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“Vital Christianity #5

Nuclear Mouths”

James 3:1-10 & Matthew 12:34b-37

October 8, 2006


Last week James told us that words without actions are of little value, faith without obedience is false. But James has no desire to downplay the life-changing power of words. That is why in the very next chapter he does a thorough study of the power of our words. It is also very likely that James was writing to a group of Christians who were verbally abusing each other. This is a good warning from James that the things we say to or about each other can be terribly destructive.

Our mouths, our tongues have great potential! We can do the most wonderful things with our words. We can bring healing to hearts, we can give hope to the suffering, we can change the world into a better place with our words. We can encourage and build up.  We can celebrate someone’s work for the Lord. Or …. our words can take a beautiful day and trash it for someone. One careless (or deliberate) word can slash a person’s heart and leaving them staggering. Our words can either be a lifeline to a person who is finding life an uphill struggle, or grease on their path. It is up to us!

We have nuclear mouths! What we say can do such good, but what we say can just as easily do tremendous harm. Satan, the great and corrupted mouth, knows just how powerful our words are and never passes up an opportunity to lure us into using this gift from God in a perverse and destructive way. The tongue is one of the least obvious parts of our bodies but packs a huge punch.

When I was in high school our school had a dynamite basketball team. Four of the five starters stood over six and a half feet and could move. But the guy that was the star to watch was a kid who played the small forward position. He was at least a foot shorter than any of the other players. But he was fast and fearless and could easily get inside the guards and he never missed a shot. He was small for a basketball player but packed a huge punch!

Our tongues may be small but they can pack a huge punch. John Wycliffe, the man who tried to reform the church 200 years before Martin Luther, once said of the tongue “The tongue breaks the bone even though the tongue has no bone.” The modern Wycliffe Bible Translation Society is living out that belief as it works to translate the Word of God into every known human language. The spoken Word of God has power to save souls and transform lives.

But the tongue is also a very dangerous part. It can hurt us and others. That is why James says “The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.”

Even the best of people can be lured into saying hurtful things. Many of you here today still struggle with things that were said about you when you were just children. And some of you are where you are today as a result of things that slipped out of your mouths during an emotional moment. The Red Queen in Through the Looking Glass was right when she said, “When once you have said a thing, that fixes it, and you must take the consequences”. 

James warns us, the tongue “is a restless evil, full of deadly poison”. Poison in even a very small amount can be deadly. One little word, one side remark, one negative comment can set in motion a sickness that eventually corrupts and destroys.

I am not afraid of physical challenges. I am not as strong as I once was and it may take me longer to accomplish physical things but they don’t scare me. I am not afraid to try new things, in fact I look forward to new challenges and opportunities. But I am truly afraid of words, my words and your words. I have seen what a carelessly spoken word of mine can do and it scares me. The Red Queen is right, we cannot escape the consequences of our words and picking up the pieces of a shattered relationship can be almost impossible..

The other day the men’s Wednesday work team changed out a number of our fluorescent light bulbs. On Thursday I found five or six of the old bulbs sticking out of the garbage in the kitchen. I knew from experience that these light tubes are easily broken so I decided to put them in the dumpster. I didn’t want to make but one trip so I piled those 4 foot glass tubes in my arms and began making my way out of the fellowship hall. As I swung out of the doors one of the tubes slid out of my arms and exploded into a million pieces on the side walk. It took me thirty minutes to pick up and sweep up the pieces. I have tried to pick up the pieces after I have spoken a careless word and discovered that sometimes it is impossible. I have also tried to put back the pieces after you have spoken a careless word to someone and found that impossible too. I have a fearful respect for words! So must you!

We in the church should always be careful about our words. We certainly do not want to hurt anyone, nor say anything that would reflect poorly on the Lord. But at times like these when we are embarking on new and untried missions for the Lord we must be especially careful. Careful because we are under pressure and pressures can make us more sensitive and less careful about what we say. Careful because we don’t want to hurt each other. Careful because we don’t want to say something that would cripple or delay the work God is doing among us.

The tongue can be like a thermometer and a thermostat. The tongue can reveal our spiritual health. If our words are cool and uninviting it may be because we have become dead to the Spirit of God. If our words are hot and antagonistic it may be that our spiritual lives are out of God’s control and in another’s control.

James is reminding us about the power of our words. Thank you Lord, show us how to use our tongues to glorify you and nothing else. Let me show you a few ways the Bible tells us to do just that, love each other and glorify God.

The Bible tells us again and again that it is more important to listen than to talk. James 1:19 told us that we need to “be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry”. Proverbs 10:19 says “When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise.” When we take the time to carefully listen to someone, trying to understand why they feel like they do, we are much less likely to get upset. Proverbs 12:18 warns, “Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing”. “Reckless words” are words that pop out without us taking the time to think about how they might be received, what they might do. 

Proverbs is riddled with saying about our tongues because the writers of Proverbs knew how powerful that little part of us really is. Two ears, one tongue, do twice as much listening!

When we speak we must always speak the truth in love. We must never twist the truth to fit our agenda. Ephesians 4:25 says, “Therefore, each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of One Body”. Ephesians 4:29 says, “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs.”

Before we open our mouths we need to have tested what we are about to say. We need to ask ourselves, “Is what I am about to say going to be helpful to those listening? Is this going to build someone up or tear someone down?” God would never encourage us to tear someone down, but Satan certainly would. Proverbs 16:24 says, “Pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones.”

We will not always agree with each other, especially in the church where the things we do matter a great deal to us all. But there is a way to express disagreement and there is a Christian way. The Christian way tries to understand the other’s perspective, tries to find the logic in the point and either build on it or show why it isn’t logical. But the Christian way never seeks to tear anyone down.

James began this section by saying that teachers are held by God to a higher standard. That certainly must be true! Pastors to the highest standard because of their wider influence, elders chosen to lead also held to a high standard, Sunday school teachers held to a high standard because of their influence, and you because your words teach volumes about your faith and values.

Remember, three things come not back,

The arrow sent upon it’s track,

It will not swerve, it will not stay its speed, it flies to wound, or slay.

The spoken word so soon forgot by thee;

But it has perished not, in other hearts ‘tis living still and doing work for good or ill.

And the lost opportunity that cometh back no more to thee.

In vain thou weepest, in vain dost yearn, those three will nevermore return. Amen.

