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James chapter 3 – mind your language!
We are continuing in the book of James.  It is a book that could be simplified as a manual for how to live in a pleasing way for Jesus.  But we do need to be careful with our interpretation of some of it.
Some have explained the book as sermon notes, so when we read it we need to be aware that much of the written word is when someone has drawn out what they consider the most important things to get a point across.  They will also have a particular audience in mind too.
So as we read, we must not interpret suggestions that are made as being the whole picture. We must not reduce our life of living faith, or our salvation, or our relationship with Jesus as anything formulaic.
We pick up today with James continuing after his last statement that faith without works is dead.  How many of us think of work as a labour involving our hands and feet?  And yet immediately James begins to teach around teaching and the use of words.  Speaking is a work!
We are warned that not many should presume to become teachers.  This may well reflect the desire of Jewish parents to have their sons trained as Rabbis, an office that offered power.  Yet James, including himself in a place of teacher, gives sober reminder that it also means a stricter judgement by Jesus.  This draws on Matthew 12:37 when Jesus said “by your words you shall be justified, and by your words you shall be condemned”.
Perhaps the statement emphasises that we should respond to the calling that the Holy Spirit places upon each of us.  It also means that we should not place teachers on a pedestal – remembering that they are equal to everyone else, a theme that continues to surface in James.  Before a teacher speaks there should be much preparation to what is being espoused.  Any judgement that is made is going to affect not only themselves, but those to whom they teach that judgement.  It is a vital role to spread the gospel accurately, but it is also dangerous and holds much responsibility.  This is written during a time with chief priests, Saducees and Pharisees still held much sway in the synagogues.
And before you switch off, because you have not been called to become a preacher – I believe that we all have a responsibility, to a certain degree, to share the gospel.  We all have opportunities to tell others about our faith.  And if people know we come to church, your words will be weighed up in that light.
James gives the illustration that the small bit that is put in the mouth of a horse will lead about the movement of the whole horse, and another metaphor regarding the small rudder causing the direction that a ship sails in.  Our words are important.
How often do we say something, it just slips out before our brain has caused us to stop our tongue from uttering.  Such a small part of our body can cause a lot of hurt and pain and cause people to act in ways that are unhelpful and unhealthy.  Rather than listening to someone’s troubles and emotions we can say “pull yourself together”.  It can be damaging.  Words can also be manipulative.  If we give someone the power to speak, without taking a responsibility to listen and evaluate, they can make us do or think what they want us to – and they may have a hidden agenda.
James continues that the tongue is like a spark of fire that can cause a forest fire.  What we say, especially concerning our faith, is going to spread.  Before we know it many have been burned by the harm that may be done and there will be separation for others from Jesus because of fleeting words.
And yet, I would argue that the tongue and words can give great comfort and bring healing.  James is not telling us to forever hold our tongue.  Perhaps the best way of summarising what I believe James is saying, is take a breath before speaking.  As you breathe, pray.  God hears our prayers immediately and will respond as quickly.  And even if you do not receive any words, we have discernment to know what is likely to be hurtful or ill considered.
And all of this is in the light that we accept everyone as equal and that the love of Jesus is made available to everyone.  James states that we praise God with our tongue.  We are doing that this morning, as we sing our hymns of praise, we pray for ourselves and for others.  We are reflecting a God whom we are able to trust, reflecting a love for our Lord, that must imply that we believe He is a good and worthy God?!
But how do we act when we leave this place – or even just enjoy a coffee or tea after the service – when we hear about the actions of someone.  A silly example, when we talk about politicians.  I am not saying that we have to agree with every decision that has been taken and it is good to discuss things.  But we ought to be wary about whether the comments that we make become too personal and could be construed as writing them off as human beings that have been made with the likeness of God – that they too are the brothers and sisters of Jesus – just as we are.
We have a responsibility to act in the way that our faith teaches us.  To ensure that our personal opinions do not reflect an attitude that anyone is beyond the reach of Jesus.  James puts it that fresh water and salt water cannot flow from the same spring.  For us that means that when we have prayed and sung that Jesus is for everyone, that for those who truly repent, no matter how offensive they may have been in our eyes, we must believe that.
We must not carry hate around for people and certainly should not be spouting hate around to anyone else.  A poison tongue is dangerous.  If we have feelings of hatred to anyone, then we should take that to God in prayer with an attitude of hearing and being able for our attitudes to be challenged and changed.
You will be pleased to hear that the wisdom passage is addressed once more by James predominantly to teachers.  But I do believe that we all have a part to play in ensuring this, and many here have been part of the process before.
It is asking that anyone who feels called to teach ensures that it is for the glory of God.  Just knowing the truth of Scripture is not enough, it must be used in such a way that love for everyone and the desire for the kingdom of heaven is at the root.
In the time of Jesus, we could see the power and influence that the priests and rabbis had.  They did indeed know Scripture, but for some (not all!) the pull of status brought them to that office, or the ambition of their parents became the foremost reason.
The Baptist Union has many parts to discerning the call upon someone.  The first step is for the person who feels the calling to share that with the membership of the church they attend to pray and weigh it up.  Hence why people here have been part of the discernment.  There are then other panels that you have to go through before ministerial training can begin.
But we all need to continue being discerning.  It is great that you listen to my words, and those of visiting preachers, but you must as you listen discern that they remain in the wisdom that comes from heaven.  That the message is pure, peace loving, considerate, submissive and full of mercy.
If my words become restrictive, or centring on only one attribute of God, then the message of Jesus will become misconstrued and people will miss out on knowing the true and whole salvation of Jesus.
I pray that my words are of a peacemaker – which in turn will mean that we all share words of peacemakers, sowing in peace, with a love for everyone, so that a harvest of righteousness will grow in this community.
A harvest that is whole-heartedly for God – and not interspersed with abuse, power or hatred.  God is love!


