Every Idle Word Men Shall Give Account
Matthew 12:

33  Either make the tree good, and his fruit good; or else make the tree corrupt, and his fruit corrupt: for the tree is known by his fruit.

34  O generation of vipers, how can ye, being evil, speak good things? for out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh.

35  A good man out of the good treasure of the heart bringeth forth good things: and an evil man out of the evil treasure bringeth forth evil things.

36  But I say unto you, That every idle word that men shall speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of judgment.

37  For by thy words thou shalt be justified, and by thy words thou shalt be condemned.

Matthew Henry’s Commentary
33-37 Men's language discovers what country they are of, likewise what manner of spirit they are of. The heart is the fountain, words are the streams. A troubled fountain, and a corrupt spring, must send forth muddy and unpleasant streams. Nothing but the salt of grace, cast into the spring, will heal the waters, season the speech, and purify the corrupt communication. An evil man has an evil treasure in his heart, and out of it brings forth evil things. Lusts and corruptions, dwelling and reigning in the heart, are an evil treasure, out of which the sinner brings forth bad words and actions, to dishonour God, and hurt others. Let us keep constant watch over ourselves, that we may speak words agreeable to the Christian character.

Adam Clarke’s Commentary
Verse 36.   Every idle word]  

rhma argon, a word that does nothing, that neither ministers grace nor instruction to them who hear it.  The word argon corresponds to the Hebrew awv shave, which signifies not only vain or empty, but also wicked and injurious, such as a false testimony against a neighbour, compare De 5:11,20.  Add to this, that Symmachus translates lwgp piggul, polluted, Le 19:7, by the very Greek word in the text. It was to explain this ambiguous meaning of the word, that ten MSS. have changed argon Into ponhron, evil.  Our Lord must be understood here as condemning all false and injurious words: the scope of the place necessarily requires this meaning.

Jamieson-Fausset-Brown Commentary

36. But I say unto you, That every idle word that men shall speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of judgment--They might say, "It was nothing: we meant no evil; we merely threw out a supposition, as one way of accounting for the miracle we witnessed; if it will not stand, let it go; why make so much of it, and bear down with such severity for it?" Jesus replies, "It was not nothing, and at the great day will not be treated as nothing: Words, as the index of the heart, however idle they may seem, will be taken account of, whether good or bad, in estimating character in the day of judgment."
Family Bible Notes:

V. 36. Ye may perhaps think, God does not so much regard your words. 

   But I say to you-That not for blasphemous and profane words only, but 

  for every idle word which men shall speak-For want of seriousness or caution; for every discourse which is not conducive to the glory of God, 

  they shall give account in the day of judgment.
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Albert Barnes

Verse 36.  But I say unto you, etc. Christ closes this address to his malignant and wicked hearers by a solemn declaration that for these things God would bring them into judgment. They, therefore, who had spoken so malignantly against him, could not escape. 

  Idle word. This literally means a vain, thoughtless, useless word, that accomplishes no good. Here it means, evidently, wicked and injurious, false and malicious; for such were the words which they had spoken.

Peoples New Testament Commentary

  Every idle word. If we shall be called on to give account for every idle, rash, inconsiderate word, how much more for such blasphemy as the Pharisees had uttered? How careful, too, should we be to see that our speech is pure!

Robertson NT Word Pictures

Every idle word (pan rhêma argon). An ineffective, useless word (a privative and ergon). A word that does no good and so is pernicious like pernicious anaemia. It is a solemn thought. Jesus who knows our very thoughts (Mt 12:25) insists that our words reveal our thoughts and form a just basis for the interpretation of character (Mt 12:37). Here we have judgment by words as in Mt 25:31-46 where Jesus presents judgment by deeds. Both are real tests of actual character. Homer spoke of "winged words" (pteroenta epea). And by the radio our words can be heard all round the earth. Who knows where they stop?

William Burkitt's Notes:

 I say unto you; I, that have always been in my Father's bosom, and fully know his mind; I, that am constituted Judge of quick and dead, and understand the rule of judgment; I, even I, do assure you that every word that has no tendency to promote the glory of God, or some way the good of others, will fall under censure at the great day, without an intervening repentance. 

Note here, That there are two sorts of words for which we must be judged; sinful words, and idle words. 

Sinful words are blasphemous words, censorious words, lying and slandering words. 

Idle words are such as savour nothing of wisdom and piety; that have no tendency to make men either wiser or better:  how light soever men make of their words now, yet in God's balance another day they will be found to weigh very heavy. 

What a bridle should this text be to extravagant tongues!  Let your speech be always seasoned with salt Col 4:6 that is, with wisdom, &c., for our words may mischief others a long time after they are spoken. 

How many years may a frothy or a filthy word, a profane scoff, an atheistical jest, stick in the minds of them that hear it, after the tongue that spake it is dead! 

A word spoken is physically transient, but morally permanent.

Spurgeon’s Commentary on Matthew

They might think that they had done no great wrong when they scattered their black phrases among the people: they had only given their opinion with more or less of levity; at the worst, they had only spoken “idle words.” Thus they would make light of what they had done now that the Lord had most completely crushed them. But our Lord drives them out of this retreat. He deals strictly with such gross offenders. Words are to be accounted for at the last great day. Words prove men just, or worthy of condemnation. Their very works may be judged by their words. There is a

something very heart-revealing about men’s language, and especially about those words which spring from deepseated passion. We may, when we are convicted of unjust speech, shield ourselves behind the notion that our bark was worse than our bite, and that we merely said so and so, and hardly

meant it to be taken so seriously; but the plea will not avail us. We must mind what we say about godly men, and especially about their Lord; for libelous words will live, and will be swift witnesses against us in the day of judgment, when we shall find that they were all recorded in the book of God.  Surely this business of charging the Lord Jesus with being in league with Satan was never likely to be heard of again while he lived! He had silenced that form of slander once for all, as far as the Pharisees were concerned. 

Dear Master, help me to bridle my tongue, that I be not found guilty of idle words; and teach me when to speak, that I may keep equally clear of idle silence.

Rodney Keister:

In summary of this point and these commentators, it is very easily seen when this verse 36 is read in the context of the other scripture relevant to what Christ was teaching in this chapter that “idle word” is not just a useless or vain words but those word that are evil, injurious, or offensive without a scriptural basis or purpose of reproof or rebuke.  May we all find truth through God’s Word and keep scripture in context.
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