
Week 15: Proverbs: The Way We Speak 

Hook 

 

Main Point: The way we speak to and about others can either heal or destroy.  

Encouragement can be something that changes the course of someone’s life. Perhaps 

you were going through a rough time and someone provided you with hope, or maybe 

somebody turned you toward a new passion with just a few words. Words matter far 

more than we give them credit.  

Break your LifeGroup into smaller groups to discuss the central question: 

Q: What words, positive or negative, have had the most impact on your life? Why? 

Transition: Today, we’ll look at what the proverbs have to say about how we can 

integrate wisdom into our speech in order to build up others instead of tearing them 

down. 

 

 

 



Week 15: Proverbs: The Way We Speak 

Book 

Main Point: The way we speak to and about others can either heal or destroy.  

Proverbs 10:11, 31–32; 11:9–11; 12:18; 16:13, 23–24; and 18:21 [Read] 

Talking Point 1: Our words have the power of life and death.   

Q: Why is it that what people say can hurt us so much when they’re “just words”? 

Just as with many other topics, these proverbs provide a stark contrast between the way 

the wicked and the righteous use their words. Most of these proverbs are direct-

contrast parallelism, when the second line of the couplet contrasts with the first. The 

wicked use their words to “conceal violence,” trying to hide the evil things they do 

(10:11). They pervert the truth (10:32), destroy their neighbors (11:9), and slander and 

gossip (11:13). Their words are like sword thrusts (12:18). But the righteous bring 

healing with their words (12:18; 16:24). They do not slander or reveal secrets (11:13). 

Their words are spoken with wisdom (10:31).  

Proverbs tells us that “death and life are in the power of the tongue” (18:21). Our words 

can either heal or destroy. The New Testament book of wisdom, James, describes the 

tongue as a fire that can easily get out of hand and destroy everything in its path (James 

3:1-6). He says, “It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison” (James 3:8). We all know from 

experience as kids at a playground or students in middle or high school that words hurt 

much more than “sticks and stones.” And that hurt can linger for a lifetime. Research 

tells us that most people remember criticism more vividly and much longer than they do 

praise.1  

People have quit jobs, moved to different neighborhoods, ended marriages, become 

estranged from their families, and left churches because of someone else’s words. The 

ripple effects of our words are often greater than we would ever have expected.  

How we choose to use our words can cause great pain to others. Just one example, but 

a ubiquitous one in our culture, is sarcasm. Sarcasm is widely accepted and considered 

by some to be a higher form of intelligence or even an art form.2 To anyone who has a 

problem with it or gets hurt by it, the world says to “grow a thicker skin.” The word 

“sarcasm” literally means “to tear the flesh.”3 No wonder it’s painful! When the world 

tells you to “grow a thicker skin,” it means they know sarcasm is cutting, but they are 

putting the onus on the one receiving the cuts – not the one doing the cutting – to not 



let it hurt them. Imagine telling someone who was cut with an actual sword thrust 

(12:18) to just “not let it hurt you.”  

The Bible tells us that the responsibility isn’t on other person to grow a thicker skin, it’s 

on us to make sure we don’t use cutting words. To only speak words that lift others up, 

not tear them down (Ephesians 4:29), whether that’s what the world does or not. We 

hear the phrase “speak life” a lot in our modern Christian context, but what exactly does 

that mean? Proverbs gives us two ways to speak life to others:  

• We speak the truth – God’s wisdom, what is right (10:11, 31–32; 12:18). 

• We speak with grace (16:23–24). 

To really speak life, our words need to hold both truth and grace. When we speak the 

truth, we can bring life and healing to those who don’t know God. Sharing the Gospel 

can bring eternal life, but sharing God’s truth in the day-to-day things can also shine a 

light on the darkness and reveal a better way to live, which can bring healing and a new, 

abundant life on this earth. But if we beat people over the head with the truth, it will 

likely push them farther from us. Paul said our words should always be gracious 

(Colossians 4:6), that we must speak the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15).  

Speaking with love and grace doesn’t mean compromising the truth. It’s not loving to 

leave people in the darkness. It’s loving to reveal the darkness and show them the way 

to the light. If we compromise the truth, our words won’t bring the healing that is 

necessary for new life. They won’t bring hope or salvation.  

We must have both truth and grace for our words to really speak life.    

Q: Describe a time when someone spoke life to you. What happened? What difference 

did it make in your life?  

 

Q: Which is harder for you personally, to speak truth or to speak with grace? Why?  

 

Proverbs 10:19–21; 12:13; 15:1–7; 17:27–28; 18:6–8; 21:23; 25:11–12, 15 [Read] 

Talking Point 2: The wise know when to hold their tongues. 

Q: Why is it hard to have self-control when it comes to what you say?  
 
Q: Give an example of how your words can ensnare you.    



Each of these proverbs tells us the same thing, that those who are wise know when to 

hold their tongues. Solomon said that “even a fool who keeps silent is considered wise” 

(17:28). Proverbs’ advice is, when in doubt, be silent. 

Proverbs uses the imagery of being ensnared by our lips (12:13; 18:7). We can become 

trapped by our own words. And like an animal trapped in a literal snare, the more we 

struggle to get out, the more trapped we become.4 Haven’t we all had this experience at 

some point in our lives? You keep trying to say something to make things better, but the 

more you talk, the worse it gets. But Proverbs tells us that if we could learn to hold our 

tongues, we could keep ourselves out of trouble (12:13; 21:23).  

