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Iron Sharpens Iron

 Proverbs 27:17 says, “As iron sharpens iron, so a man sharpens the countenance of 
his friend.” This verse has been used time and again to defend the practice of 
believers engaging in heated debate in order to knock the rough edges off of
each other. However, in examining the truth here, in looking at the way this verse is 
written, we might learn a few things about the difference between discipleship and 
debate.

 What Does It Mean to Sharpen?

 The word means to cause to grow sharp or keen. So as iron will cause another 
piece of iron to grow sharp, able to cut or pierce, so too a man can sharpen the 
countenance of his friend.



Iron Sharpens Iron

 Who is Sharpened?

 A Friend

 The next thing we notice from the text is that a man sharpens the countenance of 
his friend. The sharpening, the removal of rough edges, the refinement, the growth 
in grace that results from diligent discipleship occurs between friends. In the Body 
of Christ we see that much is required of us as we relate to one another. Fellowship, 
an act of worship toward God and an act of love and service towards each other, 
finds us in a loving, deep, and even spiritually intimate relationship with our 
“friends.”



Iron Sharpens Iron

 A brief summary of what the Bible says about the relationship between friends is also 
summed up in a Proverb. Chapter 17 verse 17 begins, “A friend loves at all times.” So the 
very relationship necessary for “sharpening” is a relationship built on unconditional love. 
That means that 1 Corinthians 13 applies specifically to how friends interact with one 
another. Let’s look at these verses: 1 Corinthians 13

 1 Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have 
become sounding brass or a clanging cymbal. 2 And though I have the gift of 
prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have all faith, 
so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 3 And though I 
bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, but 
have not love, it profits me nothing.4 Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; 
love does not parade itself, is not puffed up; 5 does not behave rudely, does not seek its 
own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; 6 does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; 
7 bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 8 Love never 
fails.
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 So when we take a look at discipleship and the love that is required of us by our 
Lord for one another within His Body (1 Peter 1:22; 1 John 3:14), and when we see 
how serious the presence of love is in our relationships (without love, we are 
nothing!), and when we evidence Biblical love as is described above in our 
friendships, then we see what it means to sharpen the countenance of a friend.

 We disciple friends, fellow members of the Body of Christ. This is fundamentally 
relational. We are motivated by love for them and for Christ. And we show by our 
actions, words, thoughts, motives, and attitudes that this is genuine, patient, 
longsuffering, gentle, well-behaved love.
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 What is Sharpened?

 His Countenance

 We sharpen the countenance of a friend. What does this mean, to sharpen his 
“countenance?” The Hebrew word here means literally, “face” and it is used 
throughout Scripture to refer to a person’s presence or bearing. This includes his 
ability to think, discern, respond, and act.

 So this means that a man who is sharpening the countenance of his friend is working 
within a relationship based on unconditional love to refine and polish who he is, how 
he thinks, what he says, and how he behaves. Sharpening a man’s countenance is 
to work to refine who he is in every part of his being. It is indeed nothing short of 
teaching a friend how to avoid being conformed to the world while instead 
teaching him to be transformed by renewing his mind in the Scriptures (Rom 12:1-2).
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 How do we Sharpen?

 Like iron on iron

 It is often believed that this sharpening is heated confrontation, even to the point 
that friends or fellow believers will offend one another in the process. But if we 
remember that this is all taking place within the context of a relationship based on 
unconditional love, then will this sharpening ever be offensive? Will it draw out the 
depravity in all of us? Will it hurt our pride or cause us to rear up in defensive anger 
toward the one sharpening us?
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 To understand and answer these questions we must ask, “Why is this process one of 
iron on iron?”

 In order to make a cutting tool or a weapon effective, it has to be sharp. At the 
time this verse was written workers, weapon makers, and soldiers would use a piece 
of iron to sharpen another piece of iron. The goal of the process was to take off the 
blunt, rounded edge along with any burrs, bumps, or irregularities in the metal. The 
end result, after pressure and friction, was that the edge was not round or jagged, 
but smooth and sharp. The point was to make a point!

 I think that often the focus is set on the friction and pressure instead of on the goal. 
The goal is not to pressure one to become sharp, nor is it to create friction, 
confusion, or agitation. The goal is to remove those things that keep us dull and 
unusable.
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 Think of it this way, this word picture (iron sharpening iron) can just as easily be 
restated in another form. In fact, the writer of Hebrews does just that. Let’s look at 
Hebrews 12:1-2.

 1 Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let 
us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run 
with endurance the race that is set before us, 2 looking unto Jesus, the author and 
finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, 
despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.

 There it is. In order to run a good race, to compete with any skill, the athlete must 
“lay aside every weight” that would slow him down. And the Scriptures are quite 
clear – the weight that slows us down is sin.
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 The task of laying aside the weight, of being sharpened so that the rough irregular 
blemishes are honed off, is the task of removing sin. It is repentance and confession. If 
we want our countenance to be sharpened, our presence and being to be keen and 
useful, then we must get sin out of the way.

 The Word is the tool we use to sharpen one another with, set in a relationship of love and 
concern for spiritual growth and effective service to our Master. It is the Word that is 
“inspired” and useful for “doctrine, reproof, correction, and instruction in righteousness, 
that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” (2 Tim 3:16-
17). 

 Doctrine – the Word is used to teach us what to believe.
 Reproof – the Word is used to confront sin and error in our life and our belief system.
 Correction – the Word is used to give us steps of correction, a remedy for what has been 

reproved.
 Instruction in Righteousness – the Word is used to show us how to be right with God and 

how to grow in our fellowship with Him. We are taught, instructed, in how to be right with 
Him.
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 The Plank and Speck

 Now some might say that removing the speck from a brother’s eye can be hard work. 
There are some, especially on internet forums, that are professional speck removers. In 
their opinion, they are right and we are wrong. They will expose the error of our ways, 
tell us how ignorant and naive we are to have fallen for such a false piece of 
doctrine, they will reprove us for not being as wise as they, they will correct us with 
harsh impatient unkind words, and then they will insist that to be instructed in 
righteousness is nothing less than embracing their point of view without question.

 Here we have a brother, though not necessarily a friend, running straight for us, 
tweezers in hand to pluck the speck out of our eye. But as they get near suddenly we 
are bludgeoned by the telephone pole sticking out of their head! Can you imagine 
this zealot trying to remove a speck of dust from someone’s eye all the while a utility 
pole complete with garage sale flyers attached is protruding from their eye socket?
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 Pole bearers and speck removers forget what the Bible says. While the Word of 
God never condemns removing a speck from a brother’s eye, it is absolute in 
giving us this instruction: first remove the PLANK from your own eye! In other words, 
be ready to deal with your sin and your pride and your false beliefs first, then seek 
to assist others in the pursuit of right living and right belief.

 It is also interesting to me that the difference between a speck and a plank is 
simply perspective. If a speck is in your own eye, it appears as a plank, obscuring 
much of your field of vision. But if it is another’s eye, at a distance, it is but a speck.

 The iron that is sharp and the runner that is fast, the eye that can see without 
obstruction, is the iron, the runner, the eye that is consistently and continually 
being rid of sin. It is an application of Romans 6. It is aiding one another in the 
pursuit of holiness. It is becoming more and more like Christ, by the power of the 
Spirit through the application of the Word of God to our daily lives.



Next Week

 Casting Down Arguments – Expository Apologetics
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