Taming the Tongue

James 3:1-12

One of the reasons that Christians like readingothek of James, | think, is that he is practical
and very clear in the things he writes. When welr&éou say you have faith? Fine. I'lshow

you my faith by my workstye ‘get it'! We know what he means.

Or, “What good is it if we see someone hungry or laglalothes and we say to them, ‘God bless
you — be warm, and well fed!'We understand immediately that he telling us thatwords can

end up hollow and meaningless if there is no adbacking them up.

James certainly understands the importance of wadris is a writer, so he knows how
significant words can be in instruction, in liftipgople up. He knows that words can inspire and
encourage, and — again, keows— words can inflict pain and hurt. We may sasticks and
stone may break our bones but words will never met but it's not true...sometimes words

hurt worse than sticks or stones.

So, the very practical James, brother of Jesusptdsva sizable portion of his only letter to
sharing some thoughts about words, or, as he putke tongue’. And he must have had some
significant first hand experience, because he wntgh passion®All kinds of animals, birds,
reptiles, and sea creatures are being tamed ana teeen tamed by human beings, but no one

can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, futleddly poison.”

| can imagine that many here today can testifyhwttuth of those words, having been on the
receiving end of a careless hurtful comment at spoiet in your life that you can still feel, or

worse, aeliberatelywell-aimed verbal dart, that hit right on target.

...I had been in the ministry for just a little oveur years, having been nurtured and encouraged
in our first appointment; Dianna and | went withcégment into our second assignment. My
District Superintendent had told us that the chwvels coming through a difficult time (in fact,

their last three pastors had left the ministrydoe reason or another), but we were ready to give
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it our best, and had every expectation of learninfpve and serve these hurting people (which

we did, by the way. But it wasn't easy.)

We arrived at the church in the beginning of Jalyd Brian (our first child) was born less than
four weeks later. So, new church, new town, newilfam lots of new stuff. Heady days!

About one week after Brian’s birthday — i.e., abognth after my arrival — | got word that the
Church’'s SPR committee (which was supposed to besupport group) had been meeting
secretly (and illegally, by UM Church Disciplinehé they had made up a list of grievances

against me.

| can still remember the feeling that | had whéreérd that (they wouldn’t share the list with me,
so, you know how imagination goes. Especially wien're trying your best.) “What have |
done wrong... already?” As | remember back about tihge, | can see now something that |
didn’t quite grasp then, being only in my late 2@sthout a lot of life experience. 1 think that
what really hurt about that whole thing was notnsach that someone had an issue with me.
Even a few people. It was more that | realized thase people that | thought were my support,
my family, even, had been talkirapoutme, pretty extensively, in negative ways, andd ha

clue about it until they came up with their docuteincomplaints. | lost trust in all that.

[The DS, by the way, refused to even look at thatudnent, and threatened to dismantle the
committee if it happened again. Kind of a ‘toughdbthing.]

And | appreciated that support. But | was shakenhiy... my confidence took a hit. It really
took awhile for me to stop leading that congregati@fensively, you know, looking over my
shoulder all the time, thinking not about “Is thigood path to pursue?” but more so, “what will

betheir reaction if | suggest this?”

All because some people decided that it was easterbetter — to tallaboutsomeone than to

talk to them. The untamed tongue... finds many ways to infficfire.
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There is something generally attractive, don’t yionk, in people that are honest, and who are
willing to talk about issues directly with you, amyite the same in return? Especially when they
have a good grasp of what Paul termed, “Speakiadrtith...in love.” Because we all know
that the other side of this, are people who mayehheir facts straight, [for the most part] yet

they use ‘truth’ as a battering ram to attack. Teak down, to maintain power over someone.

“I'm just telling the truth”... is not necessarily axample of ‘loving one another’ when that
particular ‘truth’ may not have needed to be spadkethe first place. Solomon wrote that there is
a time for everything. Including “a time to be sileand a time to speak”. Wisdom — which is

another one of James’ themes in his letter — hedps learn the difference.

In Today's Christian WomanRamona Cramer Tucker wrote about her friend Miehevho

admits to being caught in a nasty situation... Ateataurant after lunch, Michelle and her
coworker, Sharon, stopped in the restroom to dateviea mysterious thing it is that women do
in restrooms that takes so long... before returnmgheir jobs. Their small talk turned to the
subject of people who drove them crazy. [Who halsat a conversation like that?] Immediately
Michelle launched into a two-minute diatribe ab8eth, a mutual coworker. As Michelle went

on and on, a stall door opened. Out walked Bethfaeed and angry.

In a split second, what had seemed like a pregslief-session turned into an awkward mess.
Michelle and Beth stared at each other in embatapanic. Michelle knew she couldn’t take
her words back. In the instant their eyes met, Bethout the door. That afternoon, Beth didn't
return to work, and the next day Michelle heardtigh the grapevine that Beth had resigned.
While other staff members openly cheered what sdetoebe good news, Michelle felt

miserable. She wished she would have tatkeBleth instead of talkingboutBeth.

Although that situation happened some five yeaos bgt Michelle says she has never forgotten
it. She tried to reach Beth several times by phdmen wrote her a letter of apology, but Beth

never responded. Michelle says she, too, learnedelsson about loose lips—the hard way.
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What's worse is that Michelle is a Christian, arettB to her knowledge, isn.

James knew what he was talking about, didn’t he?

| heard about three pastors were on a non-produdishing trip when they began to discuss
various topics to pass the time. One preacher lsaithought it would be a good idea if they
confessed their biggest sins to each other andptsgred for each other. They all agreed, and the
first preacher said that his biggest sin was tleatiked to sit at the beach now and then and
watch pretty women stroll by. The second preacloarfessed that his biggest sin was that he
went to the horse track every so often and put allsbet on a horse. Turning to the third
preacher, they asked, “Brother, what is your biggas?” There was quite a silence when he

answered, “My biggest sin is gossiping.”

