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 “But I say to you that for every idle word men may speak, they will give account of it in 
the Day of Judgment. For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be 
condemned” (Matt. 12:36-37). What are “idle words” and are idle words sinful? The short 
answers to these questions are: 1) words spoken without thinking, and 2) often, but not always. 
 On occasion, we hear a general Biblical phrase used to illustrate a specific point, and 
often come away with the wrong impression of its meaning. It becomes a cliché. This is the case 
with idle words. It is possible that we have narrowed the meaning of this phrase more than what 
the Lord did when He spoke it. 
 “Idle” comes from the word “argos” which means “inactive, unemployed, lazy, useless, 
barren, idle, or slow” (Strongs). It is used to mean anything that accomplishes little or no 
purpose. Knox writes that idle (argon) in the context of Matthew 12 means careless or 
thoughtless. We would say that idle words are words spoken without thinking. Colloquially, one 
who speaks idle words “has his mouth running before his mind is in gear.” 
 The intent behind idle words is relatively harmless. One is simply filling time with chatter, 
or he is just talking for the sake of carrying on conversation. It has no real purpose or value. If 
harmful things are said, they certainly are not intended. Folks who are lonely, frightened, 
worried, or bored often engage in idle conversation just to pass the time with other people. 
 However, while the motive for idle words may be harmless, the results of thoughtless 
words are occasionally dangerous, damaging, and damning. Solomon wrote: “Do not be rash 
with your mouth, And let not your heart utter anything hastily before God. For God is in heaven, 
and you on earth; Therefore let your words be few. For a dream comes through much activity, 
And a fool's voice is known by his many words” (Ecc. 5:2-3).  
 All words come from the heart and are an indicator of the content and condition of the 
heart. Jesus said: “Brood of vipers! How can you, being evil, speak good things? For out of the 
abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. A good man out of the good treasure of his heart 
brings forth good things, and an evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth evil things” (Matt. 
12:34-35). One who is good in heart will manifest it by moral speech, kind expressions, and 
proper words. It cannot be otherwise, for he speaks consistently with what is in his heart. An evil 
man may pretend to speak well and appear to have a good heart for a time, but he cannot keep 
up the pretense for long. Sooner or later in a careless moment, his speech will reveal his evil 
heart. 
 Often when one is mentally relaxed and involved in casual conversation, he will 
unconsciously lower his vigilance and say harmful things. While he may not intend for others to 
hear him say hurtful things (that would destroy his pretense), he does mean the evil words, 
simply because they are the overflow of his true heart. 
 Yet, this is not the purpose of the Lord's statements in verses 36 and 37. He had made 
the specific application of the above points in verses 33 through 35 to address the deliberately 
hostile and intentionally vicious speech of the Pharisees. Through verse 35 Jesus addressed 
words that were intended to cause harm (see verses 22-32). But in verse 36, He broadens the 
scope of God's judgment of human conversation when he says, “But I say to you.” This is 
reminiscent of what He did with elements of the Old Law in His Sermon on the Mount (see 
Matthew 5 - “You have heard that it was said to those of old … But I say to you”). Jesus is telling 
the Pharisees in so many words: “Intentionally hurtful speech reveals what is in your heart and 
will bring you into judgment; but that's not all, you will also be judged for casual speech that 
causes harm, even if no harm is intended.” 
 There is a difference between words that come from the overflow of a wicked heart and 
words that are idle. The first cannot be controlled forever; if the heart is wicked, wicked speech 



will inevitably come out of the mouth. The second does not desire to cause harm, but because 
the words are pointless and without thought, they often create hurt and pain unexpectedly. 
Furthermore, just because one did not intend to hurt another does not prevent the harm from 
happening, nor will it excuse the one who spoke the idle words that generated the pain.  
 Idle speech is like shooting a gun into the air in the middle of a city. The shooter may not 
intend to hurt anyone, but that bullet has to come down somewhere. And if it kills someone, he 
will not be any less dead because the shooter meant no harm, nor will the shooter be any less 
responsible for the death. 
 Likewise with idle words: words mean something, whether or not the speaker intends 
their meaning to hurt another. He simply cannot know the impact of all of his intended words, 
how can he begin to fathom the effects of words spoken without thought. The Lord will judge a 
man by his words, intended or idle.  
 Therefore, one should be aware of what he says at all times. We must get our minds in 
gear before our mouths start speaking. If one's heart is pure and he is careful with his words, 
then his words will justify him in the Day of Judgment. If one's heart is evil but his words sound 
good, he can't keep up the sham forever; God knows his heart and will judge him accordingly. 
But if one is good hearted and good intentioned, but doesn't think his words through before he 
speaks them, he can cause harm and be brought under condemnation for it. He may not hurt 
someone every time he utters an idle word, but eventually he will carelessly say the wrong thing 
to the wrong person. The whole point of verse 37 is that while one may be careless in what he 
speaks, God will be very thorough in His examination of every word he has spoken. Knowing 
this, it behooves us to be cautious in speech, because God will closely weigh every word we 
say. 
 H. D. M. Spence wrote: “Much that we say, we have not really thought about. We often 
speak first and think last. And such idle words, though they do not express our real selves, often 
make sad mischief. Words glibly pass our tongues, and we forget them the moment after they 
are uttered. But they are as scorpion stings to those who hear; they light up fires like the fires of 
hell. Therefore Christ warns so severely against words that have no thought and no heart 
behind them, and yet do a fatal work” (Eerdmans Pulpit Commentary on Matthew, p 537). 
 However, James put it best: “So then, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to 
hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath” (1:19). Please think before you speak. 
 


