Word-fires
James Lecture Lesson 6
If you were in town last week, you saw the news reports of the major 7-alarm fire that spread within minutes through an apartment complex near Love Field, burning for 6 hours.  One man was left dead; about a third of the 300 apartments were destroyed; and hundreds of families, many with young children, have nothing left of their earthly possessions. Those who lived in apartments that weren’t damaged were still without electricity and water as of last Friday. A number of the apartment residents were injured when they were forced to jump from second and third floor windows to escape the fast-moving fire. It has been called the largest fire in Dallas’ recent history. So far investigators are unsure of the cause, but there is no question that this fire caused great destruction. 
James uses fire as an illustration of the power of words. Today we will look at the responsibility, control, damage, and fuel for these “word-fires”, as I am calling them. 
James begins this section with an interesting verse.

Read James 3:1. 

“Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and sisters, because you know that we will be judged more strictly.”
Then, he goes straight into the issue of the tongue. 

How do they relate? First, he says that teachers are judged more strictly, and then he deals with an area of that judgment—their words. To teach puts you in a position of influence. James begins by saying that the standard of judgment is higher for those with more influence because the impact of what they say is greater. He basically says this about our responsibility for what we say:
· RESPONSIBILITY—the greater the damage, the greater the judgment.
I looked up the Texas Penal Code to see how our state deals with arson. An arsonist deliberately sets fires. Arson ranges from a first-degree to a third-degree felony, depending on the damage that it causes. 1st degree felonies carry a punishment of imprisonment from 5 years to life. 2nd degree felony punishments range from 2-20 years. The 3rd degree felony carries a penalty between 2-10 years in prison.

What causes some arsonists to spend life in prison and others to only get a couple of years? It depends upon the damage done. Those who hurt people or who burn down homes or places of worship incur greater responsibility than those whose fires merely cause property damage to other kinds of buildings. 
You read Mt. 12:36-37 in your lesson. 
Jesus said, “I tell you that on the day of judgment, people will give an account for every worthless word they speak. For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned.”

We will all have to give an account of the words that we have spoken. This is a terrible thought to me! I have said way too many words that I regret or should regret! And then I have to add the fact that I am a teacher, and I know that the standard of judgment for me is greater! 

Although Jesus forgives and loves us, we are judged for our actions. He took the punishment on the cross so our judgment doesn’t bring punishment.  But how sad to stand before Him and hear those words that came out of my mouth in anger, in judgment, in self-righteousness, and even in simple thoughtlessness! 

I don’t think it will be easy to go back through the things that we have done or left undone before Jesus. If it were easy, I don’t know why the passages that warn us would be in there. It’s not that He will condemn us for our words; we have the promise that we do not face condemnation.

Look at Romans 8:31-39:

What then shall we say about these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? Indeed, he who  did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – how will he not also, along with him, freely give us all things? Who will bring any charge against God’s elect?  It is God who justifies. Who is the one who will condemn? Christ is the one who died (and more than that, he was raised), who is at the right hand of God, and who also is interceding for us. Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will trouble, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it is written, “For your sake we encounter death all day long; we were considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we have complete victory through him who loved us! For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor heavenly rulers, nor things that are present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Paul tells us that we will never be condemned or separated from Jesus when we trust in Him. That is not what the judgment of those who believe in Jesus is about. 

When I think of our judgment, I think of Peter’s betrayal of Jesus the night before his crucifixion. Three times he denied even knowing Jesus. Talk about words to regret! Then, Luke gives us this detail in Lk. 22:60-62: 
“At that moment, while he was still speaking, a rooster crowed.  Then the Lord turned and looked straight at Peter, and Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said to him, ‘Before a rooster crows today, you will deny me three times.’ And he went outside and wept bitterly.”

Jesus said nothing, but his look was more than enough to make Peter realize what he had done. I think His look was one of love. That is how I expect our judgment to be. I expect us to feel great sorrow as Jesus lovingly looks us in the eyes.

When we are judged, we will be facing Jesus, whom we claim to love; we will be facing Jesus, the holy and righteous one; we will be facing Jesus who loved us so much that He died for us to set us free from sin and to help us overcome our temptations. At that moment, we will see how we have hurt Him with our words, our actions, and our heart attitudes. I expect a lot of sorrow, but I also expect that the day will come, as Revelation 21:4 tells us, when he wipes away those tears and we get past the regret that we feel.

