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When you were a kid, did you and your friends ever make fun of each other?  I imagine that you did – my friends and I certainly did.  We made fun of each other’s looks and each other’s clothes.  If someone couldn’t throw a ball as far as someone else, we made fun of him for throwing like a girl.  We tended not to say complimentary things to each other.  Rarely did we say, “Great throw” or “Boy your hair really looks good today.”  Maybe it was different with girls, but as boys teasing each other was just the way we got along.  And if someone said something particularly mean, do you remember the standard comeback we often used?  It was a saying that’s been around for as long as I can remember: “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”

And do you know what?  We all knew that wasn’t true.  We pretended it was true, but we knew it wasn’t.  We were very well aware just how hurtful words can be.  There was one boy who moved into our neighborhood who was visibly different from the rest of us.  He had some other issues, but the one thing that stood out was an ear that was visibly deformed.  As we got to know him a little bit we began to tease him, just like we all teased each other.  And then one day one of us teased him about his ear, and as soon as the words came out we all knew we had crossed a line.  There was no masking the pain this boy felt at being mocked for a deformity he had no control over.  In time the boy forgave us and became a good friend, but our group of third grade friends all learned our lesson – words can hurt every bit as much as sticks and stones.
Do you remember the singer Karen Carpenter?  She and her brother Richard were known as The Carpenters; their best known songs back in the 1970s were “Close To You” and “We’ve Only Just Begun.”  Karen died in 1983 at the age of 32 from complications of anorexia.  At the beginning of their musical career the 5’5” woman weighed 145 pounds, but only months later she was down to 91 pounds.  And over the next few years Karen went up and down, putting a huge strain on her heart that eventually took her life.  A CBS News Special asked the question, “What brought on Karen Carpenter’s fatal obsession with her weight?”  And the answer suggested was this – one of the first reviews of The Carpenters’ music referred to Karen as “Richard’s chubby sister.”  Karen, by all accounts, took those words to heart; she began to see herself as the chubby sister, and she determined not to be the chubby sister if it killed her … which it did. 
Words can hurt us; there is no pretending otherwise.  But words can also heal us and inspire us and comfort us.  The Old Testament book of Proverbs says it like this: “The words of the reckless pierce like swords, but the tongue of the wise brings healing.” (Proverbs 12:18)  And that’s the focus of our study in James this morning – the power of the tongue to hurt and to heal.  Our text for the morning is in chapter 3 of James, but James gave us a heads-up that this was coming back in chapter 1.  Maybe you remember what he said at the end of that first chapter; here it is again: “Those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their tongues deceive themselves, and their religion is worthless.” (James 1:26)  And it seems clear that in raising this topic James very much has in mind what he had heard his brother Jesus teach, because Jesus often reminded his followers about the power of their words and the need to keep their tongues in check.
Let me give you a couple of examples.  In Jesus’ most famous sermon, the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus addressed the subject of anger.  Referring back to the Old Testament law and the Ten Commandments, Jesus reminded his listeners that murder is wrong and that anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.  And then Jesus said this: “But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgment.  Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,” is answerable to the court.  And anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.” (Matthew 5:22)  We will be judged, Jesus says, not just for what we do, but also for what we say.  Our words matter; our words are important.  And to emphasize that point, a few chapters later in Matthew’s Gospel Jesus says this: “But I tell you that everyone will have to give account on the day of judgment for every empty word they have spoken.” (Matthew 12:36)  
Now I have to admit that I’m more than a little concerned about that, particularly because I often have a hard time remembering what I said.  My observation is that women are much better at remembering the specific words people use than men are.  Often when Brenda and I are talking to each other about our days I will tell her that I talked with someone and a particular topic came up, and she will ask me, “What did he say?”  Most of the time I can give her a summary of what my friend said, but it is fairly rare that I can tell her the particular words my friend said.  But when she tells me about a conversation she had with a friend, she can give me the entire back and forth of the conversation, the whole “I said” then “She said” then “I said.”  But the real problem comes when we’re discussing something I allegedly said to her in a previous conversation, because again while I can remember the general topic of our discussion, she is able to remember my precise words.

