
Toxic Talk 

“Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings 

healing.” (Proverbs 12:18) 

By Tim Stafford 

Suppose a grocer takes inventory of his store. Buried in the bottom of his meat section he 

finds five packages of overripe hamburger. They have somehow sat there for two weeks, turning 

green. 

What should the grocer do with this rotting meat? No one would argue the answer. He should 

get rid of it immediately! Furthermore, he should make certain he never again neglects his meat 

section. He may have a beautiful store stocked with gorgeous produce, but rotten meat will spoil 

his business. Any customer who spots that greening goop will want to walk out of the store and 

never return. 

It’s the same with talk. Less than one percent of a person’s word inventory can ruin the effect 

of all the rest. I’ve known people whose words could charm a snake out of its hole, people who 

are gracious in 99 percent of what they say. But there is a toxic streak in their words that spoils 

the rest. 

If you talk to such people, you’ll usually find they don’t realize the impact of those toxic 

words. In fact, they’re sometimes proud of their toughness, their candid truth-telling. 

The problem is not restricted to a few mean-mouthed people. Almost everybody contributes 

some toxic talk, at least occasionally. And almost everybody has been poisoned by hearing it. 

Almost everybody can recall words that stung, words that crushed the spirit, words that left them 

feeling hopeless and desolate for days. How many people remember being told as children that 

they were stupid? How many people remember being told as adults that they are overweight? Or 

that it is their fault their children have problems? 

It’s amazing how often people remember having such words said to them, and yet how 

seldom people remember saying such words to others. 

We usually don’t mean to hurt people. The words just pop out without our planning. We 

forget them. But those who hear them don’t. 

Sometimes words have to hurt. When you confront real problems, you must face painful 

realities. That’s far different, however, from toxic talk. Toxic talk doesn’t lead to dialogue—it 

stops it. Toxic talk is usually spoken in haste or in anger. The poison lingers on long after the 

emotions are gone. 

Your first task is to identify the toxic words in your speech and get rid of them. 

Harsh Words 

“A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger” (Proverbs 15:1). 

Name-calling. Some words should be eliminated from your vocabulary because they amount 

to name-calling. Calling someone a whore, a racist, or a Nazi, for example—those are fighting 

words. Any racially loaded term makes a bad situation impossible. 

Some words more subtle but still hurtful. I believe the word stupid need never be used in a 

personal way. (Dumb, idiot, and fool can be dropped, too.) The government may be stupid, but 

your brother-in-law is not. I don’t like to hear the President being called an idiot, even if I didn’t 

vote for him and don’t like his polices. The habit of name-calling is catching. It’s corrosive. 

Children who hear such put-downs will learn to use them. 

Sometimes name-calling can be very subtle. Take the word insensitive. Nine times out of ten 

it’s a put-down. If you tell someone he’s “insensitive,” what can he do about it? How can he 

disprove it? By crying? (The same might be said of the opposite word, “sensitive.” It’s often 

used disparagingly, as in “He’s so sensitive.”) 

Unfortunately, we can’t post an all-time list of words that should never be used. The 

creativity of name-calling is inexhaustible. There’s forever a new way to put someone down. It’s 



not that hard to detect name-calling if your ears are tuned to it, though. Name-calling focuses on 

the character of the individual rather than on the particular problem at hand. It claims, “You’re a 

liar,” rather than saying, “You lied to me about where you were last night.” To detect name-

calling, ask yourself: Is there anything really constructive about this word? Does it help us 

understand our problem? Or does it simply raise everybody’s anger a notch? 

Words that wear on the soul. Some words don’t make anybody mad; they’re just ugly and 

negative. Used frequently, they leave people tired and discouraged. “Shut up,” for example, is an 

abrupt and angry way to ask for quiet. In our house, it’s not allowed. For the same reason, we 

don’t use swear words or vulgar words. They don’t help, and who needs them? The English 

language has plenty of adjectives that aren’t coarse. 

