Today, we will finish our series looking at what the Bible says about the tongue by looking at some of the very practical declarations of Scripture.  Having looked at two of the central, foundational texts regarding our understanding of the tongue (Matt. 12 and James 3) over the last two weeks, we will now look more specifically at application.  In light of what we have seen, over these last two weeks, how should we use our tongues?  We will begin with a brief review of the last two weeks before turning our attention to the Biblical answer to that question.  

I. The Root of the Tongue is the Heart

Before we begin looking at some of the specific exhortations the Bible gives regarding the tongue, we need to remember what we have seen over the last few weeks in Matthew 12 and James 3.  Most importantly, we need to remember that what comes out of the mouth reveals the heart.  This means that if we want to understand and control our mouths, we have to understand and control our hearts.  And, because we know that the human heart is wicked, this means that the problem of the heart must be addressed before the problems of the mouth can be addressed.  Put more simply, the heart must be born again and “made good” if we want the fruit to be “good”.  

Interestingly, Paul makes this point very explicit in his letter to the Ephesians.  He spends much of his time in the first three chapters laying out many of the core doctrinal and theological foundations of the Christian faith and helping his readers understand what has happened  to them in salvation.  Then, he turns his attention to very practical instruction and exhortation in chapters 4-6.  This order – indicative (truth, doctrine, etc.) and then imperative (do this, live this way, etc) – is critically important for Paul.  He understood that a person can only live rightly if they have been made new by the grace of God in salvation.  He understood that a person has to be brought to life before they can actually “live” the Christian life.  

We see this very clearly in chapter 4 of Ephesians.  First, Paul begins this practical part of the letter by saying, “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called” (4:1).  Notice, Paul is assuming that they have been “called” - a word which Paul uses to refer to salvation.  Because they have been called, they should live in a particular way – salvation comes first.  Later on, Paul also says, “...you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do.”  And the reason he says that is because “they are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart.”  Paul wants them to live differently because they are not darkened in their understanding or alienated from the life of God because of  their hard hearts anymore.  The fact that those things have changed means their lives should change as well.  He writes, “But that is not the way you learned Christ! - assuming that you have heard about him and were taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to put off the new self created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness (4:17-24).  Notice, Paul exhorts them to live differently because He assumes they are different.  He assumes they have “heard” about Christ and were “taught in him.”  He assumes they can put off the old self and put on the new self.  He assumes they have a “former manner of life”.  Paul assumes this as he begins to lay out some specific ethical exhortations in 4:25-32.  

So, what does this mean for our discussion of the tongue?  First of all, if you are here and you are not a Christian, this means that the primary issue is not how to avoid saying bad things or start saying good things.  The primary issue is that you need to repent of your sins and believe on Jesus Christ.  Right now, apart from Christ, you are dead in your trespasses and sins and you need to be made alive together with Christ.  Right now, apart from Christ, you are under the wrath of God.  This is the bad news.  But the good news is that almost 2,000 years ago, Jesus came to earth and lived a perfect, sinless life and died on the cross and rose from the dead three days later.  Through His perfect life, He fulfilled the perfect, righteous demands of God.  Through His death, He took the wrath of God against sin so that everyone who would believe in Him could be rescued.  And through His resurrection, He has made a way for sinful people to be rescued and delivered and saved and justified.  Repent and believe.  The “roots” of your tree will be made good, and the “fruit” of your tongue will follow.  This is the primary issue. 

And, secondly, for those of us who are Christians, this reminds us of the foundation on which our entire life is built.  We cannot approach the issue of the tongue as legalists who are simply trying to “get our act together” and “do better”.  We must remember that we have been blessed with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.  We have been adopted into the family of God and had our sins forgiven.  We have been given the Holy Spirit as a guarantee of our future destiny (Eph. 1:3-14).  We have been made alive together with Christ and raised up with Him and seated with Him in the heavenly places.  We have been saved by grace through faith – as a gift from God (Eph. 2:1-10).  We who were far off have been brought near and are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God.  We are being built together into a dwelling place for God (Eph. 2:11-22).  We are fellow heirs, members of the body of Christ and partakers of the covenant promises in Christ Jesus.  We are a demonstration to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places of the wisdom of God (Eph. 3:1-13).  And because these things are true, we should be walking in holiness and faithfulness because we understand the incredible grace and  mercy that has been poured out on us.  And, specifically with regard to our tongues, this means: “...having put away falsehood, let each one of your speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are members one of another” (Eph. 4:25).  And, even more comprehensively, it means we should “let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear” (Eph. 4:29).  