Yet so many of us find it very hard to have self-control when it comes to our words. This 

shouldn’t be surprising when we think back to what James said about the tongue – it’s a 

fire. Wildfires are so dangerous because they spread quickly and easily grow out of 

control, consuming everything in their paths.5 Our words can be the same way. They can 

get out of control very quickly. It takes great self-control to hold our tongues. Yet in that 

same verse, James said that “no human being can tame the tongue” (James 3:8). It’s 

disheartening to think we can’t control our tongues!  

The tongue can be tamed, but we can’t do it in our own human strength. It takes the 

Holy Spirit. Those who have been made new creations by the Spirit through Christ are 

the “righteous” that Proverbs describes as speaking life and wisdom and knowing when 

to keep our mouths shut (2 Corinthians 5:16–21). We may not feel as though we’re 

doing very well at self-control, but Scripture tells us that God is growing the fruit of the 

Spirit in our lives, one of which is self-control (Galatians 5:22–23). The more we grow in 

Christ, the more we will be able to control our tongues by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

James didn’t say, “No one can tame the tongue, so don’t bother trying.” He said to 

pursue the wisdom from above, to look to the Lord to help us control our tongues 

(James 3:13-18). 

Q: How have you experienced the Spirit growing self-control in your life?  

 

Q: If the way to control our tongues is through the Spirit, what should we do when we 

are tempted to slander, gossip, lash out in anger, or toy with other dangers of our 

mouths? 

 

 

Proverbs 15:1–2; 16:27–28; 18:6–8; 25:23; and 26:20–26 [Read] 

Talking Point 3: The wicked like to stir up trouble with their words. 



Q: Why do you think some people like to stir up trouble?   

These proverbs describe those who intentionally stir up trouble with their words – those 

who speak harshly and speak folly (15:1–2), those who speak with backbiting and anger 

(25:23), those who pick fights (18:6) and kindle strife (26:21). The worthless man who 

plots evil, the dishonest man who spreads strife, and the whisperer who separates 

friends (16:27–28).  

This word “whisperer” is only used four times in the Bible, only in these proverbs, and it 

means a talebearer or slanderer. It comes from a word that means “to roll to pieces.” 6 

Slander and gossip destroy people. Yet, Solomon said this kind of talk is extremely 

tempting, like “delicious morsels” (18:8; 26:22).7 Gossip, slander, and negative talk are 

contagious. Solomon told us how to stop these people with an image that continues the 

theme of words as fire: “for lack of wood, a fire goes out” (26:20). Simply stop giving 

them fuel for the fire. Refuse to listen to gossip, just tell them no. If you pull yourself out 

of the gossip chain, you can stop it: 

 

Proverbs says the problem with these people is that they may look nice on the outside 

like a beautiful glaze on an earthenware vessel, but their hearts are evil. And an evil 

heart with fervent lips is a dangerous combination (26:23–24). In the Gospels, Jesus told 

us that our words matter because what comes out of our mouths reflects what is in our 

hearts (Matthew 15:18). A heart that is loving and humble will speak words of love, 

grace and kindness. When they must confront someone, they will do it with truth and 

love, not criticism and anger. They will try to unify people with their words, not divide. 

They will speak the best about people, not gossip or slander. They will speak words that 

lift up others instead of tearing them down. When the Holy Spirit dwells in your heart 

and speaks through your mouth, words of life will come out of it.  

Q: How have you seen people intentionally hurt others with their words? What kind of 

damage was done by it?    



 

Q: How can you intentionally stop gossip and slander in your community? 

 

Q: In what ways does the Holy Spirit transform you? How is that transformation 

reflected in your speech? 

  



Week 15: Proverbs: The Way We Speak 

Took 

Main Point: The way we speak to and about others can either heal or destroy.  

“Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me” are words that 
tend to ring hollow in our daily lives. Negative words can do real harm to our being, as 
we are much more complicated than we think, and not everyone has the ability to grow 
thicker skin. 
 
But the words of the wise are words that build and restore those who are hurting or 
broken. Your words can have a massive impact beyond your intended purpose. We can 
either choose to wield this responsibility with an eye to heal or destroy. 
 
We would never want our words to cause intentional harm to somebody. This can 
happen to us when we are not mindful of the things that dwell in our hearts and come 
out of our mouths. This week make sure your words are words of healing and not 
destruction. Make sure you are driving people to Christ and not in a downward spiral.  
 
Q: Whom do you need to use your words to encourage this week?  
 
Q: How can you ensure that your words are uplifting to others this week? 
 

CHALLENGES  

THINK: Why is it so tempting to speak negatively about other people? Why does it feel 

good? What kind of pleasure do we get out of it? Is it a godly, holy pleasure or an evil, 

selfish one? How can we resist the temptation to participate in gossip or slander or any 

negative talk about others or to others? Think of some practical things you could say in a 

real-life situation to stop the spread of negative talk.   

PRAY: Pray for God to reveal to you any way you have been hurting others with your 

words. Ask Him for the heart only to speak life to and about other people and only 

speak truth and wisdom in the world. Ask for His Spirit’s power to have self-control 

when it comes to your tongue.  

ACT: Speak life. You have two choices of actions this week (or you can do both). Either 

choose someone to intentionally speak life over or lovingly and graciously confront 

someone with whom you have been gossiping or slandering or backbiting to “stop the 

spread.” If you choose to confront, make sure you take ownership of your own role in 

the situation and don’t shift all the blame to the other person. You could even choose to 



confess to the person you have been talking about and ask for forgiveness. The 

“speaking life” may be sharing an affirming or encouraging word with someone, or it 

may be speaking a hard truth to that person in a loving way. Pray and ask God how He is 

leading you to respond to this lesson in action. 
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