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INTRODUCTION

Words have power! With words Martin Luther King could persuade many to turn from 
racism.  With words Winston Churchill gave courage to a nation being ravaged by war.  With 
words a child’s self-image can be shaped for life.  With words husbands and wives can build 
one another up.  With words we can make people feel worthless and drive them towards 
suicide.  With words we can undermine and trivialise a person’s life work.  Words start wars,
order executions, define perceptions, convey love, can be weapons of hate, and God uses 
them to save.  Words have power.  Being made in God’s image we cannot create nature but 
we can determine the course of certain created things by our words.  As we move on in our 
look at marriage.  In Ephesians 5:26 Paul is dealing with husbands loving their wives as 
Christ loves the church and he outlines how Christ saves us by His word, v25-27, ‘Husbands,
love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 26 that he might 
sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 27 so that he 
might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, 
that she might be holy and without blemish.’  

God created the universe by His words.  Jesus cast out demons, healed the sick, raised the 
dead and calmed storms with His words.  We are born again when we hear and believe.  We
are sanctified by the word.  The word of God is our sword in spiritual warfare.  Words are 
situated and used by God to great effect.  As we reflect on Christ’s serving His bride with the
word I would like us to consider the power of words in general in marriage.  We are going to
follow Paul’s analogy between Christ and ourselves, looking first at His words and then ours.

Words of Christ

Paul tells us clearly in Eph. 5:25-26 that Jesus death was for the purpose of making a holy 
people, of sanctifying us.  This process of becoming holy began with being cleansed, by ‘the 
washing of water with the word.’  It is likely from the first century perspective that this is a 
reference to salvation being identified with baptism.  Paul does not teach that baptism 
saves, but rather is probably referring to the spiritual cleansing we received when we 
believed, and our faith was given an outward expression in baptism.  Paul is very clear about
the instrument of the word in our salvation in other places.  Romans 10:17, ‘So faith comes 
from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ.’  By hearing the gospel and believing 
we received a Judge’s verdict of justified.  We were granted a new legal standing in His 
presence as one who has never sinned and always obeyed, we stand represented in Christ’s 
righteousness.  



But Christ’s work of saving us does not end with justification Paul tells us that Christ died for
us in order to sanctify us.  This is also an activity that Christ does by the word, John 17:17, 
‘Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.’  He seeks to present her as holy and in 
splendour, without spot, wrinkle or blemish.  How does He sanctify us by the word?  Paul 
alluded to Christ’s sanctifying work earlier in Eph. 4:11-16.  In Eph. 4:8 we are told that 
Christ ascended to heaven and attended to His church by sending gifts.  What gifts?  He 
gave the gifts of word based ministries and offices, apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors 
and teachers 4:11.  He gave them a delegated authority and blessed their efforts by the 
Spirit in order that the saints would be equipped, the work of ministry would be 
accomplished and the body of Christ built up in her sanctification 4:12.  In 4:13 we are told 
that these offices and ministries bring about maturity, and in v14 that they guard the church
from lies and deceit.  Paul gives a summary of this word based growth in 4:15, ‘Rather, 
speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into 
Christ.’  Further growth is encouraged under the ministry of the word that we each add our 
own contribution to the growth of the church, 4:16, ‘from whom the whole body, joined and 
held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, 
makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love.’  

Paul then goes on to show how the truth spoken in love builds up the church.  He outlines in
many ways how gracious speech as a characteristic of our new lives nurtures our Spirit 
wrought unity.  He tells us to no longer walk like unbelievers 4:17.  And he calls us to reflect 
the image of God made new in us 4:24.  The very first way he does this is to draw attention 
to our speech, 4:25, ‘Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the 
truth with his neighbor, for we are members one of another.’  We were once in the image of 
satan, the father of lies, and we used our tongues like he does, to lie, deceive, control, 
manipulate, etc.  In Christ we are restored to the image of God, and so like God who cannot
lie, we are to put away all falsehood.  We are only to speak truth to one another.  
Remember that this must be the truth in love 4:15.  And Paul motivates it on the basis of 
our new unity in Christ, for we are members of one another.  The same principle applies to 
marriage.  
The power of the tongue is highlighted in 4:29, ‘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.’  Our talk has the power to corrupt, to make bad or rotten.  We can 
corrupt those around us by lying to them and leading into error.  We can corrupt those 
around us by provoking them, lying about them, gossiping about them, slandering them and
thereby causing them to react in anger, revenge, malice, violence, etc.  Paul is calling upon 
us here to put away all speech that has a negative effect and instead only use speech that 
edifies.  He says, ‘only such as is good for building up.’  The good of the other person should
be the goal of our speech, everything not in service to that should be put away.  I remember
one father committing to never shout at his children in anger, this is what this looks like.  We
should with our words seek their instruction, their encouragement, and their correction.  We
should speak words that improve their love towards God and others, words that fan into 
flame their hatred against sin, that spur them on to endurance in suffering, words that bring
the eternal perspective to bear upon our situations.  This is what Paul means when he says, 



