FAITH THAT TRANSFORMS

#8 Watch Your Mouth

March 7th, 2010 – James 3:1-12


Today James tells us how important it is to Watch Our Mouth. Communication experts tell us that-thanks to telephones, voice-mail, and cell phones-the average person speaks enough words to fill 20 single-spaced, typewritten pages every day. We crank out enough words to fill 2 books of three 300 pages each month, 24 books each year, and 1200 books in fifty years of speaking. On the average a man will speak twenty thousand words a day while woman speak thirty thousand words a day. A man was asked: Do you resent that your wife has the last word? He replied: No. I’m just glad when she finally gets to it! I remember singing in Sunday School: Be careful little mouth what you say. Be careful little mouth what you say. The Father up above is looking down in love so be careful little mouth what you say. We give glory and honor to Jesus on earth through our speech!
We have the natural ability to say the wrong thing at the wrong time. A stock boy at a grocery store was asked by an elderly lady, Can I buy half a head of lettuce? He walked back to the manager’s office, not realizing that the lady followed him. He said to the manger, You’re not going to believe this, but there’s this crazy lady out there who wants to buy half a head of lettuce. He turned around and saw her standing right behind him. Quickly he added,   And this fine lady would like to buy the other half.  Someone observed: The reason a dog has so many friends is that he wags his tail more than his tongue. Our tongue is in a wet place and can slip easily.  James talks more about watching our mouths more than any one else in the New Testament. Let’s read together James 3:1-12:
Notice in verse 2: We all stumble in many ways. If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to keep his whole body in check.  James says that if you can control your mouth – you’ll be perfect. The Greek word for perfect does not mean – sinless. What it means is – mature or healthy. When you’re not feeling well, the doctor will often say, Stick out your tongue. Your tongue reveals what’s going on inside of you—not just physically but also spiritually. To be spiritually mature or spiritually healthy we must learn to Watch Our Mouths.
WHY MUST WE LEARN TO WATCH OUR MOUTH?

All of us here know the saying:  STICKS AND STONES MAY BREAK MY BONES, BUT WORDS WILL NEVER HURT ME. That is not true. Words do hurt. Broken bones will heal over a period of time. Sometime we never recover from the crushing words spoken to us by others.  Some right now are living in defeat and depression because of the words that were spoken to them growing up. Some believe they are worthless, no good, and will never amount to anything because of the verbal abuse they received as a child. It’s only words; I’m just kidding.  Words are significant, says James. Three reasons we have to learn to watch our mouth. Then he gives us six illustrations, two for each of the points. James really knows how to illustrate.
Words Determine Where WE GO: Words have a tremendous influence over our life. Where are you headed in life? Where are you going to be ten years from now? Look at your conversation. What do you like to talk about? What do you talk about the most? We shape our words and then our words shape us. James 3:3-4 says:    When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole animal. Or take ships as an example. Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go. The tongue is small, it’s tiny. We think it’s insignificant. It has tremendous power. 