And it’s not that I don’t think the precise words matter; I do.  When I was a lawyer I thought the precise words mattered so much that we would hire someone called a stenographer to transcribe a witness’ precise words and my precise questions.  I remember many times when I would be deposing a witness and come the afternoon the witness would tell me something very different from what they said in the morning session.  When I would point that out the witness would argue with me and say, “No, I never said that.”  So what would I do?  I’d ask the court reporter to go back and find the witness’ previous answer and read it out loud so we could all hear exactly what the witness had said.  And then I got to ask a lawyer’s favorite question: “So, were you lying to me then, or are you lying to me know?”  (Sometimes I really miss being a lawyer.)  So I understand that words matter; they matter a great deal.  I just have a hard time sometimes remembering them without a stenographer or my wife reminding me.

But God doesn’t have trouble remembering our words.  Listen again to what Jesus said: “But I tell you that everyone will have to give account on the day of judgment for every empty word they have spoken.” (Matthew 12:36)  It’s as if each of us has our own stenographer recording everything we say, so there is no debate about who said what to whom.  And why would God do that?  Why would God keep track of everything we say?  Because our words matter.  They have the power to hurt, and they have the power to heal.  
So as we come to chapter 3, James decides to spend a little time challenging us to make the most of the power of our tongues.  I won’t read the entire section this morning, which is twelve verses long, but let me read you enough so you feel some of the impact of James’ challenge:
Not many of you should become teachers, my fellow believers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.  We all stumble in many ways.  Anyone who is never at fault in what they say is perfect, able to keep their whole body in check.

When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn around 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.  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 body, sets the whole course of one’s life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell …

With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, who have been made in God’s likeness.  Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing.  My brothers and sisters, this should not be. (James 3:1-10)
Now while this is all pretty sobering, I do appreciate a concession James makes back in verse 2 when he says, “We all stumble in many ways.”  While James wants us to appreciate just how serious our words are and how much power they have for good and for bad, he also acknowledges that none of us have perfect control over what we say.  Those of you who have kids who have played sports, have any of you ever yelled something at the refs or at the coaches that you immediately wished you could take back?  Usually you’re in a crowd when you say it, so when people look around to see who the jerk is that just made that mean comment you can surreptitiously point at the dad next to you and roll your eyes so people don’t think it was you.  Or have you ever said something to your child that you knew as soon as you said it was over the top, was way too harsh, was far more hurtful than you intended it to be?  “We all stumble in many ways.”  We all say things we shouldn’t.  DC Talk’s song says it like this: “What if I stumble, what if I fall? What if I lose my step and make fools of us all?  Will the love continue when my walk becomes a crawl? What if I stumble and what if I fall.” And that’s part of why we’re here today, to receive God’s grace and his forgiveness for the wrong things we’ve said even over this last week.  We come to church not because we’re perfect; we come because we all stumble in many ways.
So how can we do better?  How can we take control of our tongues?  How can we make sure we use the power of our words for good and not for bad?  Let me break this down into two larger points.  First, know when to keep quiet, and second, know when to speak.  Here’s what I mean.
The Smart Mouth Knows When To Keep Quiet
Did you ever have anyone tell you this: “Don’t be a smart mouth”?  Now I knew what the person was getting at, but I always wanted to say, “I would think you would want me to be a smart mouth.  Would you rather have me be a dumb mouth?”  Of course if I had said that, that would have made me a smart mouth, so I didn’t say it.  

