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Session 4: The Tone

Proverbs 15:1, 4 (AMPC)

"A soft answer turns away wrath, but
grievous words stir up anger... A
gentle tongue [with its healing
power] is a tree of life, but willful
contrariness in it breaks down the

spirit.”

€@ WHAT THE TONE MEANS

Sometimes it is not what we say but how
we say it — the condition of our hearts
speaking louder than our words. Two
people can say the exact same sentence,
and one leaves peace behind while the
other leaves wreckage. The difference is
never really the words. It is the tone — and
tone is not a communication skill we can

fake for long. It is heart condition, audible.

WHAT IT MEANS IN THE
BIBLE /| CONTEXT

Proverbs 15 opens with one of the most
quoted verses in Scripture — "a soft
answer turns away wrath, but grievous
words stir up anger’ — and then, almost as
if anticipating that we would miss the
depth of it, verse 4 returns to the same
idea from another angle: "a gentle
tongue... is a tree of life, but willful
contrariness in it breaks down the spirit.”
Willful contrariness. Not ignorance, not a
slip of the tongue — a will that has
decided to be difficult, to hold its ground,

to make a point regardless of the cost.

Jesus goes even further back than the
tongue itself. "Out of the abundance of the
heart his mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45). Tone
is not something we manage at the level
of the mouth. It leaks out from whatever
has been stored in the heart — and if what
is stored there is unsurrendered strength,
unsurrendered timing, bitterness,
resentment, jealousy, or the need to be
right, the tone will carry it, no matter how
carefully the words themselves are

chosen.

ADDITIONAL
SCRIPTURES (ESV)

Luke 6:45

‘"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.”

Hebrews 12:15

"See to it that no one fails to obtain
the grace of God; that no root of
bitterness’ springs up and causes
trouble, and by it many become
defiled.”

James 3:14-16

‘But if you have bitter jealousy and
selfish ambition in your hearts, do not
boast and be false to the truth. This is
not the wisdom that comes down
from above, but is earthly, unspiritual,
demonic. For where jealousy and
selfish ambition exist, there will be
disorder and every vile practice.”
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We often defend our tone by pointing to
the truth of what we said. "l wasn't wrong.’
"'Someone had to say it." "l was just being
honest.” But Scripture never separates the
message from the delivery the way we
want it to. A harsh word "stirs up anger’
even when it is factually accurate, and
willful contrariness “breaks down the spirit’
of the person receiving it, even when the
underlying point was fair. Being right does

not give a tone permission to wound.

Unsurrendered strength is one of the most
common sources of a harsh tone. A strong
personality, unguarded, does not just act
with confidence — it speaks with force,
because force has always worked before.
Unsurrendered timing shows up when we
say the true thing at the wrong moment,
pushing our need to be heard now ahead
of the other person’s readiness to receive
it. Neither of these is really about
communication. Both are about a will that

has not yet bent.

Bitterness and resentment work differently
— they are quieter, slower, often invisible
even to the person carrying them, until a
tone gives them away. Hebrews 12:15 calls
this a "root” for a reason: it grows
underground, unseen, until it "springs up’
in a moment of frustration and "causes
trouble.” The sharp edge in our voice
during an ordinary disagreement is often
not about that disagreement at all — it is
old, unresolved soil finally breaking the
surface. And then there is the desire to be
right at whatever the cost — what James
calls "bitter jealousy and selfish ambition,”
wisdom that is "earthly, unspiritual,
demonic” dressed up as conviction. This is
the tone that will not soften even when
softening would cost nothing, because
winning the exchange has quietly become
more important than loving the personin

front of us.

The remedy Scripture offers is never "try
harder to sound nice.” It is heart-level:
guard what is stored, deal with the root
before it springs up, surrender the strength
and the timing to God rather than to our
own urgency. A gentle tongue in Proverbs
15:4 is called "a tree of life" — not because
gentleness is weak, but because it is what
a truly surrendered heart sounds like when

it opens its mouth.

© ronNDER

- When | think back on a recent hard
conversation, was the conflict about
what was said, or about how it was
said?

- Is there an unsurrendered strength in
me — boldness, decisiveness,
conviction — that tends to come out as
force in my tone?

- Is there bitterness or resentment | have
been carrying that has started to leak
into how | speak to the people closest to
me?

- Have | ever chosen being right over
being kind, and called it honesty?

© ruriTIN ACTION

- Before your next difficult conversation
this week, pause and ask God to reveal
what is actually stored in your heart
toward that person.

- Identify one relationship where your
tone has been harsher than the
situation required. Go back and
address it — not just the words, but the
tone.

* If you sense a root of bitterness
(Hebrews 12:15), name it honestly to God
this week rather than letting it surface
sideways in your tone.

* Practice Proverbs 15:1 once this week:
choose a soft answer in a moment
where a sharp one would have felt
justified. Notice what happens.

€) CLOSING PRAYER

Let us pray

Lord, search our hearts and show us
what is really stored there — the
unsurrendered strength, the
unsurrendered timing, the bitterness,
the resentment, the jealousy, the need
to be right at whatever the cost.
Forgive us for the times our tone has
wounded people even when our
words were true. Root out every bitter
thing growing quietly beneath the
surface before it springs up and

causes trouble. Give us gentle

tongues — not weak, but surrendered
— Sso that what pours out of the
abundance of our hearts brings life to
the people we love. In Jesus' name,
Amen.
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