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“Sticks and stones can break my bones but words can never hurt me” – this was often chanted by 
Moms and Dads to children in the old days, when Johnny comes home and tells you what ugly things 
a bully said to him at school. 

- Who can recall words used by a teacher or sports coach from when you were a child that hurt 
you emotionally? It could appear as harmless as “you’ll never be a doctor one day” and it 
shatters your dream.  

- Who can recall something a friend said that hurt you deeply? 
     -    Who can recall something you were told was said about you that was not true? 

- Who can recall an encouraging word that affirmed you, that built you up, that    encouraged 
you, that made you feel really good, that motivated you to go the extra mile? 

Are words powerful? Let’s go to God’s word on this “word” issue … 
 
Proverbs 18:21 21 The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit. 
Tongue, here is a metonymy. It is not meant literally that a tongue has the power of life and death but 
that the words the tongue speaks has the power of life and death. A famous example of a metonymy 
is the saying, "The pen is mightier than the sword”. This sentence has two examples of metonymy: 
The "pen" stands in for "the written word." The "sword" stands in for "military aggression and force." 
 
Words are much more than simply a way of conveying information. The power of words can crush a 
spirit. They can stir up violence – imagine what happens when a powerful speaker like Hitler got 
going with a crowd? Perhaps there are some modern day examples you can think of, who stir up 
crowds to do things that can lead to destruction, violence and even death. Similarly, there are modern 
day preachers who, through emotion, stir up crowds who follow false doctrines. There was recently a 
case where Carte Blanche investigated a church (which they thought might be a cult) where the 
pastor was preaching a false gospel. 
 
The Bible talks about the tongue in many places – why? God spoke the world into being with words 
(Genesis 1:3 “3 Then God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light). In James 3, he describes it 
as a small part of the body – this we know – he also calls it a “world of evil”, a restless evil”, and “full 
of deadly poison”. Yikes! This small part of the body can do great damage. A small spark can start a 
forest fire. What happens when a forest fire gets going? It is VERY hot and it can destroy everything 
in its path - you cannot get in front of it and it can easily get out of control. In verse 6 he says: “It 
corrupts the whole body, sets the whole course of one’s life on fire.” 
 
So the power of the tongue is in the words we speak. The words we speak have enormous power, 
power of life or death.  
 
Let’s examine the effect of words in three categories:  
1. Physically 



a. Words literally can cause death or life physically 
b. Think of the words which a judge or jury speak over someone’s life 
c. “We the jury, find the defendant guilty of murder in the first degree” 
d. They can sentence someone to death or give them life. 
e. Words can save lives. The instructions a doctor gives to a nurse as to which medicine to 

give a patient can give life or it can lead to death. 
 

2. Emotionally … 
a. Words can cause death or life 
b. Proverbs 15:4 (4 The soothing tongue is a tree of life, but a perverse tongue crushes the 

spirit). 
c. If we speak words of “life”, we grow people, like a tree that is full of life, growing strongly, 

providing shade and fruit 
d. Think when people have spoken encouraging words to you; words that affirm you; that 

build you up – how did you feel? 
e. A perverse tongue (best equivalent word I could find was “troublesome”) crushes the spirit; 

how did you feel when you heard people gossip about you; or say ugly things about you; 
perhaps even called you names; or said things about you which perhaps made you feel 
unworthy, unloved. 

f. Words like this can even lead to depression.  
 

3. Spiritually … 
a. Words can cause death or life 
b. Proverbs 12:6 6 The words of the wicked are like a murderous ambush, but the words of 

the godly save lives. 
c. When we speak to people, do we speak words that show Jesus to them? Words that give 

life – words that literally save lives?  
d. Or do we speak words that could even chase them away from Jesus.  
e. We have all heard stories about people saying: “I have been hurt by the church”.  
f. What they mean is somebody in the church said something to them which hurt them 

deeply (and sometimes it only takes 1 person with their small tongue).  
g. It is possible that they leave the local church and find another local church. 
h. But it is also possible that they go into the wilderness and drift so far from Jesus that they 

are lost to eternal life with Jesus.  
i. (God needs to assess where they are at) but what role did my words play in that person’s 

walk with Jesus? 
j. We can take a hard line and say: they need to grow up and take responsibility for how they 

choose to respond, but this proverb does NOT say that.  
k. It says: “the words are like a murderous ambush” 

 
Let’s examine how we use words in our modern-day context of social media. 
Let me start by saying that what has changed with the internet and social media is two key things 
(which you know about but it might be an important reminder): 
 
The enormous speed with which things can spread – last year the fastest video to go viral hit 200m 
views in 24 hours 
Secondly, the ease with which we say things because we are not facing people when we say them 
 
We must ask ourselves, how do we use our words on social media; what do we post; what do we 
share?   

- Do we point people to Jesus and write words that give life?  



- Do we write words that are neutral – what do I mean by that? Words that don’t offend; words 
that encourage and motivate but are essentially secular – not Jesus-centred. Perhaps even 
could be acceptable for anyone’s own god 

- Do we write words that focus on ourselves? These words are not murderous ambush but let’s 
think about this … if our words are in any way keeping people from finding Jesus, are we not 
laying an ambush to distract them from the real truth, and hence, an ambush for potential 
death? 

- What about if we receive WhatsApp jokes which are anti Muslim? Do we pass them on without 
thinking, or do we stop and pray for the person who sent it and perhaps it is a huge reminder to 
pray for Muslims. Why? Because Jesus died for them too; God loves them and he wants them 
to come into a relationship with him too. 