Consider a bit in a horse’s mouth. You’ve got a huge stallion, 2,000-3,000 pounds, and a 95 pound jockey on his back. The jockey can control the tremendous mighty horse by a little piece of metal stuck strategically over his tongue. Consider the great ships that plowed up the waves of the Mediterranean Sea in James day. Many of them were up to 1,000 tons in size, and they had crews of up to 600 men. The US Navy aircraft carrier USS Nimitz weighs 91,400 tons and is 1,092 feet long. Has 4.5 acres of landing deck and can house over 6,000 crewmen. Yet this huge ship is steered by a small rudder that keeps it on course. Notice the word turned. A horse is turned by a small bit. A ship is turned by a small rudder. Our car is turned by a steering wheel – and our life is turned by the words we say. Our words are the steering wheel of our life. It is the guidance system. Karl Marx: Give me 26 mighty soldiers and I will conquer the world. He was referring to the 26 letters of the alphabet. Words have the power to direct people to or away from Jesus.  A little word or a phrase can influence the total direction of our life. 
Many people think, if our words have such influence maybe it’s best to say nothing.  Not talk at all just be silent!
A guy joined a monastery where silence was valued. Each new monk was given a probation period of three years. At the end of each year each monk was allowed to speak two words. So at the end of the first year the young monk said: Bed hard. The second year can and went and the young monk said: Food cold. At the end of the third year the young monk said: I quit. The head priest said: That doesn’t surprise me. All you have done is complain the whole time you’ve been here. James tells us that the words we speak direct our lives. Words determine where we are going.
Words Destroy What WE HAVE: Look at James 3:5-6: Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. 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. There are some great forests in the United States of America, yet every year thousands of acres of beautiful forests are destroyed by someone who leaves smoldering ash in a campfire, or carelessly tosses a cigarette out of a car window. From just a little spark an entire forest can be set ablaze
The great Chicago fire on the evening of October 8, 1871 was started by Mrs. O'Leary's cow who kicked over a lantern in its stall. From that one lantern the entire city burned down. Only two buildings were left standing. Half of the city of Chicago was gone. 17,500 buildings were destroyed. 300 people died and 125,000 were homeless. One word of gossip, one lie, one insinuation, one harsh criticism and the fire can begin. Human hearts, dry from a lack of genuine love, then catch fire and it spreads from heart to heart across a community and then leaves behind it charred and burned reputations, broken hearts and broken homes. 
I love Norman Rockwell’s painting of people gossiping. A young man who found out that something he was saying about someone else was totally false. By spreading the information he had caused a lot of damage. He went to his grandfather and asked how he could make things right. Grandfather took a pillow to the front porch, cut it open, and began spreading the feathers. All you have to do is pick up the feathers. The young man replied, That’s impossible, the wind will blow them all over town.  Grandpa replied: So has your words become impossible to retrieve. With that the young man with a broken heart because of his words determined from that day forward to be more careful. 
When James says the tongue itself is set on fire by hell he means that the ultimate source of that evil can actually be traced back to Satan himself. Our words can cause all hell to break loose. You come home from work and you’re tired and grumpy and cranky. The husband walks in and yells at the wife. The wife yells at the oldest child. The oldest child yells at his sister. The sister goes out and kicks the dog. The dog goes and bites the cat. The cat comes in and scratches the baby. The baby bites the head off the Barbie doll. Wouldn’t it be a whole lot simpler if the husband just bit off the head of the Barbie doll himself? Chain reaction! All hell breaks loose!
James goes on in verses 7-8 that the tongue can also be as dangerous as a wild animal or a deadly poison: All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have been tamed by man, but no man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. It’s amazing when you think about it.  We can train Flipper, Shamu and Lassie. We can train falcons to land on our wrists, pigeons to carry our messages, dogs to fetch our papers, elephants to stand on rolling balls and alligators to turn over and get their bellies rubbed. Ferocious lions can jump through burning hoops, grizzly bears can ride on horses. We can’t tame our tongue.  Control it today and it will leap out tomorrow. It can speak kindly now but it can turn and spit out hatred in a moment. 

James says that it is full of deadly poison. The word in Greek is literally snake venom. Just a few drops can kill. You can assassinate somebody with your words. Assassinate their character. Our words can be a deadly weapon. After Karen Carpenter died of heart failure at the age of 32 brought on by years of fighting an eating disorder, it came out that her fatal obsession with her weight was triggered by a single reviewer’s comment. When referring to Karen, this man called her Richard’s chubby sister.  Those few words had a profound influence on her life.  Proverbs 18:21: The tongue has the power of life and death… I wonder how many people because of a careless word have destroyed their marriage, or their career, or their reputation, or the reputation of another, or their church, or a friendship. Journalist William Norris was often quoted because of his unique ability to put in rhyme and jingle sayings that were worth remembering. This piece is often quoted from his works: If your lips would keep from slips, five things observe with care: To whom you speak, of whom you speak, and how and when and where.  We must watch what we say or our words will destroy what we have! Never underestimate its power!

