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The	Significance	of	Speech

David	begins	Psalm	101	by	praising	righteousness	and	jus.ce.	He	

then	discusses	his	abhorrence	of	wickedness	by	lis.ng	certain	sins	

which	he	cannot	tolerate,	and	declaring	that	he	will	rid	the	land	of	

wickedness.	Among	the	wicked	sins	denoted	is	the	sin	of	bad	speech,	

which	David	men.ons	in	verses	five	and	seven.	

Rabbi	Lord	Jonathan	Sacks	writes	that	“Language,	in	Judaism,	is	

the	basis	of	crea.on,	revela.on,	and	moral	life.”		We	see	this	idea	in	the	

words	of	the	morning	prayer,	“Yihi	Chivod,”	where	we	praise	G-d	by	

saying,	“For	He	spoke,	and	[the	world]	came	into	being;	He	

commanded,	and	it	endured.”	Speech	was	the	basis	of	crea.on;	G-d	

spoke,	and	it	was.	Not	only	was	speech	used	to	create	the	world,	but	a	

large	por.on	of	our	Torah	(Torah	sh’baal	peh)	was	originally	passed	

down	solely	through	the	mouth	of	father	to	son.	Bearing	all	this	in	

mind,	the	fact	that	we	have	been	equipped	with	this	profound	ability	is	

significant.	



David	knows	the	significance	of	speech	as	well	as	anyone.	When	

David’s	son,	Absalom,	rebelled	and	tried	to	take	the	kingdom	from	him,	

Absalom	gathered	the	support	of	the	whole	na.on	by	using	his	speech.	

In	the	book	of	Samuel	II,	chapter	15	tells	us	that	Absalom	would	stand	

by	the	gates	of	the	city	and	say	to	all	those	approaching,	“It	is	clear	that	

your	claim	is	right	and	just,	but	there	is	no	one	assigned	to	you	by	the	

king	to	hear	it.”		Absalom	slowly	turned	the	en.re	na.on	against	David	

by	using	just	his	speech.	

And	perhaps	this	is	one	of	the	reasons	that	David	considers	bad	

speech	to	be	such	a	grave	sin.	In	verse	five,	David	writes	that	“He	who	

slanders	his	neighbor	in	secret,	I	cut	him	down.”

The	commentaries	discuss	the	sin	of	lashon	hara	here.	The	Pirkei	

Dirabbi	Eliezer	writes	that	“Anyone	who	slanders	his	friend	in	secret	

does	not	have	a	part	in	the	world	to	come.”		The	Talmud	Arakhin	even	

goes	so	far	as	to	say	that	one	who	speaks	lashon	hara	is	worthy	of	being	

stoned.		Even	the	punishment	for	the	sin	of	lashon	hara,	leprosy,	

illustrates	its	gravity.	Rashi	quotes	the	Gemara	which	says	that	the	



reason	that	one	with	leprosy	has	to	be	isolated	outside	the	camp	is	

because	he	has	isolated	others.

We	see	David	men.on	the	significance	of	speech	again	in	verse	

seven.	David	writes	“he	who	speaks	untruth	shall	not	stand	before	my	

eyes.”	David	here	talks	about	his	disdain	of	one	who	speaks	lies.	Under	

this	verse,	the	Midrash	writes	that	there	are	four	groups	of	people	who	

are	not	mekabel	pinei	hashchina-scorners,	liars,	flaierers,	and	tale-

bearers.		The	obvious	similarity	between	these	four	groups	is	that	the	

sins	they	do	are	all	commiied	with	their	words.	

We	can	therefore	learn	from	this	psalm	that	our	words	have	an	

immense	capacity	for	both	good	and	bad,	and	that	we	must	always	

remember	to	be	exceedingly	careful	with	our	speech.


