - our own or that of others - lightly.  Words are precious.  

But secondly, we need to understand that the reason words are so precious is not because of the words themselves but because they reveal the heart.  The reason our words such a big deal is because those words show what is in our hearts.  The reason other people’s words are such a big deal is because those words show what is in their hearts.  Words are important because of what they reveal.  

And third, we need to understand the reality that this connection between words and the heart means that if we want to change the words, we must change the heart.  Stapling good apples on the leaves of a sick apple tree will not make that tree produce good apples.  The nature of the tree will come out.  In the same way, putting on a facade of “good words” will not change our hearts.  The nature of our hearts comes out eventually.  

Ultimately, this points us to the need for Jesus Christ.  The ironic thing about Jesus’ interaction with the Pharisees is that what they really needed was to bow down to Jesus and follow Him so that their heart problem (and, in turn, their word problem) could be addressed.  Interestingly, talking about the tongue ultimately gets us back to the central reality of all of life.  What do we believe about Jesus Christ?  If we do not follow Him and submit to Him, our hearts are wicked, and that wickedness will be evidenced by our life and our words.  And the only way a wicked heart can be changed is by being “made new” (Ezek. 36; 2 Cor. 5:17).  God must transform the wicked heart into a good heart.  And that change will result in good fruit.  

Communion

So, as we prepare to come to the table, I would encourage each of you to examine your own life.  Examine your own heart.  And, in particular, examine your own heart by examining your words.  What do they reveal about you?  

Do your words reveal that you love and honor and treasure the Lord?  If so, praise the Lord because that is a sign that your heart has been transformed and the tree has been made well.  

Do your words reveal a heart of gratefulness and thankfulness and joy in Christ?  If so, praise the Lord because that means you have a new heart that loves God.  

Do your words reveal a heart that actually hates God by refusing to submit to what He says?  If so, do not deceive yourself or comfort yourself with the thought that “they’re just words.”  Those words reveal your heart, and if your words are evil, your heart is evil.  Repent of your sin and throw yourself on Jesus Christ by trusting Him and following Him.  You will be saved, and you will have a new, healthy, good heart.  

Do your words reveal a heart that does love God but still also has sin dwelling in it?  If so, begin by praising the Lord because the fact that anything good comes out of you is a sign of grace in you.  By nature, “no one does good.”  So rejoice that God has poured out grace and changed your heart.  And then cry out to Him for more grace to put to death the sin in your life.  Do not feed the sinful areas of your heart.  Starve them out, and cultivate a heart that loves and honors and obeys the Lord, so that more good fruit comes out.  And trust the sacrifice of Christ that guarantees your deliverance from God’s wrath.  And trust the active power of the Holy Spirit that dwells in you to transform you more and more into the image of Christ.  Amen.  