Words Display Who WE ARE:  James 3:9-12:  With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness.  Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be.  Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring?  My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water. James is telling us that the tongue is saying something very important about who we are because it reveals what is in our hearts. Our character.
For good or ill, our conversation is our advertisement. Every time we open your mouth we let others look into your mind. The point is, whatever is in the well comes out in the water. Whatever is in the tree comes out in the fruit. What is the likelihood of an apple tree producing cherries? Zip! My problem is not really my tongue. My problem is my heart. What’s inside is what comes out. My mouth eventually betrays what is really on the inside of me. I can fool you and pretend but eventually my tongue is going to catch me. It’s going to let you know what’s really inside. 
The highest use of our mouths is to use it in praising God. We spend an hour in worship on Sunday – and yet go to our cars and argue with one another about where we are going to eat lunch. We can be praising God right now and in less than an hour we can be cursing the driver who just cut in front of us? Isn’t it amazing how quickly our attitudes can change?  Isn’t it amazing how easily our words can change their tone? One minute we are praising God and the next we are cursing our neighbor.
This is precisely what Jesus taught. Matthew 12:34: For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks.          The condition of our heart determines the content of our words. A person with harsh words has an angry heart.        A person with negative words has a fearful heart. A person with uncontrolled words has an unsettled heart. A person with boastful words has an insecure heart. A person with filthy words has an impure heart. A person who is critical all the time has a bitter heart. On the other hand, a person who is always encouraging has a clean heart.
A pastor was making a wooden trellis to support a climbing vine. As he was pounding away, he noticed that a little boy was watching him. The youngster didn’t say a word, so the preacher kept on working, thinking the lad would leave. But he didn’t. Pleased at the thought that his work was being admired, the pastor finally said, Well, son, trying to pick up some pointers on gardening? He said: No. I’m just waiting to hear what a preacher says when he hits his thumb with a hammer. James is calling us to be consistent. What comes out of our mouths is a reflection of what is in our hearts.  Our words display who we are. We must learn to live each day in the victory of the cross!
 LIVE IN THE VICTORY OF THE CROSS
Treasure Grace: We need grace to control our tongue. We cannot do it on our own. Galatians 2:20: I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. God doesn’t want us to leave worship and try to tame our tongue in our own strength. It will take more than just willpower and determination. We can’t do it on our own! We need help NOW! Today! A tombstone in an English country courtyard reads: Beneath this stone, a lump of clay lies Arabella Young, who, on the twenty-fourth of May, began to hold her tongue. We need power NOW! Today! 
Daily come to Christ and thank Him that as children of God we are washed clean by His blood and empowered by grace to speak words of life not death. General Lee was once asked what he thought of a fellow officer in the Confederate Army who had made some mean-spirited remarks about him. Lee rated him as being very satisfactory. I guess you don't know what he's been saying about you.  Lee: I know. But I was asked my opinion of him, not his opinion of me. Only Christ can give us the power to build others up instead of down! So treasure God’s grace daily.
Talk Less: Our chances of blowing it with our words is directly proportional to the amount of time we spend with our mouth open. Proverbs 10:19: When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise.  I heard about a woman who had a very serious throat condition. The doctor told her that her vocal cords needed total rest. ​ She was forbidden to talk for 6 months! With a husband and 6 kids, this seemed impossible, but she did what she was told. When she needed the kids she blew a whistle. Whenever she needed to communicate she wrote things on pads of paper. After six months, her voice came back. When asked what it was like to communicate only in writing, she said this: You’d be surprised how many notes I crumpled up and threw into the trash before I gave them to anyone. Seeing my words before anyone heard them had an effect that I don’t think I can ever forget. While we might not be able to stop talking for six months, we can learn to talk less by remembering the Proverb.
Think First: A young mother asks her kids a question on a regular basis: Are your words flames or flowers? This helps her children realize that they have a choice to make. ​They can plant beautiful flowers with their words or they can unleash a raging fire. Psalm 141:3: Set a guard over my mouth, O LORD; keep watch over the door o my lips. 
Use the acronym THINK: T--Is it true? Remember this rule about gossip: The more interesting it is, the more likely it is to be false. H--Is it helpful? Will our words help bring about a solution to a problem?  I--Is it inspiring? Will our words build up someone?  N--Is it necessary? Do we have to say anything at all?  K--Is it kind? Are your words based on a desire to help? An elderly man got a hearing aid. A month later he went back to the doctor who said: Your hearing is perfect. Your family must be really pleased that you can hear again. Old man: Oh, I haven’t told my family yet. They still think that I cannot hear, but I just sit around and listen to their conversations. I’ve changed my will three times!  Not everyone thinks before they speak.  
Proverbs 25:11: A word aptly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver. A good word spoken at the right time is better than golden apples in a silver basket. A father told his son born with a birthmark: Son, that birthmark is where an angel kissed your face. You have it so that I can always pick you out of the crowd. Today he says: You know, I almost feel sorry for those who don’t have a birthmark. That dad spoke words of life to his son ​ and the son is still living off those words years later. Let me challenge you to give one encouraging word to everyone you talk to every day. You’ll probably have to be deliberate. Parents tell your children something that will build them up. Teenagers give a life-word to your parents. Sibling, say something kind to each other. Couples affirm each other . 

A little frog wanted to go south for the winter. It was too far to hop and he did not have wings to fly. Two Little birds felt sorry for the little frog and together they came up with a plan. The little birds would hold each end of a stick in their beaks, and all the frog would have to do was to clamp down on the stick with his mouth and hold on.. Two farmers were standing in a field and saw the little birds carrying the frog . That was a brilliant idea, I wonder who came up with the plan? The little frog couldn’t keep his mouth shut and said, I-I-I-I-I-I. All he had to was to keep his mouth shut. Reflect on James! Watch your mouth! Our life and the lives of others depends on it. AMEN!
