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Luke 15: 28-30

Taking it Back: Words Hurt

     A woman went to the doctor’s office, where she was seen by one of the new doctors, but after about 4 minutes in the examination room, she burst out, screaming as she ran down the hall. An older doctor stopped her and asked what the problem was, and she told him her story. After listening, he had her sit down and told her to go relax in another room. The older doctor marched down hallway to the back where the first doctor was and demanded, "What’s the matter with you? Mrs. Terry is 63 years old, she has four grown children and seven grandchildren, and you told her she was pregnant?" The new doctor continued to write on his clipboard and without looking up said, "Does she still have the hiccups?" 
Words are powerful…

     We live in a world of words. Words are all about us, words on TV, words on the radio, spoken words by family and friends, words printed in newspapers, books, on computers, and words on the Internet. The world of words have turned us into a people who have been overwhelmed, suffocated, and buried in the mounting pile of words. With so many words around us, words tend to loose their meaning, they become unimportant, they no longer have any real value or influence in life.
     0.And there are some words which have more power than others. 
     The late Pastor Valbracht says in his book, Exit Interstate 0, the following about words, "It was in the early years of my ministry that one Sunday preaching my sermon and I had just gotten well into the sermon, when a baby started to cry down in one of the front pews. The mother, very much embarrassed, snatched up the baby and started out the aisle I stopped right in my sermon, and I said, ’Madam you don’t hove to take that baby out. He isn’t bothering me.’ She said, ’No?’ Well, you’re certainly bothering him.’

     Words bother us all. The few words spoken by the older brother in the story of the prodigal son are bothersome words. They point out the real problem with the older brother was his own wasted relationship with the younger brother and his wasted relationship with the father. Listen to his words:

Luke 15 28"The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. 29But he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. 30But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!'     

     How do you imagine these words affected this loving, caring and gracious father? I can tell you how they would affect me, I think I would be devastated. Perhaps the elder son didn’t think before he spoke, that is quite often the cause of discourse like his. However, it is more likely that the elder brother did do some thinking…stinky thinking. He had thought a long time about the actions of the younger brother. He had thought a long time about the actions of the father. It wasn’t that the older brother didn’t think about what he said, on the contrary there is a lot of thought behind these words. The older brother had been waiting for a long time to get his two cents in and in those two cents we see the whole treasury of bitterness and anger.

     I have used the principles in dealing with prodigals as outlined by Phil Waldep in his book, “Parenting Prodigals.” The next principle that he outlines is perhaps the most difficult principle to uphold. Principle # 5 “Guard Your Words” The apostle James had this to say about the tongue, James 3: 5Likewise 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. 6The 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. 8but no man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 9With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness. 10Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be.

     That is the tongue, the older brother’s tongue is show-and-tell exhibit number one today but we all know that exhibit number two has many names, Jeff included. The product of the tongue is so dangerous and so damaging. But the problem isn’t really the tongue, all those piercing, horrible, destructive words don’t come from the tongue they come from the heart. If we are to identify the problem, and have some hope of controlling our words we must begin with the attitudes behind them.

