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A few weeks ago, I was privileged to spend three days serving as a judge at the 
Arkansas Diamond Speech and Debate Tournament. This is an event geared for 
homeschooled students from ages 12-18. Over 400 competitors from 13 states 
attended the contest, competing in a variety of categories. As someone who is 
regularly on the receiving end of judgment regarding my speaking, it was a nice change 
of pace to have the tables turned, if only for a few days. Could I share with you a few 
things that I took away from this experience? 
 

There are still a lot of good young people in this world. Mark Twain once said, “When 
your child turns 13, stick him in a barrel, place a lid on top, and feed him through the 
knothole. When he turns 16, seal up the knothole.” There seems to be an almost innate 
rebellion that occurs in the lives of many younger people. This is nothing new. 
Socrates said centuries ago, “Our youth now love luxury. They have bad manners, 
contempt for authority; they show disrespect for their elders and love chatter in place 
of exercise; they contradict their parents, chatter before company; gobble up their 
food and tyrannize their teachers.” This was not my experience with the young 
people at this tournament. They were courteous, using respectful phrases like “yes 
sir” and “no sir.” They expressed their gratitude to the judges and other tournament 
officials. Many of them invoked faith and scripture into their speeches and 
presentations. It is possible to make godly decisions as a young person. Young people 
can be (and should be) engaged in the work of the Lord today (Ecc 12:1). 
 

People really like to talk about themselves. One mark of a good speaker is the ability to 
connect with his or her audience. This is difficult to do, particularly in a 5-7 minute 
speech. Over half of all the speakers I heard attempted to connect through a personal 
story. However, many of these young people spent far too much time talking about 
themselves, which left them little time for the meat (or purpose) of their speech. 
Author Rudyard Kipling once quipped, “Words are, of course, the most powerful drug 
used by mankind.” Let’s be honest – many of us are addicted. Research shows that 
when the topic of conversation is ourselves, the brain releases dopamine (the 
pleasure hormone). The problem with making everything about yourself is that you 
often fail to consider the perspective of others. We also have a tendency to speak 
before we fully understand a subject. Scripture tells us to be “slow to speak” (Jas 1:19), 
and to let others praise us rather than our own lips (Prov 27:2). 
 

There is no substitute for diligent study and preparation. One of the most naturally 
gifted speakers I heard over the three days received the lowest score I gave the entire 
time. The reason is simple – he was not prepared. Although he had a great speaking 
voice, was dressed professionally, used humor, and made some application, he did 
not have a good handle on the subject matter, and it showed. Though it is important 
to hone one’s speaking ability and people skills, the Bible shows us that God values 
self-discipline and diligent study (1 Cor 9:24-27; 2 Tim 2:15). No matter how 
talented someone is, true success requires sustained effort. One might be able to 
“wing it” through a speech or through a test, but we cannot “wing it” through life. 
We must be willing to eliminate the distractions and build the mental toughness to 
persevere until the task is completed, and completed well. In all things, we are to 
labor as if we are working for the Lord, bringing glory to His name (Col 3:23; 1 Cor 
10:31). 

“I shall always be 
ready to remind you  

of these things…”  
2 Peter 1:21 
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