But what does this look like in practice?  The rest of Scripture fleshes it out for us well, so we will use the guide of Ephesians 4:29 as a starting point to look at the rest of God's counsel.

II. “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths...”

As Paul speaks to his readers about the way they should use their tongues, he begins by telling them what they should not do.  This is in line with his exhortation to “put off” the old man and then “put on” the new man.  He first tells them what not to do before telling them what to do.  

So, in line with Paul, we will begin by looking at how we should not use our tongues.  In Ephesians 4, Paul says that no “corrupting” talk should come out of our mouths.  The word Paul uses seems carefully chosen because the same word is used in Matthew 7 and Matthew 12 to describe the “bad” fruit that comes from a “bad” tree.  Paul seems to be aware of the teaching of Jesus and using that teaching to make his point.  No “corrupting” or “decaying” or “bad” talk should come from our mouths.  But what does such “corrupting” talk look like?  What should we avoid.  

First of all, Scripture is clear that we should not lie.  As far back as Leviticus 19:11, God told His people, “You shall not lie to one another.”  In Psalm 120:2, the psalmist prays, “Deliver me, O Lord, from lying lips, from a deceitful tongue.”  One of six things the Lord “hates” in Proverbs 6:16-19 is “a lying tongue.”  Proverbs 20:22 declares, “Lying lips are an abomination to the Lord.”  And in Colossians 3:9, Paul says very explicitly, “Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in  knowledge after the image of its creator.”  We should not lie, and interestingly, in Colossians, Paul makes the same point as in Ephesians – the reason for not lying is because we “put off the old self” and “put on the new self.”  A “good” heart should produce “good” fruit – in this case, words that are true.  People should be able to trust what we say because we speak the truth.  We should not aim to deceive.  We should not lie.  

Second of all, we should not slander other people.  Once again, as far back as Leviticus 19, God declared, “You shall not go around as a slanderer among your people” (Lev. 19:16).  In Psalm 101:5, David declares, “Whoever slanders his neighbor secretly I will destroy.”  Romans 1:30 describes the wicked person whom God has turned over to a debased mind as a “slanderer”.  In Colossians 3:8, Paul tells us to put away “slander”, and Peter says the same thing in 1 Pet. 2:1 - “So put away...all slander.”  At the most basic level, slander is speaking something bad (and often untrue) about someone for the purpose of making them look bad.  Slander is trying to make others look worse and, in turn, ourselves look better by using our words to attack them – especially to other people.  According to Scripture, we should not be this sort of person.  Slander stems from an arrogant heart that is attempting to exalt itself, so such action should not flow from a new heart that is seeking after humility.  On a very practical level, this means we should more than likely never say something bad or negative about someone unless we are saying it to them.  If you are about to say something bad about someone, ask yourself, “Why am I saying this?  What is motivating this statement?”  The honest answer will most likely reveal sin and make clear what we should do.  

Third, we should not gossip.  This is very closely related to slander in that both involve revealing details and information about others.  At least one of the differences seems to be that slander often involves more explicitly ill will and actual criticism.  Gossip, on the other hand, often takes the form of merely “passing on information.”  Nevertheless, Scripture speaks to this as well, and tells us to avoid it.  Just like with slanderers, Rom. 1 identifies the wicked person whom God has turned over to a debased mind as a “gossip” and says that “those who practice such things deserve to die (Rom. 1:29,32).  And in 1 Timothy 5:13, in a passage discussing the church's role in helping widows, Paul warns against younger widows who “learn to be idlers, going about from house to house, and not only idlers, but also gossips and busybodies, saying what they should not.”  Just like with lying and slander, gossip should not cross the tongue of a person who follows Christ.  Such speech is corrupting.  But how can you know if something is gossip?  On the one hand, I would say that most people are asking this question because they know what they are saying is gossip and want to rationalize it.  But, on certain occasions, it can be difficult to know.  But based on Scripture's strong condemnation of gossip, if there is even a question, we should not say it.  The goal is not to get as close to the line as possible but to stay as far away as possible.  Do not gossip about other people.  If you are not saying something good about someone, you should seriously consider if you need to say it at all.  Would you say this if the person were here?  Would they want you to?  We must ask these questions and guard our words. 