     The problem isn’t in the mouth. The problem is in the heart. Down in the deeper recesses of our being, where we don’t like to let people see what really exists, that is where the wild, bitter, deadly tongue gets its power. Listen to what Jesus said in Matthew 12:33-37. (Read) Did you get it? “Out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks.” You see, after some real heart searching, I have come to realize that there is sometimes an evil tendency to want to knock people down a notch or two so that it makes me feel like I am a notch higher. That’s not something I say with any pride, but it’s a reality that I have recognized by looking inside. It is a problem I have struggled with for years, and I always have to be on my guard. The sad reality is that I know I’m not alone. Many of us face the challenge of a tongue that runs out of control on occasion. 
     Now, I want you to be painfully honest with yourself today. What is the struggle you have with your tongue? Do you relish in the juicy tidbit of gossip? Do you have a tendency to be a verbal abuser? Is your tongue careless about what it says and the way it says it? Is there a streak in you that can’t stand to be wrong, and you will fight to the death before you will admit you made a mistake? If you have a problem with a wild, bitter or deadly tongue, realize it is just an overflow valve for a wild, bitter and deadly heart. 
     Now you know, there are two directions this sermon could go at this point. One is to give three helpful hints for taming the tongue. We could consider some self-help techniques for covering up the ugliness that can come out of our mouth. We could talk about counting to ten when you are angry before you speak, or some other very practical method for maintaining harmonious relationships. But in the end those things are only a superficial way of treating the real problem. That would be like using a band-aid to cure cancer. 
     You see, you can try the techniques of “How to win friends and influence people” all you want, but if you never take care of the root issue of a sin darkened heart then the bitter water is going to well up out of that poisonous spring. James and Jesus are all about telling us that if you notice that there is a problem with your tongue running out of control, you better recognize that down deep there is a heart that isn’t completely submitted to God. Don’t think you’re ever going to get your tongue under control until you give your heart completely over to God. You see, the problem with the tongue is that it eventually will show what is going on in the deepest part of your spirit. You might be able to cover it up some, but your tongue is really the showcase of your heart. 
     The good news is that God offers a cure for heart problems! Don’t you love to hear that? In an Old Testament prophecy, God spoke through Ezekiel about a time when He would offer a cure for the heart disease that ravages all human beings. God said in Ezekiel 36:26, “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.” The good news of Jesus Christ is that if we will allow Him to work on us, we are not destined to live by the evil whims of our heart. Because of God’s tremendous love for us, He wanted us to be able to overcome sin’s control over our lives. Paul says in Romans 8 “through Christ Jesus the Law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.” Through His Holy Spirit, God wants to remake you from the inside out. He wants to take the old heart that is corrupt and give you a new heart that is fashioned after His. He wants to remake you into the likeness of Jesus.

     And, unless you have that heart thing taken care of you have no chance of curing that tongue thing. How is that done? By taming your tongue. Our speech can be used to accomplish a lot of good things when it brings beauty and value to people, and when it is refreshing and healing. Unfortunately, we don’t always use our words correctly. Many of us have been hung by our tongue on more than one occasion. As I’ve read through the Book of Proverbs, I made a list that I’m calling the “Top Six Tongue-Taming Tools.” We could also call it “How to Avoid Slipping with Your Speech” or “How To Stop Trespassing With Your Tongue.” Proverbs 21:23 challenges us to be careful about our conversations: “He who guards his mouth and tongue keeps himself from calamity.”
     1. Think more. Most of my mouth mistakes are made because I simply don’t engage my mind first. I’ve experienced the truth of 12:18 first-hand: “Reckless words pierce like a sword.” When I say something that is unkind to Gayle it’s usually because I’ve not spent any time thinking about what I should say. Instead, I just let things fly out of my mouth. Proverbs 15:28, in the NASB, challenges us to think before we answer: “The heart of the righteous ponders how to answer, but the mouth of the wicked pours out evil things.” We need to ponder before we pour. When we think more, we’ll be better able to avoid messing up with our mouths. Before you answer, hit the pause button. It might be helpful to get in the habit of taking a deep breath so that you can reflect before you respond. 
2. Talk less. Our chances of blowing it with our words are directly related to the amount of time we spend with our mouth open. The Quakers have a saying filled with a lot of truth: “Never break the silence unless you can improve on it.” Abraham Lincoln was fond of saying, “It is better to remain silent and be thought a fool, than to open your mouth and remove all doubt.” Proverbs 10:19 puts it this way: “When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise.” The more we talk the more we trespass; the less we talk, the wiser we are. One of my favorite proverbs is 17:28: “Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his tongue.”