But this morning I want us to learn how to be a smart mouth, how to be wise in the use of our words.  And the first lesson is this – the smart mouth knows when to keep quiet.  Proverbs 12:23 says this: “The prudent keep their knowledge to themselves, but a fool’s heart blurts out folly.”  In the Good News Bible that verse reads like this: “Smart people keep quiet about what they know, but stupid people advertise their ignorance.”  And a couple of chapters earlier in Proverbs we read this: “Sin is not ended by multiplying words, but the prudent hold their tongues.” (Proverbs 10:19)  Here’s how the Good News Bible says it: “The more you talk, the more likely you are to sin.  If you are wise, you will keep quiet.”  
Let me go back to my lawyer days again for a minute.  When I was taking a witness’ deposition, my goal was to get the witness to talk as much as possible.  Yes, I wanted specific answers to specific questions, but I really didn’t mind when a witness rambled because I knew that sooner or later a rambling witness would say something incredibly dumb and damaging to his case.  I watched a lot of lawyers take depositions over the years, and most of them frankly were fairly mean.  But what do you do when there’s someone mean across the table from you asking you questions?  You clam up.  I didn’t want the witness to clam up; I wanted them to talk.  I wanted them to talk about things their lawyer didn’t want them to talk about.  So I tried a different approach; I tried being the nicest lawyer they’d ever met.  It didn’t always work, but more often than not I could get the witness to keep talking and talking until he would finally offer up something on the record that would make his lawyer want to smack him on the head.  “If you are wise,” the Bible says, “you will keep quiet.”
Let me suggest two types of speech the smart mouth avoids, two categories of conversation the wise person just says “no” to.  The first is complaining.  In Philippians 2:14 the Bible says, “Do everything without complaining or arguing.”  That’s a hard one, isn’t it?  There’s just so much to complain about.  If you watch any of the cable news networks, that’s pretty much all you hear, and it’s pretty easy to get sucked into the mindset, it’s pretty easy to jump on the bandwagon of those who complain about our government.  By the way, do you remember this definition of government?  “Government is people doing badly what doesn’t need to be done at all.”  If you’re a sports fan and you listen to much sports talk radio, that’s in large part what you hear all day – people calling in to complain about the failures of their favorite teams.  If you’re in school it’s pretty natural to complain about your teachers or your administrators or about all the homework you have.  If you work it seems natural to complain about your boss or your paycheck or your hours or your working conditions.  Guys, have you ever done this – your wife stopped on the way home from work to buy groceries and then came home to make you dinner, and what did you do but complain because she forgot to buy your favorite kind of soft drink?  
And God says, “Don’t do it.  Don’t complain.”  And notice that there’s no exception clause.  God doesn’t say, “Do most things without complaining.”  He says, “Do everything without complaining.”  

Here’s a practical reason why God tells us not to complain. When you think about it, what complaining does is to divert our attention away from what’s healthy and focus only on what is sick.  Being a complainer is sort of like being a coroner.  The coroner doesn’t care about all the body parts that worked in the person; the coroner just wants to find out what made the person sick enough to die.  Like the coroner, the focus of the complainer is on whatever is sick, whatever is diseased, whatever is smelly and dead.  Did you ever pick off a scab when you were a kid?  A little gross, right?  That’s what we’re doing when we complain – we pick off scabs to focus on what’s wrong.  And God says, “Don’t do it.  Don’t make that your focus.”  The wise person’s focus is on solutions, not problems; on health, not sickness.  The smart mouth just says no to complaining. 
 And here’s a second category of conversation the smart mouth says “no” to – criticism.  Now certainly there is a place for what we call constructive criticism.  We all have blind spots, just like we learned about in driver’s education.  We need people who love us to help us see our need to make some positive changes in our lives.  But there is a kind of criticism that is not at all constructive; it is a criticism that is like a sword thrust that cuts and wounds and destroys.  Proverbs 15:4, for example, says, “The soothing tongue is a tree of life, but a perverse tongue crushes the spirit.”  Proverbs 11:9 says, “With their mouths the godless destroy their neighbors …”  The Bible will sometimes use the word “slander” to describe this type of cutting criticism.  As used by the Bible “slander” is any kind of speech that has as its purpose the harming of another person.  
And we all know the difference, I think, between criticism that is done out of love and is for the good of the other person, and criticism whose primary intent is to crush the other person’s spirit.  We’ve been on the receiving end of both kinds at one time or another, and even though we never like to be criticized, we could tell the difference.  We could tell when the person did it out of love, when they did it for everyone’s benefit, and when they did it primarily to hurt us.  Don’t use your tongue, the Bible tells us, to crush someone’s spirit; don’t use your tongue to destroy your neighbor.  Remember, James tells us, that the person you are talking to was created in the image of God.  No matter what our disagreement with that person, he deserves our respect and he deserves to be talked to and about in constructive, compassionate ways.  The smart mouth just says no to criticism that is intended to crush the spirit.
The Smart Mouth Knows When And What To Speak
But there does come a time to talk.  Have you ever seen a couple sit down for dinner at a restaurant and never say a word to each other the entire time?  True, they didn’t complain about anything and they didn’t criticize each other, so in that respect they did no harm, but it sure seemed awkward, didn’t it?  Their lack of conversation looked like a lack of love.
There does come a time to talk.  Proverbs 15:23 says, “A person finds joy in giving an apt reply – and how good is a timely word!”  So let me suggest two kinds of conversation that the smart mouth engages in.  The first is this – encouragement.  Over and over again in the Bible we are commanded to make it a habit to encourage one another.  Hebrews 3:13 says, “But encourage one another daily …”  Later in Hebrews we are told that one of the reasons it’s important for us to gather weekly for worship is to encourage each other; here’s what it says: “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another …” (Hebrews 10:25)  