Don’t you want Jesus to say, “Well done, good and faithful servant”? I want to take these words of James to heart that I may live in a way that pleases Jesus. Don’t you? It’s not the easy Christian life or even the popular Christian life because that kind of Christianity is about me. This is about Him and pleasing Him because I love Jesus and don’t want to hurt Him. 

So keep in mind that you are responsible and the more influence you have, the more responsibility you have. Over what people do you exert influence? Those of you with children have greater responsibility. Those of you whose words are valued by others are more responsible for your influence over them. What about your work situation? What about your time with other parents at your kids’ ball games? What do you say there that influences others? If you stand around and gossip and complain, you are not only failing to live out your faith, you are also failing to influence others in a positive way for Jesus. 
So as we think about word-fires, the more damage we do through the influence of our words, the more responsible we are. 
Next, James deals with the control of a word-fire. 
Read James 1:26: 
“If someone thinks he is religious yet does not bridle his tongue, and so deceives his heart, his religion is futile.”
With the bridle the rider directs the horse to do what he wants the horse to do. In the same way, as believers we are to direct our words to the positive rather than the negative. If we don’t, we may be deceiving ourselves about the reality of our faith. 
Eph. 4:29 tells us to bridle our tongues: 

“You must let no unwholesome word come out of your mouth, but only what is beneficial for the building up of the one in need, that it may give grace to those who hear.”
We are to choose to say only the words that build up others. 
James 3:2-5:

“For we all stumble in many ways. If someone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect individual, able to control the entire body as well. And if we put bits into the mouths of horses to get them to obey us, then we guide their entire bodies. Look at ships too: though they are so large and driven by harsh winds, they are steered by a tiny rudder wherever the pilot’s inclination directs. So too the tongue is a small part of the body,   yet it has great pretensions.   Think  how small a flame sets a huge forest ablaze.”
The hardest area of life to control is the spoken word. James points out that this small part of the body causes great damage if it is not controlled. We cannot control our words by our own strength. In fact, it is impossible without the work of God, using His grace and strength.  
· Control—is impossible except by God’s grace and strength
The fruit of the Spirit of God produces self-control in us. The more we rely on God instead of ourselves and the closer we walk with Him and listen to His voice, the more we will find our words under His control. 

And why is all of this so important? It’s because of the threat of great damage that can be done with our words. 
James 3:6 says, “And the tongue is a fire! The tongue represents the world of wrongdoing among the parts of our bodies. It pollutes the entire body and sets fire to the course of human existence – and is set on fire by hell.”
In other words, our words cause--
· DAMAGE—to the speaker and destruction to others
The picture of the fire is such a perfect illustration. A very small fire can grow out of control and become a raging inferno. The damage that such a fire can do is extensive. Just as the last week’s fire began small but quickly spread and caused damage to lives and property, a word-fire can do the same. So we are responsible for the damage caused from a small, unthinking remark. Once that remark has been said, the amount of damage that comes from it is out of the speaker’s control. We can’t take the words back. 
I know that you have seen the roaring forest fires that go completely out of control and destroy miles and miles of forest and even homes. Many of them started with a person unthinkingly making a small fire that spread and spread and spread. 
James says that words cause damage to both the speaker and others. When our words are not under the control of God’s Spirit, we quench the Spirit and destroy our fellowship with God. It damages our walk with Him.

We are responsible for the fires we set with our words and the damage they cause when we aren’t controlled by God’s Spirit. But what is fueling these fires?
Right now we have a gas fireplace in our house; the gas fuels the fire. The more gas we feed such fires, the greater they become. Fires also need oxygen. If we smother a fire and take away the oxygen, the fire goes out because it’s fuel is cut off.
In the same way, our words are fueled by something. What is it that brings a word-fire to life? 

It is what is within us, as Jesus said in Mt. 12:33-35:
“Make a tree good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and its fruit will be bad, for a tree is known by its fruit. Offspring of vipers! How are you able to say anything good, since you are evil? For the mouth speaks from what fills the heart. The good person brings good things out of his good treasury, and the evil person brings evil things out of his evil treasury.”

Jesus said that our anger, our hatred, the evil within us is revealed in our words. So what do we know about the fuel for word-fires? 

· FUEL—comes from within; hurtful words are incompatible with the life of God within believers.
Look at James 3:9-12: 

“With it [the tongue] we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse people made in God’s image. From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. These things should not be so, my brothers and sisters. A spring does not pour out fresh water and bitter water from the same opening, does it? Can a fig tree produce olives, my brothers and sisters, or a vine produce figs? Neither can a salt water spring produce fresh water.”
Last time we met, we talked about how believers more forward on a journey toward God. Because our lives move generally in that direction, we can see that we truly believe. We bear fruit that shows us and the world that we have the faith that we proclaim. One way we see fruit is by our words. Do they line up with the love, kindness, and patience of Jesus? If His Spirit lives within, we will show fruit through our words.