Fourth, we should not belittle other people.  Once again, this is closely related to slander and gossip, but belittling seems to involve the idea of making fun of someone or seeking to embarrass someone by ridiculing them.  Proverbs 11:12a says, “Whoever belittles his neighbor lacks sense.”  And, in Matthew 5:21-22, Jesus declares, “You have heard that it was said to those of old, 'You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.'  But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, 'You fool!' will be liable to the hell of fire.”  Notice that Jesus tells us not only to avoid murdering a brother but to avoid being angry with a brother and even to avoid insulting a brother.  The idea here seems to be that we need to be very careful not to speak ill of another person – especially a person who claims the name of Christ.  In general, though many of us know not to “make fun” of someone, I fear that I often slip into belittling other people (even other Christians) when I think they have done or said something I think is ridiculous.  Normally, this also happens when the person is not around and I do not know them.  And even friendly banter between friends can so easily slip into this.  We must be careful and guard our tongues.  As we have seen, the tongue is dangerous and can cause terrible damage.  And as we have seen, the tongue reveals the heart – and our belittling of someone else reveals pride, which is sin.  

Fifth, we should avoid filthy and obscene talk.  Ephesians 5:4 says, “Let there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor crude joking, which are out of place, but instead let there be thanksgiving.”  And, in Colossians 3:8, Paul says we should “put away...obscene talk from your mouth.”  The idea here is that vulgar, filthy words have no place in the Christian life.  There are certain things that ought not be talked about because they are so gross.  Christians should be people who avoid such talk.  We should be people who are known for the purity of our language and the thankfulness of our words.  We should be people for whom obscene talk is foreign.  How would others characterize your speech?  Filthy?  Foolish?  Crude?  Obscene?  We should examine our words and make sure they are pure.

Finally, we should avoid grumbling.  Paul told the Philippians, “Do all things without grumbling or questioning, that you may be blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world” (Phil. 2:14-15).  As those who follow Christ, we should not be known as grumblers and complainers.  Ultimately, if God is in control – as we believe – such grumbling is grumbling against God.  We should be content with what we have and where we are.  It is not our place to sit around and air our opinions about what is wrong with our place in life or with our situation or with where God has put us.  Our responsibility is to obey – wherever we find ourselves.  Now, this does not mean there is no place for voicing our struggles with fellow believers so that they might know how to pray.  We are supposed to bear one another's burdens, and we cannot bear those burdens if we do not know what they are.  We should share our burdens with one another.  Nevertheless, we must be so careful not to degrade into grumbling about them.  We must examine our hearts and make sure that we are not complaining because things do not look like we want or are not going like we want.  Such a spirit is sinful, and we should avoid such words.  

Overall, as Paul told the Ephesians, we should examine our hearts and make sure that no “corrupting” words are coming out.  Do our words cause others to “decay”?  Do our words tempt others to sin?  Do our words contribute to their growth or hinder it?  Ultimately,  as we have seen, every one of these sins of the tongue stems from a problem in the heart.  So we cannot take these things lightly or act as if they do not matter.  We must recognize them and probe our heart to see what is causing them so that we might repent and trust Christ and walk in holiness.  

III. “...but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear.” 

And after Paul tells them what they should not do, he does not stop.  Rather, he tells them not only to avoid corrupting speech but to speak “only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear” (Eph. 4:29).  This is critically important because it reminds us that we are not concerned merely with avoiding certain sins of the tongue.  Rather, we are seeking to use the tongue for good.  It is not enough to merely avoid bad things; we should be actively seeking to do good.  

So, what should we do.  First of all, with regard to our behavior in general, we should talk less.  Proverbs 10:19 says, “When words are many, transgression is not lacking, but whoever restrains his lips is prudent.”  Proverbs 11:12b says, “a man of understanding remains silent.”  Proverbs 17:27a,28 also declares, “Whoever restrains his words has knowledge....Even a fool who keeps silent is considered wise; when he closes his lips, he is deemed intelligent.”  And James is very explicit in his letter: “Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger” (James 1:19).  The Bible is clear that the wise person actually restrains his words.  Talking a lot is not necessarily a sign of wisdom.  Particularly in our day and age, when noise is abundant and we are information-saturated, we need to re-learn the value of silence and restraint.  Everything that goes through our minds does not need to come out of our mouths.  In fact, much of what goes through our minds probably does not need to come out.  We would do well to remember this and try to talk less.  