To “encourage,” according to the dictionary, is “to inspire with courage or hope,” “to spur on or to stimulate.”  One of the functions of a personal trainer is to be an encourager, a motivator, a person who inspires you.  An encourager uses his words to impart courage to another person, to empower that person.

I’ve told this story before, but one of my favorite examples of the power of words to encourage came when our family of five climbed Half Dome in Yosemite about six years ago.  After a few hours of climbing we had reached that final section where you have to use the cables to ascend that last and steepest part of Half Dome.  And I have to admit that it’s a little bit challenging and a little bit intimidating.  If you follow the news, you know that people who aren’t careful have fallen and died in that particular section.  Kelsey was 13 at the time, and about a third of the way up the cables she decided she had had enough.  She stopped where she was and announced very loudly that she just wanted to go home.  That’s not really an option at that point, as you might know, unless of course you have some sort of Star Trek device that can beam you off a mountain back to your family room, which we had not packed.  Fortunately, Ryan – who at the time was 15 – was right behind Kelsey.  Now Ryan’s default setting is to give Kelsey a hard time.  But this time he sensed that was not going to help.  So for the next 15 minutes, Ryan encouraged her.  He told her he was right there, that he wasn’t going to leave her, that he wouldn’t let anything happen to her, that he knew she could do it, that it wasn’t that much further.  Without ever physically doing anything to help her up those cables, Ryan used his words to give Kelsey some much needed courage, and after a few minutes of hesitation, we all made it to the top.  There is power in our words, and the wise person uses that power to encourage those who need a little support, which is exactly what Ryan did that day for his little sister.

Finally, the second habit of speech that the smart mouth practices is edification.  To “edify” simply means “to build up.”  The Bible says it like this: “Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for edifying, as fits the occasion, that it may impart grace to those who hear.” (Ephesians 4:29, RSV)  According to this verse, we have the power to impart the grace of God to another human being.  Those of you who come from a Catholic background have probably heard the term “sacrament” before.  The Catholic Church teaches that a sacrament, such as when Mass is taken, is a means by which God gives his grace – his strength and his goodness and his power – to his people.  Here the Bible tells us that our words can be sacramental, that God can use your words and my words to impart his grace to the people who hear us.
When we remind a person that she is loved and cherished by God, we are edifying that person, we are imparting grace to them.  When we affirm a person, when we recognize their giftedness and their kindness, when we acknowledge their effort and sacrifice, we are agents of God’s grace.  When our very special Kingdom Kids’ teachers here at Cornerstone tell your kids how handsome they look, how well they sing, how kind they are, or what a good job they did on their craft, they are edifying your child, they are agents of God’s grace to your child to build them up.  The wise person, the smart mouth, is an edifier.  The wise person uses his words to impart grace.  Proverbs 10:21 says, “The lips of the righteous nourish many …”   The righteous person, the wise person, uses his words to nourish – to fuel and to inspire and to build up and to give life.  That’s the power that you have.  And in the immortal words of the great theologian Spiderman, “With great power comes great responsibility.”  So with God’s help and strength, let’s use our power wisely – here at church, in our homes, in our schools and in our jobs, and wherever we go.  May we who follow Jesus be known for being smart mouths in the very best sense.
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