THE CHRISTIAN AND GOSSIP

A fellow by the name of J. C. Bays told this story: “One day when I was about eight years old, I was playing by an open window and I heard Mrs. Brown confide in my mother a serious problem concerning her son. When Mrs. Brown was gone, my mother, realizing I had heard everything, said to me, ‘If Mrs. Brown had left her purse here today, would we give it to someone else?’ ‘Of course not,’ I replied. Then she continued: ‘Mrs. Brown left something far more precious to her than her purse today. That story is not ours to give to anyone else. It’s still hers, even though she left it. So we should not give it to anyone else. Do you understand?’ I did. And I still understand that when someone leaves a bit of confidence or careless gossip with me, it is his—not mine to give to anyone else.”

Definitions

Let’s define the word “gossip.” The noun form of the word “gossip” can be used in two different ways: “a tale” about someone’s personal affairs can be called “gossip,” and “a talebearer” can be called “a gossip(er).” The verb form of the word “gossip,” of course, means “to bear a tale,” or, for a more familiar term for parents, “to tattle”; so a tattletale is a talebearer or a gossip. Now...

Although we can easily find the word “gossip” in most modern versions of the Bible, it can’t be found in the KJV, and that’s probably because, as Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary indicates, the word “gossip” didn’t come into use until 1627, and you and I know that the KJV is a 1611 translation. However, if, for example, we consult the NIV, a 1973 translation, we can find Hebrew and Greek words translated as “gossip” or “gossiping” eight times throughout the Bible. There are two passages in particular where three prominent versions translate a Hebrew and a Greek word as “gossip,” namely, Proverbs 26:20 and Second Corinthians 12:20. The Hebrew noun translated “gossip” in Proverbs 26:20 refers to a person, a person who talks too much; and we know that the more talkative a person is, the more likely he’ll say things he shouldn’t say. The Greek noun translated “gossip” in Second Corinthians 12:20 refers to a thing, a secret slandering of someone’s character. (Incidentally, the Greek word “diabolos,” which is usually translated as “devil” and where we get our “diabolical,” is also translated as “slanderer” in First Timothy 3:11; so we could say, with authority, that a slanderer is a devil!) 

Slander can be based on truth or falsehood.

It becomes immediately obvious to anyone who studies this subject that the fundamental reason God despises gossip is because it injures and destroys reputations! And with that emphasized, let me say that I believe that God, therefore, means for us to logically conclude that we should avoid any type of “talk” about someone else which tends to injure his character in the eyes of others, even if what’s told happens to be true. Yes, slander usually injures and destroys through lies; in fact, that’s the primary meaning of “diabolos”—“a false accuser,” thus “the devil” (Revelation 12:10). 

A great deal of slander begins as a lie, thus ruining someone’s reputation. Some people just have such a dislike for someone that they fabricate and spread lies about him. The lie begins with one person, and there’s no telling who will hear it or how far it will reach; it may even reach someone who has a very high respect for the person accused, causing him to lessen or even lose his respect for him. Other slander begins with the truth, but ends up a lie, thus ruining someone’s reputation. Most slander is just hearsay which has been passed around. We know how rumors work—they change from person to person, so by the time it gets to person number five, for example, it’s false and usually exaggerated information. 

Either way we look at it or hear it, slanders are accusations which injure and destroy character, and Paul clearly warned against such in Second Timothy 3:3 and 5. However, slander can also injure and destroy reputations through truths, but such is just as wrong. Some truths about people should not be spread. Yes, we’re to know those who labor among us, but how we deal with information we’ve heard is the crucial point: we must deal with the situation scripturally by approaching the ‘accused’ so that he can correct the situation (Matthew 18:15-17); maybe he didn’t even know about the problem to begin with. 

It’s important to realize that the only way we can know anything about someone else with certainty is if we saw him commit the act he’s accused of or if he comes to us and tells us he committed the act he’s accused of: Paul wrote, “Who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man’s spirit within him?” (First Corinthians 2:11a). The rule to live by is that “any” information about someone that can potentially injure or destroy his reputation should be kept as private as possible. Well, let’s move on to the origin of gossip....

Gossip is Satan’s tool of destruction.

