TEXT: James 1:26

SUBJECT: Bridled Tongue #1


Today, with God’s help, we’ll begin a new study of His Word.  For the last several months, we’ve spent a lot of time affirming the Lordship of Christ.  


That’s easy to do when it’s kept vague, general, and fuzzy.  But when it’s applied to specific parts of your life, it becomes a lot harder.  That’s what James does here.  He takes the Lordship of Christ and applies it to what we talk about.


Words are not neutral.  They’re obedient or they’re disobedient; they’re for the Lord Jesus or they’re against Him.   We have to take our words more seriously than we do.  It’s not that everything we talk about has to be serious.  There’s a place for small talk and joking.  But even these things—chit chat and fun talk--have to be submitted to the Lordship of Christ. 


That’s what James says here.  And what our Lord said too.  Matthew 12:37 may be the scariest verse in the Bible,

“By your words you will be justified,

and by your words you will be condemned”.


You’re not saved or lost because of what you say, but what you say indicates if you’re saved or lost.  For,

“Out of the abundance of the heart

the mouth speaks”.


Are you willing to submit to the Lordship of Christ?  If you are, a good place to start is your mouth and what comes out of it.  


Today, I’ll try to expound the verse.  In the next few weeks, --the Lord willing--we’ll look at some things we should stop talking about and then some things we should talk about more than we do.


Do you ever say things you wish you hadn’t?  Do you ever not say things you wish you had?  Do you want to be a better, a wiser, and a more godly speaker?  If you do, this is a very good place to start.  

THE CLAIM MADE


James is not writing to everyone in the world, but a certain kind of person only.  He’s described for us in two ways.  First, we have what he thinks of himself,

“If anyone…thinks he is religious”.


The word “religious” is a rare one in the Bible.  It means “worshipful”.  He thinks he is a worshiper of God.  Informed by the Old Testament Scriptures, he believes he knows the Lord, fears Him, and serves Him from the heart.  Pagans aren’t religious, of course, hypocrites aren’t either, but this man feels that he is.  


He’s not alone.  Other people feel the same way about him.   Some Bibles omit the words, but I think they fit very well.  It says,

“If anyone among you thinks he is religious…”


The man has an honored place in the church.  Other believers think of him as a serious follower of Christ.  Why did they think so well of him?   They had two solid reasons:

· He had a good profession of faith.  In public, he said, “Jesus is Lord”.  That’s pretty easy nowadays, but then, it was a radical step.  It cut him off from Judaism and it got him in trouble with Rome.  

· He did good works.  He came to church, prayed, fasted, gave to the poor, and so on.

This is the sort of person James has in mind.  He’s a faithful member of the church.  If he can teach, they make him an elder; if he can’t, they make him a deacon.  In any event, he’s the kind of man you can count on!


He claims to be a mature Christian.  And  everyone agrees with him…

THE CLAIM EXAMINED


   …Well, almost everyone.


James takes a closer look at the man and has a more accurate take on him.  The man has a fine opinion of himself—and others think well of him too.  But, despite all the good he does, he

“Does not bridle his tongue”.


What does this mean?  A bridle is used to control a big and powerful horse.  Without it, he would do no good and maybe a lot of harm.  


In the next chapter, James says the tongue is a lot like that horse.  Under control, it’s very helpful, out of control, it’s terribly destructive.  


To “bridle the tongue”, therefore, means to control what you say—how you say it, and when.  


I think we all agree with that, of course, but what if you don’t do it?  What if you say pretty much whatever comes to mind?  With no thought if it pleases the Lord or if it hurts other people?  


We know that’s a fault.  But what we don’t always know is how serious a fault it is.  James is taking no prisoners on this one!  He says,

“If anyone among you thinks he is religious,

but does not bridle his tongue, [he] deceives

his own heart [and] his religion is useless”.


The man thinks he is religious, but he’s not.  His church-going, praying, fasting, witnessing, giving to the poor, and so on, are so polluted by his dirty mouth, that they’re not acceptable to God!  


This is a theme that often appears in the Old Testament and in the Gospels.  The prophets were never satisfied with the public performance of piety unless it was consistent with the nation’s daily life.  Many verses can be cited, but Amos 5:21-24 has always spoken to me.

“I hate, I despise your feast days, 

and I do not savor your solemn assemblies.