Now again, that doesn’t mean that believers never say the wrong thing. But it does mean that self-control in the area of our speech should be getting better. We are called to love unconditionally, to forgive, and to be kind to those around us. God’s Spirit speaks to our hearts to convict us when we don’t. As we listen to His voice, He begins to show us the words we say that don’t fit His character. When we desire to please Him, He gives us the power to love those who are unlovely, even our enemies. 

If your speech reveals more anger and hatred than it does love, you need to look at what is fueling that. Where is God in your life? Where is your heart toward Him? The fruit comes from the fuel within. 

That means that you must deal with the fuel to quit causing fires. You must look inward with God’s help to discover the fuel that is driving your words. Deal with that anger, that resentment, that bitterness, the pride and you will stop these fires. 

We are responsible for the word-fires and the destruction that we cause; we can control our words only by God’s Spirit; words cause great damage to ourselves and those around us; and they are fueled by what is within us. 

Let’s look at some of the very practical thoughts that the Bible gives us about our words. I could have listed others, but I thought if we will just came to God for His help in these three areas, knowing that the tongue is the hardest area to control, we would be doing well. 

In the immortal and great words of Smokey the Bear, revised a bit—
only you can prevent word-fires!
Have you ever been in a conversation that went wrong and you and the other person’s words became more and more ugly? I have been guilty of that with my husband. We get angry about something and just keep going on and on, escalating in anger and unkind words. The fire builds higher and higher with each comment. We put more and more fuel on the fire as we build our anger. 
But we can prevent that kind of word fight. If we respond well, we can often nip that before it gets worse. Let’s look at three biblical ways to prevent that kind of situation: 
· Speak less & listen more
We looked at James 1:19-20 several weeks ago, but it’s so practical in preventing these fires. 
“Let every person be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger. For human anger does not accomplish God’s righteousness.”

Proverbs 13:3 says, “The one who guards his words guards his life,

but whoever is talkative  will come to ruin.”
If guarding our words can prevent us from physical danger, it can certainly help us prevent word-fires as well. 

The next principle for preventing word-fires comes from the same verses in James 1: human anger does not accomplish God’s righteousness.
· Never speak when you are angry! 

Talk about a time when it’s hard to control the tongue! That is when it is hardest for me. When I am angry, I don’t really care what I am saying. I am not thinking of the consequences. I just want to hurt the other person who has hurt me! James says that we don’t accomplish God’s righteousness when we speak in anger. 
The last principle that can prevent word-fires is this:
· Think before you say anything 

This is the “slow to speak” of James 1.
Proverbs 12:18 says, “Speaking recklessly is like the thrusts of a sword,

but the words  of the wise bring healing.”

When we speak too quickly or recklessly, we bring destruction to others and death to relationships with them. If we can choose to say the words that bring healing instead, we will prevent word-fires.
We all have people in our lives that are difficult; we have a hard time not saying hurtful and rude things to them. I have an extended family member with whom I have a hard time being nice at times so I am learning to be proactive. I try to pray before I talk with this person so that I am walking by God’s Spirit and in His power with my words. I have found that it helps me to think through some possible responses in advance rather than speaking rashly. In fact, I gave another family member some index cards that she can use to read responses to this person who upsets her so much. Instead of speaking rashly, this gives her some prepared things to say that are wise. 

There are really bad fires called firestorms that cause much destruction and are difficult to put out. I read this explanation: They are “created by the "chimney effect" as the heat of the original fire draws in more and more of the surrounding air. . . . As the updraft mushrooms, strong gusty winds develop around the fire, directed inward . . . tremendous turbulence is also created by the strong updraft. . . . This wind shear is capable of producing small tornadoes or dust devils which can also dart around erratically, damage or destroy houses and buildings, and quickly spread the fire to areas outside the central area of the fire.”
Don’t let your words develop firestorms. Don’t let what you say get out of control, damaging your relationships with others and with your God. Keep in mind your responsibility before God for what you say; the availability of God’s power to control your words; the extensive damage that you can cause; and your need to stop fueling it in your heart. Remember these practical tips: speak less and listen more; never speak in anger; and think before you say anything. 

Don’t let your words cause a spiritual fire, like the physical fire we saw last week.

Let’s pray together that we put these principles into action beginning today, drawing upon the power of our God to help us.
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