Social media is used powerfully today to spread things virally very quickly, and we do it with the click 
of a button. Do we think about what the words we are about to spread virally? Perhaps every single 
friend in your network thinks if you have thought about it from a biblical point of view, it must be right 
and it must be important, so let me also send it on, and so I am spreading words which may affect 
people’s lives.  
A real example I received the other day was about the ever-increasing fuel prices. Of course this 
caught my attention. The fuel price is now at the highest it’s ever been and this affects everyone. So I 
read it carefully. The logic appeared simple. Boycott BP only. That way you can still buy fuel but this 
will force BP to put pressure on the other oil producers and so bring the fuel price down. I asked the 
person nicely to hold on spreading this around to allow me to do some research. There are numerous 
factors which affect the price of petrol in SA. The price of crude oil. This in turn is affected by world 
events, e.g. When Trump recently pulled out of the Iran Nuclear deal, Iranian oil exports dropped and 
the price went up; the Rand/ $ exchange rate affects the price we pay. If our Rand weakens, which it 
has been doing, the price goes up; the taxes which the SA government levies account for nearly R4 / 
R10 of petrol. All 3 of the last factors are not influenced by BP. So perhaps we think we are going to 
bring the price of oil down, when actually, we might just put some petrol attendants out of work, and in 
SA, this affects 10 other lives on average. 
Let’s use our words carefully and spread words carefully  
 
Let’s examine the second part of our main text:  
Proverbs 18:21 21 The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit. 
What does it mean “and those who love it will eat its fruit”? Those who love to use the power of the 
tongue – for life and death – will reap the fruit of how they use their tongue. We will experience the 
consequences of how we use our tongue. The problem is we do not know in advance what the 
consequences might be, and sometimes it is too late to change things. I am sure you have also heard 
people say: you can never take back what has been said.  
Look at how the lawyers use this technique to great effect in a trial when there is a jury. They make a 
statement to the witness instead of asking a question; then the defence lawyer shouts “objection Your 
Honour”; the judge tells the jury to delete the statement, but guess what, the thought is in their minds 
and it is very difficult to erase it.  
 
Let’s think carefully before we speak. Let’s examine how we use our tongue for Jesus? 
I am 100% convinced that we all want to use our tongues for life, for Jesus. So what can we do to 
really change this? Perhaps our Lord Jesus can help us … 
Jesus said in Matthew 12:33-37 33 “A tree is identified by its fruit. If a tree is good, its fruit will be 
good. If a tree is bad, its fruit will be bad. 34 You brood of snakes! How could evil men like you speak 
what is good and right? For whatever is in your heart determines what you say. 35 A good person 
produces good things from the treasury of a good heart, and an evil person produces evil things from 
the treasury of an evil heart. 36 And I tell you this, you must give an account on judgment day for 
every idle word you speak. 37 The words you say will either acquit you or condemn you.” 



These words spoken by Jesus to the Pharisees were words of life and death. He knew what was in 
their hearts because of what came from their mouths. Just to be clear that this message from Jesus is 
not only for the Pharisees …Words are an indication of what is in our hearts. 
In Romans 14:12 Paul is talking to the Christians in Rome and believers everywhere when he talked 
about judgement day and said: 12 Yes, each of us will give a personal account to God.  We will have 
to account for every idle word. While this judgment does not affect our salvation, we will have to 
account for how we have used our words to affect others for Jesus.  
Jesus says in Matt 12: 34b “For whatever is in your heart determines what you say.” We know this 
verse so well.  
My personal experience is this … bad things come out of my mouth when I am not walking closely 
with Jesus. Now that is a typical Christian statement. “Walk more closely with Jesus, my brother”. 
Another typical statement. But I am not sure it is very helpful. Let me to be more specific and more 
transparent. 
When I get busy and miss my Quiet Time with the Lord, I end up going into the day with the wrong 
heart, the wrong attitude.  I end up relying on myself more. Martin Luther said: “I have so much to do 
that I shall spend the first three hours in prayer.” While my day might not go well even if I do have my 
Quiet Time,  my attitude and my response to situations is very different. When I start by asking the 
Holy Spirit to fill me with his anointing and power, my attitude is different. My sensitivity to discern 
right priorities is different; my ability to make good decisions is different; my natural tendency is to 
dive into tasks that need to be done. When I am walking closely with Jesus and being led by the 
Spirit, my focus is on people, I am more careful about what I say and how I say it. 
 
How do we control our tongue?  
We need to examine our hearts. We need to examine our relationship with Jesus. We need to ask 
ourselves, am I born again of the Spirit. By renewing our heart each morning and filling our heart with 
Jesus we can control our tongues and speak life.  
AB Whatton said “Speech forms part of character. There is an inseparable connection between what 
we say and what we think. Each man’s conversation has a distinct personality from which it cannot be 
divested. Thought awakens feeling, and feeling induces utterance. When a man speaks his character 
passes into action. By our words our own immortal future is affected, and we are continually 
exercising an influence upon the welfare of our neighbours. The power of the tongue is infinitely 
reproductive. Its effects are incalculable. And the guidance of our speech is a matter which deeply 
concerns us. Few of us can look back upon the past without a consciousness of having offended 
much with the tongue. The consideration of this subject shows the necessity of a gracious renewal of 
the heart. (A. B. Whatton) 
 
Let’s renew our heart today and speak words of life for Jesus 
Amen 