You gotta’ be careful. Your words can come back.

There’s a Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, who has writtemd&/ That Hurt, Words That Heavho has

lectured all around this country on the powerfulg aften negative, impact of words. Often in
these lectures he asks audiences if they can go@4 without saying any unkind wordbout

or to, another person. Just one day. Invariably, a smathber of listeners raise their hands,
signifying “yes.” Others laugh, and quite a largemner call out, “no!” We can't do it.

Telushkin responds like thiSThose who can’'t answer ‘yes’ must recognize that yrave a
serious problem. If you cannot go 24 hours withdniniking liquor, you are addicted to alcohol.
If you cannot go 24 hours without smoking, youaddicted to nicotine. Similarly, if you cannot
go 24 hours without saying unkind words about athéinen you have lost control over your

tongue.™

James says that the tongue may be a small thiygiqattly, but it has a tremendous impact on

others.

! Ramona Cramer Tuckefloose Lips, Christian Reader (March / April 2002), pp.38-39

2 Rick Ezell, One Minute Uplift (7-21-06)
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® When we put bits into the mouths of horses to ntiadem obey us, we can turn the whole
animal.* Or take ships as an example. Although they aréasge and are driven by strong
winds, they are steered by a very small rudder a¥er the pilot wants to gd.Likewise, the
tongue is a small part of the body, but it makemsagboasts. Consider what a great forest is set
on fire by a small spark.

Well, we've focused on the potential evil that dsncaused by our words, and while I've only
given a few examples, | think that’s enough becausee all very familiar —firsthand — with this
kind of thing. And since we’re all under constrocti we should thank the Lord daily for his

patience with us, and try to reflect that patiewith each other.

But | don’t want to spend this whole message tiatkirig about the negative, because | think its
worth nothing that inherent in James’ warning abthé potential evils of the tongue is a
powerful expression of the potential good that bandone with it. He says, that a bit in the
mouth of a horse ‘can turn the whole animal’ -ainsls to reason that it can be steered on a road,
or down a straight furrow, just as easily as veeoff into the swamp. We have in our words a

powerful source of good.

Just as readily as we can recall a time when a Wvord someone hurt us, | hope that we can just
as easily recall a time when a word from someoftedlius up... when we were encouraged,
accepted, or renewed. And | pray as well that wedccecall a time — hopefully recently — when

our words were words just like that.

In The Whisper TesMary Ann Bird writes: “I grew up knowing | wasftérent, and | hated it. |
was born with a cleft palate, and when | startdtbet; my classmates made it clear to me how |
looked to others: a little girl with a misshapep, Icrooked nose, lopsided teeth, and garbled
speech.

When schoolmates asked, “What happened to yout lligh2ell them I'd fallen and cut it on a
piece of glass. Somehow it seemed more acceptalilave suffered an accident than to have
been born different. | was convinced that no ortsida my family could love me.
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There was, however, a teacher in the second gréenwve all adored — Mrs. Leonard by
name. She was short, round, happy — a sparkling Kdnually we had a hearing test. ... Mrs.
Leonard gave the test to everyone in the classfiaallly it was my turn. | knew from past years
that as we stood against the door and covered anethee teacher sitting at her desk would
whisper something, and we would have to repeaadkbthings like “The sky is blue” or “Do

you have new shoes?”

| waited there for those words that God must havieiqto her mouth, those seven words that
changed my life. Mrs. Leonard said, in her whisplewish you were my little girl.” God says to

every person deformed by sin, “I wish you were my”or “l| wish you were my daughtet.”

In verse 9 — 10 James writes
“With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, amith it we curse human beings, who have
been made in God's likeness. Out of the same ncoutle praise and cursing. My brothers and

sisters, this should not be.”

James recognizes the main reason that it is sortenidhat we learn to steer our tongue, (or our
words) toward building up and good. Humans beirigs/é been made in God’s likeness’, he
reminds us. It makes no sense then, to praise @bdowe breath and then ‘curse’, or tear down

something that specifically has been made by tratesGod in his own likeness.

C. S. Lewis understood this, and wrote about ftinbook,_ The Weight of Glory

Remember that the dullest and most uninterestingppeyou talk to may one day be a creature
which, if you saw it now, you would strongly be fgigad to worship, or else a horror and a
corruption such as you now meet, if at all, onlyaimightmare. All day long we are, in some
degree, helping each other to one or other of thésstinations. It is in the light of these
overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe aheé circumspection proper to them, that we
should conduct all our dealings with one anothdrfreendships, all loves, all play, all politics.
There are no ordinary people. You have never talkeximere mortalt

8 Leadership, Vol. 16, no. 1.
4C.s. Lewis, The Weight of Glory (HarperOne, 2001316
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We all recognize that ‘taming the tongue’ is gotogbe a battle. But it is one that needs to be
engaged if we are to move on to a greater maturitur faith, and represent Christ well in our
world. We all know that we are going to have lapsese are going to say things, participate in

conversations that are not constructive, not hgakihd again, we thank the Lord for his grace!

But at the same time, let us never be satisfied anything less than holiness in our speech...let
us examine our words, be the kind of people thaedavrote about in chapter one:

(1: 19)My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this:
Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speaksiow to become angry.

Amen.

To paraphrase Psalm 19:14...

Now let the all the words of our mouths, and all thoughts from out of our hearts, be
acceptable in your sight, Qokp, our strength, and our Redeemer.
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