Though you offer Me burnt offerings and

Grain offerings, I will not accept them,

Nor will I regard your fattened peace offerings

Take away from Me the noise of your songs,

For I will not hear the melody of your stringed

Instruments.  But let justice run down like

Water, and righteousness like a mighty stream”.


Israel was offering the Lord the worship He commanded.  Feast days, sacred assemblies, burnt offerings, grain offerings, peace offerings, and songs.  They were doing precisely what He told them to do.  But their worship turned His stomach.  Why?  Because doing good on the Sabbath is worthless if you’re doing evil the other six days a week.  


Our Lord says precisely the same thing.  The Scribes and Pharisees were the most respected men of their age, but the Lord said they’re no better than

“Whitewashed tombs

full of decaying bodies”.


Why?  Not because their worship was all wrong, but it was they who were all wrong.  


And that’s what James applies to the Church!  He says all the pieties done on Sunday are revolting to God if we don’t 

“bridle our tongues”.

REFLECTION


How does this make you feel?  Proud of yourself?  Or embarrassed?  It embarrasses me.  You’ve heard me talk—talk too much, talk about things I shouldn’t in ways I shouldn’t at times I shouldn’t.  And I’ve heard the same things from you.  


If what I’ve said is half-way true, it cuts the legs out from under any pride we might stand on.  We cannot be the Pharisee, going to Temple and thanking God that we’re “not as other men are”.  No, we’ve got to go as the Publican, who could only say, “God be merciful to me, the sinner!”  


The teaching humbles us, but that’s not all it does.  It also makes us thankful for Jesus Christ and what He has done for us.  What if—what if—you had to answer to God for every idle, off-color, gossipy, boastful, and lying word you’ve ever spoken?  

“If you, LORD, should mark iniquities,

O LORD, who would stand?

But there is forgiveness with You,

That you may be feared”.


Note the word is “feared”, not “loved”—though both are true.  God’s forgiving love makes us fear Him and want to turn from our evil ways to ways that are pleasing to Him.  


That brings me to the third observation: We have to change.  No one has to change more than I do, yet we all have to put off the old ways of talking and put on the new.  Quit talking like the devil and start talking like the Lord Jesus Christ,

“Put on the Lord Jesus Christ,

and make no provision for the flesh,

to fulfill the lusts thereof”.

WHERE TO START


When it comes to changing the way you talk—the way you’ve always talked—it’s hard to know where to start.  Many believers used to curse and swear and tell dirty jokes.  But they’ve quit doing those things.  And that’s good.  


But surely, that’s not what James has in mind here.  Do you think a man who was always taking the Lord’s Name in vain and using obscene words would be highly respected in the church?  I don’t think so.  


I think the sins were more subtle than these.  I think they were more like gossip, bragging, and other things we find so acceptable.  


How do you stop doing these things?  That’s what the series is about, but let me give you a few hints for now.  

· Remember how important your words are.  People often contrast “words” with “actions”—that actions matter and words don’t—at least not much.  But the Bible never says that.  Read the Book of Proverbs and you’ll find out how important your words are—for good or bad.  

· Shut up!  This is one I need to work on.  Proverbs 10:19 says, “In the multitude of words, sin is not lacking”.
· Think before you speak.  A lot of hurt is done—not so much out of malice as out of thoughtlessness.  This is especially true when talking to people who are in pain.  Think of Job’s friends and you’ll “look before you leap”.

· Stay away from people who gossip and with people who speak in ways more pleasing to the Lord.  And please, don’t confuse this with “religious talk”.  You don’t have to talk theology all the time to speak in a godly way.  There’s a godly way to talk about the weather, about sports, about cars, computers, dresses, and everything else.  Stick with the people whose words please the Lord—Proverbs 13:20.

· Pray for help—Psalm 141:3.

· Hold yourself accountable.  When you speak badly, confess it to the Lord—and don’t make excused.  At the end of the day, review what you’ve said, confess the wrong, thank God for the right, and pray for grace to do better tomorrow.  

· Meditate on the example of Jesus Christ.  How provoked He was, yet how He did not retaliate.  How He might have boasted, yet He washed feet.  How He spoke to children, how He spoke to people in need, even how He spoke to His enemies.  Let Christ be your example.