Words that take the heart out of people. One such word is divorce, used by a married 

couple when they’re fighting. You may use it to get your partner’s attention, but it usually gets 

more than attention. It’s like pulling out a gun in the middle of an argument: Suddenly the focus 

isn’t on the issue you were arguing over, but on the gun. Saying divorce can instantly transform a 

marital quarrel into a death struggle. It reveals (or seems to, anyway) a lack of commitment to 

the marriage and a fundamental lack of love. It can take the heart out of your partner. I believe 

marriage partners would be better off never to use the word with each other. They may happen to 

think about it, but they shouldn’t say it. 

Another word to take the heart out of a person is disappoint. A friend called me up after 

being out of touch for a couple of years. We’d lost contact after I’d disagreed with some 

unethical choices he’d made. Now he wanted to reestablish our friendship, but first he wanted to 

talk honestly about our disagreement. 

As we talked, the problem came down to one word. When we’d disagreed, I’d said I was 

disappointed with him. To me it had merely expressed my pain in seeing a close friend fail. I had 

felt saddened by his choices. I had been, well, disappointed. 

To him, however, that word conveyed more than sadness. It had conveyed fundamental, 

damning disapproval. Disappoint had hit him in the gut, and he had not been able to catch his 

breath again. 

I can’t explain rationally why that word triggered so much. But I can imagine, intuitively, 

how it would have. It’s a word that communicates boundless and unchangeable failure: “You are 

less than I thought.” “I can’t respect you anymore.” I hadn’t wanted to convey that. But that 

word had. I’m not sure my friendship will ever fully recover from disappoint. I know I will not 

use it ever again with a friend. I hope I will never use it with my children. 

Words that overstate the point. When you’re upset, it’s easy to exaggerate. Sometimes we 

think we have to overstate things to get our point across. Actually, exaggeration usually keeps us 

from making our point. It stops communication, because the person is so upset by the 

exaggeration he can’t focus on the real point. 

For example, my wife and I have different philosophies of time. She hates to be early. I hate 

to be late. Her idea of the right time to arrive at a movie is as the credits roll. She likes to get to 

church as people stand for the opening hymn, to reach the jetway as the last boarding call is 

made. (Okay, okay, so I’m already exaggerating. But not much.) 

When we talk about our different views of time, it doesn’t help if I say, “Not once in our 

married life have we been on time for a meeting.” Nor does it help if she says, “Every single 

time we go anywhere, you start off the evening uptight.” Such statements are so exaggerated that 

we both find it easy to avoid the issue and fight over the exaggeration. 

When you’re dealing with problems, be as precise and down-to-earth as possible. Avoid 

certain words and phrases that go with exaggeration: 

Always and never, as in, “You never balance your checkbook,” or “You are always late.” 

Hardly anybody always or never does anything. Such exaggerations leave no room for hope. If 

I’m late 90 percent of the time, at least I get it right 10 percent of the time. If I’m always late, it 

looks like I’m hopeless. 



Just like your father/mother. These exaggerations are particularly common in marital battles, 

if my experience is any guide. Nobody is just like his father or mother, and saying so is almost 

bound to get a person’s hackles up. In one phrase you’ve pigeonholed him and insulted one of 

his parents. 

Words that rub salt into a wound. There’s such a thing as old business. If you bring up old 

mistakes, old fights, old differences, old flames you could be distracting from what’s at hand 

here and now. More importantly, you could be rubbing salt into a wound. 

Each person has unique sensitivities. You have to know the person well to know what 

wounds are raw. It might be her college grades, it might be sexual abuse he suffered from as a 

child. When you know what’s sensitive, you can delete the words that will rub salt into the 

wound. 

I made a friend in college whom I lovingly referred to as “fat old Frank.” Frank wasn’t fat, 

just slightly ample. I must have called him “fat old Frank” for six months before I discovered he 

was deeply sensitive about his weight. I was mortified! Every time I had opened my mouth with 

that greeting I had offended him! It must have happened 20 times! 