Satan is the inventor and initiator of gossip. In the very beginning Satan used slander in an attempt to destroy the reputation of God in the eyes of Eve by accusing God of evil motives (Genesis 3:1-5). He accused Job of weakness before God (Job 1:1). So it’s no wonder that, as we mentioned earlier, that Satan is called “the devil” or “the accuser.”

Christians who gossip are being used by Satan to destroy the church from within. Knowingly or unknowingly, Christians are pawns of Satan when they accuse brethren and create distrust and disunity within the family of God—the church; they, like puppets, are being manipulated in an attempt to frustrate the mission of Christ. We must recognize the destruction that gossip brings to the church; not only must we keep our own mouths closed, but we must also close the mouths of others. Since Satan uses gossip to destroy a congregation, we must not allow it to go unchecked. So...

We must be aware of the common techniques used by gossips in order to recognize when gossip is introduced into a conversation.
· There’s the blunt technique: Someone may say, “I don’t have much use for brother so-and-so,” and then proceed to give his reasons. This type of gossip doesn’t attempt to hide his dislike, and he may even say, “And I’d say so to his face.”

· There’s the frankness technique: Some people pride themselves in being open and honest, usually prefacing their gossip with the statement, “I’ll be very frank with you about this.” However, expressing one’s desire to be frank doesn’t give him a license to injure or destroy another child of God.

· There’s the “I heard...” or “They say...” technique: This is a very common approach, because it allows the gossip to protect his source; usually the gossip won’t dare reveal the identity of his informer. However, when a person presumes to pass on information which may damage another’s character, he’s actually under obligation to God and truth to reveal his source. For example, Paul gave specific names and places to establish the truthfulness of his information to the church at Corinth: “Some from Chloe’s household have informed me that there are quarrels among you” (NIV throughout).

· There’s the subtle technique: A positive statement is made about someone which is then followed by a list of negatives. One may say, “Yes, she’s a nice girl. Pity about her habit of...,” and then proceed for ten minutes to run her down in a “kindly” sort of way. By this method one can appear sympathetic to the condition of someone while destroying him at the same time. Then...

· There’s the pseudo-spiritual technique: This method is usually used by a “spiritually minded” member; it might begin, “Jane needs our prayers. She has problems controlling the flesh,” then it’s followed by a total analysis of Jane’s weaknesses so that others may pray more intelligently for her.

One or more of these techniques may be used to destroy another’s reputation; even with the use of pious platitudes under the guise of love one may engage in talebearing which is malicious and destructive.

The results of gossip are devastating in any arena, especially in the church.

Gossip destroys the morale of the body. Leaders are tempted to become indecisive because of accusations. Members become discouraged and withdrawn from one another. Cliques are formed, unity is destroyed, and the work of the Lord is thereby hampered. Gossip can cause one to become hyper-sensitive to the opinions other people have about him. He becomes timid and unwilling to step out and do something because it may not meet with the approval of certain people in the congregation. In this way a gossip can cause a congregation to become dormant. People lose confidence in one who continually gossips. In the course of time, the talebearing of the gossip will eventually destroy his own reputation. A wise person will avoid a gossip because if he criticizes others in his presence, then he’ll certainly criticize him in the presence of others.

Ultimately the result of gossip is damnation to the soul. In Romans 1:28-32 Paul said that “gossips [and] slanderers ... deserve death.” In James 4:11, after writing a chapter on the tongue, James said, “Do not slander one another.” In First Peter 2:1, Peter plainly demanded Christians to rid themselves of every kind of slander. Gossiping is placed in a list of sins right along with drunkenness in Titus 2:3. And Jesus said that the words we speak in this life will judge us in regards to our future (Matthew 12:37).

What motivates a child of God to gossip?
· Some people find it enjoyable to learn about and discuss the faults of others: Proverbs 26:22 and 18:8 say, “The words of a gossip are like choice morsels; they go down to a man’s inmost parts.”

· Some people have a critical heart, so critical words proceed from a critical heart: Luke 6:45 reads, “The evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart.” A person who is filled with critical thoughts about others finds it difficult to keep from putting these thoughts into words.

