
A Cool Spirit
The wisdom of restrained words, and the daily discipline of being slow to speak.

PROVERBS 17:27-28 (ESV) · A STUDY ON THE TONGUE AND SELF-CONTROL

“Whoever restrains his words has knowledge, and he who has a cool spirit

is a man of understanding. Even a fool who keeps silent is considered wise;

when he closes his lips, he is deemed intelligent.”

PROVERBS 17:27-28, ESV

What the passage says

Proverbs is wisdom literature, short, memorable lines that hold up a picture of the wise life next to the

foolish one. Here the contrast is about the mouth. Verse 27 links two things most of us keep separate:

knowledge and restraint. The person who actually knows something does not need to say everything.

A “cool spirit,” an even, unhurried temper, is called the mark of understanding. Wisdom, in other

words, shows up not only in what we say but in what we are willing to leave unsaid.

Verse 28 pushes it further, almost with humor. Even a fool looks wise when he stays quiet. Silence

will not make a foolish person wise, but it will keep him from broadcasting his folly. The plain point

of the text is simple and searching: restraint is a form of wisdom available to all of us, and words

spoken in haste rarely make us look as good as we think they will.

Why this is hard

Guarding the tongue sounds easy until the moment arrives. Many of us have wrestled with this since

we were children, the quick reply, the sharp tone, the need to have the last word. The struggle is

usually less about vocabulary and more about spirit. A “cool spirit” cannot be faked in the heat of the

moment; it grows out of a heart that is not ruled by pride, fear, or anger. That is why restraint is a

discipline and not just a personality trait. It is something the Spirit forms in us over time.

Quick to listen, slow to speak



The clearest New Testament summary of this wisdom is James 1:19: “Let every person be quick to

hear, slow to speak, slow to anger.” James is deliberately using the “quick and slow” wordplay

common in the wisdom tradition, setting eager listening against hasty speaking. Notice the order.

Listening comes first, and it is meant to be a constant readiness, an openness that turns first to God

and then to the people in front of us.

“Slow to speak” does not mean speaking slowly. It means giving yourself time to think before you

begin. Ecclesiastes applies this even to prayer, urging us not to be hasty with our words before God

but to let them be few and considered. Hasty speech has long been recognized as damaging to

relationships, and Proverbs keeps pressing the same point: “too much talk leads to sin” (Proverbs

10:19), and “those who guard their mouth preserve their life” (Proverbs 13:3). Measured words are a

mark of wisdom, and forethought is a form of love.

This is also God’s answer to anger. Psalm 4:4 pairs the two directly: “Be angry, and do not sin; ponder

in your own hearts on your beds, and be silent.” Silence, in that moment, is not avoidance. It is the

space in which anger is kept from turning into sin. Spirit-led speech avoids impulsiveness and instead

stays aware of our own limits, our need to listen, and our need to learn.

Living it out

Restraint is not silence for its own sake, and it is not cowardice. Scripture also tells us to be “ready

always to give an answer” (1 Peter 3:15). The goal is to bring our words under the lordship of Christ

so that when we do speak, our words carry weight, grace, and truth. A few simple practices help:

Pause before you respond, especially when you feel provoked. Watch your tone as closely as your

words, since tone often preaches louder than content. Before speaking, ask whether it is true, whether

it is necessary, and whether it is kind. And make Psalm 141:3 a daily prayer: “Set a guard, O LORD,

over my mouth; keep watch over the door of my lips.”

A deeper study: verses on the tongue and self-control

This study began with a good question: how many places in Scripture deal with restraining the tongue

and self-control? It is a rich thread that runs from Proverbs through the Psalms and into the New

Testament. Here is a starting path:

• James 1:19: “Let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger.” The clearest summary of
a cool spirit.

• Proverbs 10:19: “When words are many, transgression is not lacking, but whoever restrains his lips is
prudent.”

• Proverbs 13:3: “Whoever guards his mouth preserves his life; he who opens wide his lips comes to
ruin.”



• Proverbs 15:1: “A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” Tone, not just
content.

• Proverbs 21:23: “Whoever keeps his mouth and his tongue keeps himself out of trouble.”

• Proverbs 29:20: a warning against being hasty in speech.

• Ecclesiastes 5:2: “let your words be few,” especially before God.

• Psalm 4:4: silence as God’s answer to anger, “be angry, and do not sin.”

• Psalm 141:3: a prayer to guard the mouth and the “door of the lips.”

• James 3:1-12: the tongue as a small member that sets great fires; no human can tame it, which points us
to our need for God.

• Galatians 5:22-23: self-control as fruit of the Spirit, not willpower alone.

Your challenge this week

A cool spirit is not built in a class; it is built in a hundred small moments. Pick up the work with a few

concrete steps:

Memorize one verse. Start with James 1:19 or Psalm 141:3. Carry it into the moments where

your tongue usually runs ahead of you.

Practice the pause. For the next seven days, when you feel the heat rise, count to five before

you respond. Ask the three questions: is it true, is it necessary, is it kind? Then decide whether

to speak at all.

Keep a short log. Each night, note one moment you held your tongue and one you wish you

had. Do not beat yourself up over it; just watch the pattern. Naming it is how the Spirit begins

to change it.

Pray it daily. Make Psalm 141:3 your morning prayer: “Set a guard, O LORD, over my

mouth.” Ask God to do in you what you cannot do in your own strength.

Invite one person in. Tell a spouse, friend, or group member you are working on this, and

give them permission to gently flag it when your words get sharp. A cool spirit grows fastest

in community, not isolation.

Work through the deeper study list above at your own pace, one passage at a time. The goal is not

perfection by Friday. It is a heart that, over time, learns to listen first and speak with grace.

The Gospel underneath it

James is honest: no one can tame the tongue on their own. That is not a dead end; it is a doorway to

the Gospel. The same grace that saves us is the grace that slowly reshapes our speech. As we are

changed by Christ, our words begin to reflect the One who “when he was reviled, did not revile in

return” (1 Peter 2:23). A cool spirit, in the end, is not just good manners. It is the quiet evidence of a



heart being made new.
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