‘as fits the occasion’.  There are various situations that we find ourselves in in life and it is 
through our words that we help one another through them.  Paul says, ‘that it may give 
grace to the hearers.’  Our words are vehicles of grace.  We have seen the words of the 
office bearers building up the body, now Paul tells us that we can be vessels of grace to one 
another in our speech.  Are your words a gift or a curse, corrupting or gracious?  Are they 
vessels of God’s own grace and love, or do you resemble the devil who slanders, accuses, 
deceives, harasses, etc.?  
Paul goes on to talk about the sins of our mouths grieving the Spirit, 4:30; that we ought to 
put away and angry manifestations of peace, and rather speak tenderly and kindly and with 
forgiveness.  In this way he tells us we imitate God and live out His image in our lives, 4:31-
5:2.  We are also to put away all foolish, crude and filthy speech 5:4.

Christ pours His love and life into us by the words of justification and sanctification.  His 
grace is there to save and comes through our words to others to sanctify.  Words have 
power.  

Words of the heart

The words of good or ill that we speak flow from our hearts.  The state of our hearts will 
determine the words that we speak.  Luke 6:43-45, ‘"For no good tree bears bad fruit, nor 
again does a bad tree bear good fruit, 44 for each tree is known by its own fruit. For figs are
not gathered from thornbushes, nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush. 45 The good 
person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his 
evil treasure produces evil, for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks.’  The 
words we speak in our relating to others are either words of faith or doubt, grace or law, 
truth or lie, selfish or selfless.

We speak in faith when we speak to our children about the hope of the gospel that can 
change their bad patterns of behaviour and speak expectantly of character change when 
they fail.  We speak in doubt when we think that the louder we get, the harder we hit and 
the more fearful we make them of punishment, that this will change their hearts and not the
gospel.  We speak in doubt when we say things like, ‘My wife, or, my husband, will never 
change!’  We speak and act in faith when our spouses come to us after they have sinned 
against us saying something like, ‘I am a hopeless case, you would be better without me,’ 
and we continue to be kind and accepting and reminding them, and ourselves, telling them 
that change is inevitable though painfully slow at times. 

We not only doubt the effectiveness of the gospel to transform our loved ones, but we also 
doubt God’s control of our lives.  When we say, ‘I made a mistake in marrying you,’ we are 
denying God’s providence.  We must confess along the lines of Joseph, when he confessed, 
though you intended it for evil God intended it for good.  Despite the freely chosen sins in 
your situation, your marriage is not something outside of God’s will but deliberately chosen 
by Him for His purposes of sanctification and extending the kingdom.  Words of faith speak 
about how the sparks flying and the painful fights not being an indication of a mistake 
where God is not in control but a needed sanctifying crucible that God has ordered.



The remedy for doubt is to read God’s word and know Him in His unchangeable perfection.  
To know that He is trustworthy and powerfully working out His perfect plan, and to accept 
the authority of this on the basis of the statements and promises of God’s word not the 
perceptions of failure implied from my painful circumstances.     

Words flow from hearts gripped by grace or law.  We speak from law when as a victim of 
some sin we boil our anger over the fires of righteous indignation and pour it out with 
volume and a pulpiteering zeal.  When justice and not mercy causes us to return a sarcastic 
word with a double portion of the same, we are ruled by law not grace.  When you know 
another’s sins better than your own you are viewing the world through law not grace, grace 
begins by turning the law on itself.  When you bring up the sins of the past and throw them 
in their faces in an attempt to collect some payment for past hurts you are dealing in law 
not grace.  
When a discussion begins with sorry and not excuses you are being ruled by grace not law.  
When your words about your spouse begin with gratitude and not complaint, you are seeing
them as a gift of grace and not a burden and a type of unearned punishment.  When you 
can be gentle even though you are the victim, and not seek to pile on the guilt, you are 
speaking in grace not law.

The remedy for pharisaic and legal attitudes is to remind ourselves of God’s dealing with us 
according to grace and not law.  To remind ourselves that we condemn ourselves every time
we deal in justice and not mercy with others because we deserve punishment.  The 
immensity of our sin, the perfection of Christ, the extent of His love for His enemies should 
humble us and cause us to constantly deal in grace with others.  Christ saved us on the 
basis of grace and continues to deal with us on the basis of grace not law.  This is the 
foundation for all our dealings with each other in marriage.  