· Some people pride themselves on being good judges of character: They gain self-esteem by assessing the character of other people to their peers. Often this skill is real only in the minds of those who think they have it. Using this supposed skill builds up the pride of the gossip and destroys the reputation of its victims.

· Some people, feeling intimidated by those who are more righteous than they are, gossip because of feelings of guilt for their own sins: Such people, consciously or unconsciously, think that by destroying another’s reputation that they will appear to be more righteous. This should remind us of First John 3:12: “Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother’s were righteous.”

· Some people gossip because of the attention they get for creating a sensation: Have you ever stumbled across a bit of devastating news about an important figure, for example, and couldn’t wait to share it with someone else because you became the center of attention?

· Some people gossip because they’re lured into it by listening to the gossip of others: If we listen, we get hooked; if we insist on listening, we feel compelled to contribute, and contributions is what keeps the rumor mill turning and causes the rumors to change as they go. So...

How can we overcome gossip?

Don’t listen to gossip. When we listen to it, we increase the gossip’s sense of importance. I know this is difficult advice to follow, because it’s embarrassing to cut someone’s gossip off mid-stream. We need to be tactful, but straightforward. We could simply state that we have no interest in making the failures of others a topic for discussion and ask to change the subject. If we make the break clean, we won’t only strengthen ourselves, but we’ll also cause our friends to search their own consciences.

We need to examine ourselves. Are we absolutely sure of the facts? Do we know the context in which any given statement or action was made? Is the gossip real or imagined? Does it spring from a sin in someone or simply from a personal pet peeve? We need to deal with the feeling of criticism while it’s still on our minds by going to God in prayer before we talk about it to anyone else. Is there a beam in our own eyes? Do we become upset about the actions of someone else because they reflect our own personal weaknesses? What’s the best way to deal with this problem? Is there a scriptural way of dealing with it? Obviously, as mentioned in passing earlier, if we have a genuine, justifiable criticism of a person, we must take it to that person, not allowing others to deter you. Jesus said, “‘If your brother sins [against you], go and show him his fault just between the two of you. If he listens, you have won your brother’” (Matthew 18:15). Much of the destruction caused by gossip would be avoided if we would just follow this one command of our Lord. We should determine to speak only words which would build up the one we’re talking to: Paul wrote, “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen” (Ephesians 4:29).

Conclusion

There’s a parable on gossip which illustrates the irreparable damage that it causes to individuals and the church. It goes like this: A young man spread a rumor that later proved to be misleading about an elderly preacher. The rumor split the church and created a scandal. The young man later apologized and asked what he could do to atone for his wrong. The preacher took a feather pillow under his arm and escorted the boy to the top of the church tower. The wind tugged at their hair and flapped at their clothing as they looked at the village and the fields below. The preacher handed the young man the pillow and said, “Rip it open.” The boy was perplexed, but he did as he was told. Instantly the wind seized the feathers, tossing them in flurries about their heads, then spread far and wide as thousands of feathers began falling beyond the village settling on sidewalks, in hedges, streams, trees, and among deep grass. “Now,” said the preacher, “go and collect all the feathers and put them back in the pillow.” “All of them?” “All of them!” “But that’s impossible,” said the young man. Placing his hand on the boy’s shoulder, the preacher said kindly, “I know. I wanted you to realize how impossible it is to retrieve a rumor once it is made.” Yes, gossip causes irreparable damage.

Let's consider a few other passages as we close our thoughts: Proverbs 11:13 and 20:19 read, “A gossip betrays a confidence, but a trustworthy man keeps a secret.” Proverbs 16:28 reads, “A perverse man stirs up dissension, and a gossip separates close friends.” Proverbs 26:20 reads, “Without wood a fire goes out; without gossip a quarrel dies down.” In a list of about fifty commands, Leviticus 19:16 has God commanding, “‘Do not go about spreading slander.’” Psalm 15:3 tells us that one of the characteristics of a person who will continue to dwell in God’s sanctuary is that he “has no slander on his tongue.” Remember, Jesus said to always be sure we judge righteously (John 7:24).

Gossip is indeed a tool of Satan to divide the church and to hinder the Gospel of Christ; Satan uses the gossip as a pawn to accomplish his purpose, so let’s be sure and allow ourselves to be manipulated by Satan.
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