Proverbs and Keeping Our Mouths Shut

As if Solomon needs any outside help, today’s proverbs can be summed up by one of our own American
proverbs, attributed to Mark Twain: “It is better to keep one's mouth shut and be thought a fool than to
open it and remove all doubt.” While we will come back to the issue of our speech at large in a later
study, today we look at the wisdom of simply keeping our mouths shut!

He who guards his mouth preserves his life,
But he who opens wide his lips shall have destruction. (13:3)

He who has knowledge spares his words,

And a man of understanding is of a calm spirit.

Even a fool is counted wise when he holds his peace;

When he shuts his lips, he is considered perceptive. (17:27-28)

Do you see a man hasty in his words?
There is more hope for a fool than for him. (29:20)

He who is devoid of wisdom despises his neighbor,
But a man of understanding holds his peace. (11:12)

One of the conversations we often have in our home is only opening our mouths when we have
something worth saying. The more we babble on, making noise just for the sake of making noise, the
less people are going to hear when we actually have something that needs to be heard! Measured use
of our speech goes a long way in determining whether we are wise or foolish. We ought to guard our
mouths (13:3) and spare our words (17:27). Fools might even pass for wise if they were to keep their
mouths shut!

| had a professor in seminary who, being a pastor himself, served on a number of elder boards. He said
one of the men that had always stuck out to him rarely said a word. He’d sit back and listen as everyone
else would discuss — sometimes passionately — whatever issue was happening in the church. Yet, my
professor said the moment this man would sit up to say something, everyone would immediately quiet
down and listen to whatever it is he had to say.

The more we talk, the greater the chances we will stumble into foolishness, if not outright sin. It’s for
good reason that James writes: And the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity. . . But no man can tame the
tongue. It is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison (3:6, 8). There’s another good reason though to generally
hold our tongue. While the tongue may be a gateway to evil, it’s also the means by which we pronounce
the Gospel of Jesus. We ought to speak in such a way that causes people to want to listen to everything
we have to say, and we ought to avoid speaking in such a way that would then discredit the Gospel.

Proverbs then goes on to dispense more wisdom in this area:

Wise people store up knowledge,
But the mouth of the foolish is near destruction. (10:14)

The heart of the righteous studies how to answer,
But the mouth of the wicked pours forth evil. (15:28)



Again, we have a parallel with James: let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath; for
the wrath of man does not produce the righteousness of God (1:19-20). Listening and understanding are
lost skills today, both inside and outside the Church. Those who are quick to speak are near destruction!
Instead, a righteous heart studies how to answer; it accumulates wisdom and knowledge. It emphasizes
input before it thinks about output.?

There is one who speaks like the piercings of a sword,
But the tongue of the wise promotes health. (12:18)

What a great image this is! The fool stabs people with their tongue, yet the wise promotes health.

Do not answer a fool according to his folly,
Lest you also be like him. (26:4)

Finally, one of the things that takes a lot of self-control is not responding in-kind when fools are speaking
to us. It's easy to escalate a situation when the other person starts from a position of foolishness. When
we are attacked, we feel justified in matching the tension. Instead, the Word of God tells us to answer
appropriately, lest we end up like the fool.

Taming the tongue isn’t Christianity 101; it’s part of the course on Advanced Studies in Sanctification!
Yet, as believers, we are all called to make wise use of our speech, which often times means not using it
at all!

See also Proverbs 11:13; 13:16; 19:1; 20:18, 25.

There’s a reason why an average week for sermon preparation takes around ten hours! Input first, and then carefully and
prayerfully crafting output!



