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Teaching our Mouths, and Adding Learning 
Proverbs 16:23 

 
“The heart of the wise teacheth his mouth, and addeth learning to his 

lips.” - Proverbs 16:23 (Cf. vv. 21, 24; 22:18). 
Proverbs 16 is one of the chapters of Proverbs that is all about the contrast 

between the upright and the wicked.  Solomon had much to say about these 
groups and their conflict in the life of the redeemed and the body of the Lord.  
As is usual in many of the Proverbs, he begins with a reference to the “heart”, 
that is, the very center of man, his mind, his will, his emotions.  It speaks, as we 
have spoken of before, of the center of things for man, that which, collectively, 
allows him to interact with and accomplish, meaningfully, spiritual living (if we 
are talking about a redeemed person) and some meaningful purpose for God.  In 
order to do so, of course, one must be allowing God’s Spirit and His Word to 
inform and maintain the wisdom and abilities of this “center” of a man.   

Solomon draws our attention to the heart of the “wise”.  Wise here, as in a 
lot of other places in Proverbs, speaks of a number of “shades” of application 
and meaning to the mind and workings of God’s people.  It can indicate that 
they are cunning, subtle, skillful (in technical work), shrewd (even describing a 
whole class of men), crafty, wily, learned, but is most often translated as wise 
(ethically and religiously).  It is used more than 165 times in Proverbs and a 
huge amount of times elsewhere in the OT.   

It is interesting that Solomon hints at the idea that the “heart” is what guides 
the mouth.  We can readily understand the idea that the mind or intelligence 
guides what we say.  It arms or equips us so that we speak rightly and 
effectively.  Sadly or disturbingly, it is true that man often speaks as prompted 
by our feelings or on impulse.  But we need to remember that Solomon is not 
saying that we need to allow that aspect of our “inner man” be that which 
controls or even drives our communication with others.   

We might also take note that “mouth” doesn’t only speak of the hole in our 
faces.  It is a bit amusing that the root of the word actually can mean a “hole” 
came to refer, not just to the place where the sound of speaking comes from' but 
also to the tenor or nature, or even the content  of what is said.  It can refer to the 
speech of the orator, the message of the preacher, etc.  The point here is that the 
speech or content of our words is determined or guided by what is in our 
“heart”.  There are two things that we gather from this first idea in the verse.   

1. If our heart is filled with the undesirable thing that Solomon has 
spoken of often in the Book, it is that which will guide both exactly 
what we say, as well as how we say.  Obviously this is most 
ungodly and thus undesirable for the believer. 
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2. But, if our hearts is filled with love, joy, and godly information, 
then our speech and the impact of it will be far more appropriate to 
the man of God. 

It is the first that Solomon has in mind, as is evident in the following phrase.  
The sense of the verse builds and grows as we move along.  The “wise” person 
speaks in concert with what the Word of God says, as well as the godly nature 
that God has built in him.  It is that godly and instructed heart that arms and 
enables the content of  his speech to be acceptable to God (as Solomon says 
elsewhere) and, here, “persuasive” to those to whom he is speaking. 

“Adds” simply refers to the ideas of “also”, “increasing”, “puts” “upon”, 
takes further and other like concepts.  Solomon is fairly expansive in what he 
says the heart of the wise adds to the speech of the wise.  He calls it 
“persuasiveness”.  As is the case with many of the concepts that Solomon puts 
forth… this is an interesting one.  It can mean anything from learning to 
doctrine, to the basic idea of teaching.  Speaking of these general concepts we 
would understand the idea of having the “power” to accomplish them. It is not 
merely the thought of doing the instruction or teaching, but rather of doing so in 
a way that is effective or has “power” with regard to those that here the words.  
That is why many English Bibles render it as “persuasiveness”.  

The short phrase “…to his lips” Is virtually the same thought as “…his 
mouth” in the prior phrase.  It speaks of the ability to teach and instruction in 
what it is that the teacher is doing.  It could be virtually anything from Doctrine 
to Evangelism.  The concept, of course would apply to much more generic ideas, 
but, as Solomon started here with the concept of the “…heart of the wise” we 
must understand it to refer to spiritual and godly ideas and truths. 

By way of interpretation we would conclude that the meaning seems to be 
that where there is true wisdom in a man’s heart, suitable words for expressing it 
will generally be found or given. And the learning of such a one, mounting up to 
or hovering about his lips, will add weight of argument through communication 
of knowledge. By the “wise” is meant primarily the religious man, but the term 
embraces also the possessors of good wisdom of every kind. 

There are a number of illustrations we can remember a couple things: 
 In Jacob’s answer to Pharaoh we have a beautiful instance of a 

simple statement made in an instructive, striking manner, 
calculated to lead the thoughts of the royal hearer to a right 
estimate of life.  

 Peter, when his own heart had been untaught its prejudices, was 
able to convince others out of the wisdom he himself had imbibed 
(Acts 11:4–18; 15:7–12).  

 Paul is an example of a man who, by the wisdom given him from 
above, added to his acquired learning - the fruit of a liberal 
education - was able to adapt himself to various classes of hearers. 
With Jews he argued from their own Scriptures; with unlearned 
heathen from manifestations of the Deity in nature; to heathen 
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philosophers he quoted their own poets. His Epistle to Philemon is 
a model of skill in the adaptation of telling arguments to gain a 
desired end. 

As always, we just want to think a bit about application. - Eloquence is a 
great gift, but wisdom is a greater. So God Himself taught by assigning Aaron to 
Moses for “a mouth,” but Moses to Aaron “instead of God” (Exod. 4:16). The 
eloquent mouth may be employed to win influence, whether in public or in 
private. The orator wields a magic power over the minds of a wrapt multitude. 
Even greater is the fascination exercised by one in social intercourse who has 
the enviable art of putting things in an attractive and convincing way. But 
however words may please and hold their hearers spell-bound for a time, they 
will produce no lasting, beneficial effect; they may win popularity, but not fame; 
unless they proceed from a wise heart, and learning to satisfy the judgment be 
added. This, true of all subjects of speech, is eminently so of those which have a 
religious character. Here, experience is the most important requisite—to have 
felt and tasted, as well as read and heard, what we speak of. Here, self-
knowledge contributes a special branch of learning, that intuition of hearts 
which enables the speaker to adapt his words to his company. While, then, “I 
covet earnestly” so noble a gift as eloquence, let me remember that the most 
effective eloquence is from a heart running over with love to God and man, and 
from experience of the Lord’s doings; that divinity is not said by rote, but is 
what the heart teaches the mouth; and that only “…the savor of Gospel 
knowledge is fragrant and invigorating”  (2 Cor. 2:14). 