The words we speak come from hearts given to truth or lies.  We deal in lies when we do 
not speak our inner thoughts and feelings to the closest person to us.  We deal in lies when 
we misrepresent the truth of ourselves in fear of exposure, criticism or rejection.  We deal in
lies when we present half-truths as whole truths.  However, we can also be tools for the 
propagation of lies ignorantly.  We may say things that come from a worldview that is just 
not true.  We may say things that are repeating the lies told by evolution or Freudian 
psychology or behaviourism.  Our words may shape the minds of those we speak to because
we ourselves are influenced not by the word of God but whatever is trending in the social 
media and entertainment.  The only cure for this is to feed on the truth of God’s word, to 
renew our minds that our speech might be based on truth not lies.

The words of our hearts come from selfishness or selflessness.  A selfish heart can use the 
right words in the wrong way.  A husband who seeks control, who feels insecure because of 
the popularity and accomplishments of his wife may use the bible’s teaching on headship to 
suppress his wife and make unreasonable demands of her.  Selfishness is when you criticise 
your wife for the smallest inconvenience charging her with selfishness for not attending to 
your royal needs and being as thoughtful about them as you are.  Selfishness is when you 



shout because your nap time has been disturbed.  Selfishness is when you pull out the 
microscope and list in thorough detail the list of grievances you have suffered.  Selflessness 
is remaining silent instead of saying I told you so.  Selflessness is saying sorry first even 
though you didn’t start the fight.  

Where your heart is will determine what your words will be like.  If your heart is fixed on law
not grace, doubt not faith, lies not truth, and self not others you will wound with your 
words.  

The power of words

Prov. 12:18, ‘There is one whose rash words are like sword thrusts, but the tongue of the 
wise brings healing.’  
Prov. 15:4, ‘A gentle tongue is a tree of life, but perverseness in it breaks the spirit.’  
Prov. 11:9, ‘With his mouth the godless man would destroy his neighbor, but by knowledge 
the righteous are delivered.’  
Prov. 15:1, ‘A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.’
Prov. 16:24, ‘Gracious words are like a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and health to the 
body.’  

Words are going to make or break your marriage, so let’s familiarise ourselves with some of 
the ways we turn this means of grace into weapons of mass destruction.  

When we use words we use them to attack and instead of attacking actions we attack 
character.  In our attempts to magnify the sin in others we colour in all their character.  So in
our talks with our spouses instead of talking about a lie we accuse them of being liars.  Now
we all are liars, but for a spouse to characterise their spouse in an attempt to make them 
feel bad and get a reaction as a type of revenge is a way of using words beyond their 
weight.  When we use words another error is to talk about always and never. You always do 
this, you never do that.  This is the same as attacking character and not behaviour.  This 
indicates that you are blinded by your pain, self-pity, anger or whatever it is that is fogging 
your mind and you are exaggerating the problem and fuelling your emotional state.  These 
are forms of lies and doubt, law and self because you are not properly representing the 
problem and not speaking in terms of the changes Christ can make but fixating on law and 
not grace all in a selfish bid to make the other person feel guilty as revenge payment.  

Words are used as weapons when we betray trust and exploit vulnerabilities.  If your spouse
has opened their soul to you, or is self-conscious and sensitive about a weakness and you 
lord it over them to drive them into emotional pain you violate trust and should expect walls 
to be built up against your cheap shots.  Adam and Eve covered themselves because they 
no longer felt safe.  We must not sacrifice this trust in order to gain the perceived advantage
of having wounded the other person, you also wound yourself as you damage the 
relationship.  We use words cruelly when we heap up abuse and add swearing and anger.  
This turns disgusting when intimidation and the use of force bend a person to your will, 
when you extract a submission, a tap out, instead of respecting the person.  Our words 



become blunt instruments of force when we speak and allow no one else to speak, we allow
for no disagreements and impose our wills.  We turn our words into a machine gun that 
annihilates any opposition.  

We use words like satan and not like Christ when we fling our spouse’s sin in their faces.  
When we humiliate them before others by exposing their faults before others and when we 
slander our spouses we act like the devil.  When we lie to their faces or when we manipulate
them and emotionally blackmail them we are using words in the opposite way to Christ.  
Christ covers our sins, for love covers a multitude of sins; Christ justifies us before God and 
ministers an assurance of our acceptance with Him; Christ only tells us the truth, He does 
not manipulate but motivates, and He does not emotionally blackmail us for selfish ends His 
Spirit convicts for holy purposes not sinful ones.  

We see Christ serving His bride with His words.  God saves us to imitate this way of using 
words, to speak the truth in love, to edify, to be conduits of grace, and not to grieve the 
Spirit.  Do you use words rightly?  Do you guard your hearts so that you speak out of faith 
and not doubt, grace and not law, truth and not lies, and selflessly not selfishly?  Are you 
like Christ or satan in your use of words in marriage, do you wound or heal? Christ has 
shown us how to love let us imitate Him depending on His Spirit for help.       

       

                                          