Other people are sensitive about their intelligence. Maybe they got teased as children. So 

when you make a joke about a word they misspelled, or about balancing the checkbook, it hurts. 

Obviously, you can’t be aware of every person’s unique sensitivities. But for those you love, 

those you live with, and those you work with closely, it’s important to know the words that cause 

them pain. 

Words (and tone) that communicate personal disgust. There’s a way of talking that 

consigns another person to worthlessness. It gives them the feeling that they are useless to you. 

You may feel it. Don’t say it. Your feelings may change. The words will linger forever. 

For example, I guess every married person on the face of the earth has had a moment or two 

when they don’t find their partner desirable. She’s overweight and looks like a slob. His face 

looks like a horse’s. (Why didn’t I notice on the wedding day?)Keep these thoughts to yourself, 

and ask God to help your feelings to change. 

Control of the Mouth 

Getting rid of harsh words requires that you control your mouth. You may have to talk less. 

An Old Testament proverb says, “When words are many, sin is not absent” (Proverbs 10:19). 

Strong, silent types aren’t better people, but they do get in trouble less often. Another proverb 

says (I’m paraphrasing), “Even a fool seems wise if he keeps his mouth shut” (Proverbs 17:28). 

You may also have to slow down. Talk only as fast as your brain can keep up. Take a split 

second to think before you begin to speak. If you’re not sure whether your words will hurt 

someone’s feelings, play it safe and don’t say them. You’ll get another chance to say what you 

really mean to say, but once toxic words are out of your mouth, you can’t get them back. 

When you’re talking with someone, make sure you hear them all the way out before you 

answer. A lot of painful, wounding words come when you jump to conclusions. Great effort is 

required to listen when you’ve got something you’re burning to say. 

These changes may suggest that you must bottle up your feelings and never express them. 

That is just what you must not do. Strong friendships can only be built between people able to 

express strong emotions. Inevitably, if you are close, that involves anger. As my father used to 

remind me, “If you dance close you will sometimes step on toes.” 

You don’t eliminate harsh words in order to keep angry feelings inside. You eliminate harsh 

words in order to keep the channels open for strong emotions. Harsh words close channels. They 

are too painful; people shut down. They won’t hear you anymore because your words have hurt 

them. They won’t risk exposing their wounds to you again. 

Anger must be expressed, but in a positive and constructive way. It is still anger, and painful 

to hear. But when expressed well, anger will draw two people closer. 

Love of Quarreling 



There’s another reason why some people use harsh words: they like to quarrel. They prefer to 

fight it out rather than to negotiate. 

At first that seems perverse. Who likes fighting? Why not prefer peace and quiet? There is a 

logic to fighting, though. It’s less work. Instead of painting a picture you throw a bucket of paint 

on the canvas. You express your feelings and walk away, leaving somebody else to clean up the 

mess. 

If you choose fighting persistently (and that’s what someone who fights all the time is 

doing—choosing it), you’re using a strategy that avoids relationships. It’s a sign that you’re 

afraid of people—perhaps afraid of the pain and effort real relationships require. Some people’s 

conversational style is the equivalent of the kid who walks across the school playground with his 

fists doubled up, looking for a fight. 

If this is you, you have to go deeper than confronting your conversational style. You have to 

face your personality style. You may need some persistent, professional counseling to help you 

do it. 

Toxic words are so common a form of pollution that most people shrug them off. But they do 

real, deep damage. You cannot eliminate them from your world, but you can eliminate them 

from your mouth. It is not foreordained that your friends get their feelings hurt by your mouth. 

You don’t have to burden your children’s memory with harsh words that stick to them 20 years 

from now. Your marriage need not be perpetually troubled by angry words. You can be a person 

whose speech is gentle, hardly ever hurtful. 

In short, you can make a far different impact on others by eliminating toxic talk. Begin with 

awareness: listen to your words, take them seriously. Then, apply diligence: the willingness to 

close your mouth and to study better ways to deal with difficult situations. 

By Tim Stafford 

 


