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James 3:1-12, Mark 8:27-30,34-38

“Hold Your Tongue!”

Watch your mouth!  This passage from James is one of the most practical in all of the New Testament.  

It is a guide for living which may take us a lifetime to fulfill.

It is about the power of speech. 

Speech is the most powerful force in the world – more powerful than nature, more power than the atomic bomb.

This morning I will say these words – “Aiden Joseph McKenna, I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”

Those are beautiful words.  They are also more than words.  This child was created by a loving couple who bring him to God for the symbol of God’s love for this child.  Before this morning, Pete and Jen contacted me about the baptism, eager for it to take place.  We met and planned and discussed the vows we make in baptism.  They promise to raise their child in faith and in the church, we promise to nurture and cherish and care for this child and his family.  Then we have the baptism – words and water – which make life and death difference to Aiden and to all of us.  In Jesus Christ, we are saved from death to life.

James says words – the tongue – is placed among us as a world of iniquity.  The Greek word is cosmos – the tongue has cosmic power.  Goes onto say the tongue is full of poison – thanatephoron – death dealing poison.
If each of us walks out of here resolved this morning not to slander someone else for the coming week and hold ourselves back the world will be a much better place.

Wars are fought first of all over words.  Friendships are broken first of all over words.  Marriages unravel because of hurtful words.

There is an old children’s rhyme – “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”  That is utter nonsense.  Words wound us.

This church has many teachers in it. Teachers know the power.  A grade school teacher can wound a child for life with words – saying, “You are stupid.”  Or teachers can instill nobility.  Do your best.  You did well on that essay.  Keep on trying, you can do it.”

Parents too, form their children by their words.

We come to church to praise God – to ask God – to express sin and sadness to God – all with language.  The Bible even says God is enthroned on the praise of his people.  What is God’s throne made of?  Marble?  No.  Gold?  No.  Words – the heart felt praise of God’s redeemed people.  “Let the redeemed of the Lord say so,” says the Bible.

The tongue is the world’s greatest force for evil or for good.

If anyone doubts the power of the tongue, let me lift three news items from this week’s news.

One item has to do with people giving their children inappropriate names.  There was the Campbell family who named their child Adolf Hitler.  In Germany, it is against the law to name your child Adolf Hitler or Osama Bin Laden.  In Sweden it is illegal to name your child God, or Allah or Devil.  In the US it is illegal to name your child a certain word that never has been nor ever will be used from this pulpit.  
Why?  Words matter and the tongue has power.  In France names must be chosen from an approved list. Why?  So the child will not grow up being teased for her or his name.

The second news item is from a Saturday paper about words people dislike.  Two of the most intensely disliked words are moist and hatred.  Others are “slimy fleshy, chunks and used” – words have power.

The final was the incident in the president’s address to congress when a congressman shouted out, “Liar!”  There has been more talk about that than health care or any other domestic issue this week.  Why?  Words matter.

The Bible condemns slander right up there with the most heinous of all sins, and bearing false witness – using your tongue for evil, is a violation of the Ten Commandments.

Your tongue has the power for the greatest good – soothing words are a balm for even the most ill person, the most broken heart.

Words too cut and make wounds that never heal.

We can ask God to help us to refrain from evil speech and to use our tongues to tell the world good news.

Fred D. Mueller

James 3

3Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and sisters, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness. 2For all of us make many mistakes. Anyone who makes no mistakes in speaking is perfect, able to keep the whole body in check with a bridle. 3If we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we guide their whole bodies. 4Or look at ships: though they are so large that it takes strong winds to drive them, yet they are guided by a very small rudder wherever the will of the pilot directs. 5So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great exploits. How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! 6And the tongue is a fire. The tongue is placed among our members as a world of iniquity; it stains the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of nature, and is itself set on fire by hell. 7For every species of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by the human species, 8but no one can tame the tongue—a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 9With it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God. 10From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this ought not to be so. 11Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both fresh and brackish water? 12Can a fig tree, my brothers and sisters, yield olives, or a grapevine figs? No more can salt water yield fresh.

Mark 8

27Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” 28And they answered him, “John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.” 29He asked them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.” 30And he sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.

34He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. 36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? 37Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 38Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.”
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