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“Intentional Communication”

Words that strengthen relationships and glorify God*

Ephesians 4:29

September 3, 2006


Paul says that we should not let “unwholesome talk come out of our mouths”. What is “unwholesome talk” anyway? Well, obviously unwholesome talk could be crude jokes, profanity, sexually explicit innuendoes. Unwholesome talk could be negative talk about others or situations. Negative talk that tends to tear down or undermine the efforts of others. Unwholesome talk could be a lot of things. We have to be so careful!


Since Paul placed this admonition right before he began discussing family relationships I want to apply this rule to our marriages. My focus today is on you married folk, but these principles work just as well for other relationships, some of them more than others.

We take for granted our ability to communicate clearly. We also take for granted our ability to listen. But any psychologist worth his or her salt will tell you that our communication skills are often pretty bad. Sometimes we say things we don’t mean and mean things we don’t say, or get the whole mess tangled up. For instance,


Jason Kidd, upon being drafted by the Dallas Maverics said to the television audience, “We are going to turn this team around 360 degrees.”


Winston Bennett, University of Kentucky basketball forward once to an interviewer, “I’ve never had major knee surgery on any other part of my body”.


But it’s not just sports personalities who say dumb things. 

Hillary Clinton once said to the media, “I’m not going to have some reporters pawing through our papers. We are the president”. We suspected that didn’t we!

Former French President Charles De Gaulle once said, “China is a big country, inhabited by many Chinese”. Duu! You get the point.


Sometimes though we say things or don’t say things that cause us a lot of problems, and can even damage our marriages. Today I want to share with you how to control what comes out of your mouth, how to be sure that what comes out is helpful for building up your marriage instead of tearing it down. Five intentional communication principles which I know will help you.


The first one is called “The Principle of First Response”. The course of a potential conflict is not determined by the person who initiated it, but by the person who responds. Proverbs 15:1 says, “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger”. When someone, especially a spouse, says something that angers us our gut reaction is to strike back with a harsher word that the one that hurt us. As kids we would say, “He started it!” as justification for our actions. Proverbs 15:1 says it is up to you, you can choose the path this conversation will go. You can respond with an equally harsh word or you can give a non-inflammatory response, a gentle response. Jesus often did that with the Scribes and Pharisees. The next time your spouse says something that hurts you, that steps on your self-esteem, is critical of you or what you are doing, take a deep breath, pull back on the reins and respond gently. You have the right of first response. You will be amazed at how your gentle response will go a long way toward defusing the potential argument.


The second principle is The Principle of Physical Touch. You see it is difficult to hurt someone while you are tenderly touching them. The perfect time to apply this principle is when you know you are about to raise a topic that is sensitive.


For instance, maybe a sensitive topic for your family is your finances. Or maybe you have been having some parental problems. Whatever the situation, try this approach.


Sometimes we make touching difficult, not intentionally, it just happens. Sheila and I replaced our big long couch with two recliners separated by a table and lamp. They look better and are certainly more comfortable than the old couch, but the table and lamp setup has created a wall of sorts between us. The lamp is in our line of sight and touch is out of the question.


Have you ever noticed that when your conversation begins to heat up you pull away from each other? It is hard to fight with someone you are touching! So you have a choice: you can pull away from each other and fight, or you can stay close touching and gently work through the problem. Touch becomes a sign and a deterrent from arguing. A sign of love and a sign that an argument is brewing. You recognize the sign and it tells you if your conversation is pleasing to God or about to cause a problem.


The third principle is The Principle of Proper Timing. The success of a conversation can be greatly increased if the timing of the conversation is carefully chosen. Again Proverbs gives us God’s wisdom when it says, “A man finds joy in giving an apt reply – and how good is a timely word!” (Proverbs 15:23)


There is a good time to bring up a subject and a bad time. Early morning is my favorite time of the day. Five minutes after the clock awakes me I am fully awake and running on all pistons. Sheila, on the other hand, needs about an hour to get going. Early morning is not a good time to talk with Sheila about a serious subject. On the other hand Sheila is a dynamo around 11:00 at night and I am wasted. Talking to me about an important subject after 10:00 PM is a waste of time, my brain is already in pause mode.


When Sheila has already had a difficult day I don’t add to her stress by telling her about my bad day. I just listen and try to empathize. When I am tired and frustrated about something Sheila doesn’t point out something that I should have already done but haven’t. Timing. There are times of course when it is critical to have a conversation. In those cases we do our best to focus and listen, think and respond. When we can choose our time and place for a conversation we should choose it carefully and with consideration of the other.


The fourth principle is The Principle of Mirroring. Understanding what someone is saying is critical to a conversation. That may seem like an obvious statement but most of us are better talkers than listeners. Proverbs 22:17 says, “Incline your ear and hear the words of the wise, and apply your mind to my knowledge.” Listen, then think about it, then reply. Have you ever meant one thing but had your spouse hear something else? Sure you have. Have you ever listened carefully to what your wife was saying and completely missed her point? I bet you have. Mirroring is a basic principle of counseling training. Mirroring is reflecting back to the speaker what you understand they just said. Mirroring is listening carefully to what she is saying and then responding by saying something like, “What I am heard you say is …. Or, “Are you saying …..? Or, let me be sure I understand what you are saying. You said ….. And then, here is the most important part, allow your spouse to either correct or confirm your understanding.


The point of mirroring is not to be right or to defend yourself, but to know that you are hearing accurately. If you seek to understand rather than to make yourself understood, then you are primed for success.


The fifth and last principle is The Principle of Prayer. Because you see, successful communication is more likely when we invite God to be an active participant and guide. We are not perfect people. It is very easy for us to get off on the wrong foot in a conversation. We need God’s help!


An early 20th century evangelist once said about prayer, “The reason why many fall in battle is because they wait until the hour of battle. The reason why others succeed is because they have gained their victory on their knees long before the battle came. Anticipate your battles; fight them on your knees before temptation comes, and you will always have victory.”


For many people prayer as a couple is awkward. Most of us are not accustomed to praying with our mates. And, when in the midst of a conversation that is “sliding south” praying isn’t very appealing. Let me suggest a beginning, start praying with your spouse. Whatever time works for both of you. Just a short prayer of thanks will do, for family or the day or God’s guidance or his blessings. Whatever! Very soon you will both feel comfortable in prayer together. And when the need for prayer to settle things down comes along, as it surely will, you will be quicker to turn to your Father for His help.


Your spouse if the most important person in your life. Communication is the tool that God has given you to keep that relationship strong and shining. Good communication takes some intentional effort, but it is worth it.


Make your first response gentle and loving.


Get close, hold hands or at least touch.


Use good sense in timing your conversations.


Be sure you understand what your spouse is saying.


Make prayer a regular part of your relationship.


God will bless. Amen

*This sermon was inspired by an article in Family Life magazine written by writer and editor Rob Flood.