Ecclesiastes 3:7 says that there’s a time to be silent and a time to speak. Proverbs 13:3 links our lips to our life in a very unsettling way: “He who guards his lips guards his life, but he who speaks rashly will come to ruin.” William Norris once wrote: 
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.
     Recognizing that most of us could stand to talk less, and those around us would probably agree, let me give you 7 situations in which you should hold your tongue.
When you’re tempted to say, “I told you so.” 
When you have information that makes someone look bad. 
When someone is upset about a problem and you’ve had a similar experience, don’t shift the focus of the conversation to yourself or share horror stories. 
When you’re tempted to judge or criticize someone. 
When you want to correct someone on a minor point as they tell a story. 
When someone has not asked for your opinion. 
When you want to tell something about yourself in order to impress someone. 
If you struggle with talking too much, like I do, let me encourage you to build some “wordless moments” into your day. That leads to the next tongue-taming suggestion.
3. Listen better. Someone has said that the reason we’ve been given two ears and one mouth is so that we would listen twice as much as we talk. There are many things we need to hear and apply to our lives but unfortunately we don’t always want to listen. Proverbs 15:31: “He who listens to a life-giving rebuke will be at home among the wise.” 19:20: “Listen to advice and accept instruction, and in the end you will be wise.” It’s tough to hear someone tell us something we don’t want to hear, but it’s really the only way to become wise. Have you been blowing off some advice recently? As hard as it is, take the time to listen to what God is trying to tell you through the individuals who care about you.
     One of my problems is that I’m often not fully engaged when I’m talking with someone. Instead, I’m often formulating my answer even while the person is pouring out their heart. Proverbs 18:13: “He who answers before listening—that is his folly and shame.”
A wise old owl lived in an oak,
The more he heard, the less he spoke.
The less he spoke, the more he heard, 
Why can’t we all be like the wise old bird?
     If you struggle like I do with this one, ask God to help you lock into the person’s eyes while they talk, practice active listening and try to summarize what they are saying before formulating your response.
4. Speak gently. One reason you may have a difficult time encouraging is because you’re not known as one who speaks gently with others. One of the best ways to evaporate anger from your conversations is to work at being calm. Proverbs 15:1: “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” The next time you’re talking to someone who is really torqued, instead of responding in turn, give a gentle answer. 
     Work this week at getting your points across without raising your voice. You’ll be much more effective according to Proverbs 25:15: “Through patience a ruler can be persuaded, and a gentle tongue can break a bone.” Harness the power of a gentle word. As someone has said, “Keep your words soft and sweet; you never know when you may have to eat them.”
5. Cut others slack. Most of us are way too tough on others. We expect perfection from them while excusing our own behavior. We grow our grudges instead of giving grace. If you want to tame your tongue and give life to others, then practice the principle found in proverbs 12:16: “A fool shows his annoyance at once, but a prudent man overlooks an insult.” 
     Some of us get bent out of shape at people who sin differently than we do. I’m convinced that if each of us would just learn to overlook some things, we would be both happier and healthier as a church. Now, I’m not suggesting that you overlook a sin. Scripture tells us that if someone has sinned against us, then we have the responsibility to go and talk to that person. And if we have sinned against someone else, we need to go and work it out When we first got married, I made the mistake of making too many things moral issues with Gayle. I’ve since come to realize (it’s taken me awhile), that most things in relationships are not a matter of right or wrong, but just differences of preference or opinion. One of the most helpful says I know for relationships is this: “Not wrong, just different.” 
6. Avoid gossip. Someone has said, “A gossip is just a fool with a keen sense of rumor.” Proverbs 11:13: “A gossip betrays a confidence, but a trustworthy man keeps a secret.” 16:28: “A gossip separates close friends.” I need to know that my name is safe when I’m out of the room if you’re in the room, and you need to know that your name is safe with me. Remember this rule about gossip: “The more interesting it is, the more likely it is to be false.” 

     General Robert E. Lee was once asked what he thought of a fellow officer in the Confederate Army--an officer who had made some mean-spirited remarks about him. Lee thought for a moment, then rated him as being very satisfactory. The person who asked the question seemed troubled. "But general, I guess you don't know what he's been saying about you." "Oh yes," answered Lee. "I know. But I was asked my opinion of him, not his opinion of me."

     What is your opinion after this message about YOUR tongue? If you want to heal wasted relationships guard your words. You do that by healing your heart, changing your attitudes then taming your tongue. Let us pray. 
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