Second, also with regard to behavior related to the tongue, we should avoid people who sin freely with their tongue.  If people are gossips or slanderers or liars, we should not associate with them.  It is simply asking for trouble.  Proverbs 20:19 says, “Whoever goes about slandering reveals secrets; therefore do not associate with a simple babbler.”  Likewise, Proverbs 22:10 says, “Dive out a scoffer, and strife will go out, and quarreling and abuse will cease.”  Even Paul, in writing to the Romans, said, “I appeal to you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and create obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you have been taught; avoid them.  For such persons do not serve our Lord Christ, but their own appetites, and by smooth talk and flattery they deceive the hearts of the naïve.”  Notice that Paul tells the Romans to “avoid” people who “by smooth talk and flattery...deceive the hearts of the naïve.”  The sins of the tongue are serious, and we should avoid those who continually walk in them without repentance or change.  

Third, we should stop gossip and slander when we hear it.  If we hear someone committing these sins by saying something to us, we should be sure not to pass along the morsel and thus pass along the sin.  Proverbs 26:20 says, “For lack of wood the fire goes out, and where there is no whisperer, quarreling ceases.”   Gossip and slander should stop when it gets to us.  We cannot control what others do with their tongues, but we can control what we do with ours.  

Fourth, and related to the last point, we should confront brothers and sisters in sin.  Often, people begin to assume that keeping control of your tongue means never saying anything that might offend or upset someone else.  While it is good to examine our words and make sure we are not unnecessarily offending people, Scripture is also clear that we are to hold each other accountable.  Matthew 18:15 says, “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone.  If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.”  Notice that Jesus said to “go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone.  The mouth can be used for good even when it is speaking hard words.  Likewise, in 1 Thessalonians 5:14, Paul says to “admonish the idle.”  Once again, this is a rebuke that comes in the form of words.  We must be careful not to shrink back from such needed, helpful confrontation.  We should do it in love and with great humility and kindness, but we should do it nonetheless.  

Fifth, we should use our words to build up and encourage and exhort others, especially other Christians.  This is one of the primary things Scripture tells us to actively do with our tongues.  As I mentioned, we should not just try to avoid saying bad things, we should be actively looking for opportunities to build up and encourage and exhort other people.  We should be going out of our way to use our tongues to encourage people.  We see this throughout the New Testament.  In Ephesians 4:15, Paul says that the body (the Church) will cause the body to grow by “speaking the truth in love.”  And in Ephesians 5:18-20, Paul says that one mark of being filled with the Spirit is that we will be “addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs”.  In Colossians 3:16-17, Paul says, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.  And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”  Notice that Paul wants his readers to let the word of Christ dwell in them richly so that they can teach and admonish one another.  Then, in Colossians 4:5-6, Paul writes, “Conduct yourselves wisely toward outsiders, making the best use of the time.  Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer each person.” Our speech should be gracious – that is, it should impart grace to those who hear.  Hebrews 3:12-13 likewise declares, “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God.  But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called 'today,' that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”  We should use our mouths to exhort each other every day so that no one is hardened by sin.  And Hebrews 10:24-25 says, “...let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”  We should be encouraging each other.  Brothers and sisters, use your tongues for good.  Use them to encourage each other.  Look for signs of grace in your brothers and sisters, and point them out so that they will be encouraged.  Remind each other of the truth so that you never forget it – even for a moment.  

Finally, we should be praising the Lord.  The psalms in particular are full of exhortations to praise the Lord.  Psalm 135:1-3 says, “Praise the Lord!  Praise the name of the Lord, give praise, O servants of the Lord, who stand in the house of the Lord, in the courts of the house of our God!  Praise the Lord, for the Lord is good; sing to his name, for it is pleasant!”  Psalm 147:1 says, “Praise the Lord!  For it is good to sing praises to our god; for it is pleasant, and a song of praise is fitting.”  Even in the New Testament, the author of Hebrews says, “For here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to come.  Through him then let us offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name” (Heb. 13:14-15).  As those who follow Jesus Christ, we should praising Him.  Our lips should be praising and exalting and glorifying Him.  That is the reason we were created, and that is the reason we were saved.  We should be faithful in this task.   

Communion

So, as we close this series on the tongue, it is appropriate that we come to the table.  As we have seen, the issue of the tongue is ultimately an issue of the heart.  If you have never repented of your sins and trusted Christ, then you should not worry about the tongue, you should worry about the heart, because your tongue simply reflects your heart.  Repent and believe and you will be saved and made new.  Then you will be able to put on the new man – including the new tongue, which will bear good fruit.  

And, if you have repented and believed, begin by using your tongue to praise the Father for His glorious grace.  As you come to the table, remember the One who never sinned with His tongue and yet suffered God's wrath against sin – so that you, who have sinned with your tongue, might be saved.  Rejoice in that reality, and then go out from here and glorify your God and your Father with the very tongue that has been redeemed!  May we be faithful.  Amen.  

