TEXT: James 1:26

SUBJECT: Bridled Tongue #5: Timeliness


Today, with God’s help, we’ll move on in our study of The Bridled Tongue.  To “bridle your tongue” means to control what you say, how you say it, and when.  


The reason you’re to do that is because, if you don’t, your “religion is useless”.  You think you’re a devout person, but you’re not.  You’re “deceived”; others may be too; but the Lord is not. He knows that unbridled speech and true religion are not compatible.  You’ve got to give up one or the other.  


So far, we’ve looked at three standards for our conversation.  Everything we say ought to be (1) true, (2) kind, and (3) wholesome.  Now, we come to a fourth rule.  It’s the fuzziest topic but it’s one we’ve got to think about and put into practice.  What is it?  It’s the kind of talk that is…timely or fitting or appropriate.  

WHAT IS TIMELY SPEECH?


It’s saying the right thing at the right time.  Now, the right thing is easy to identify.  But when to say it—and when not to—is a lot harder!  It demands a maturity and a wisdom most of us don’t have. 


I don’t have to labor the point, do I?  Haven’t you said things that were inappropriate?  You meant to be helpful or informative or funny, but you weren’t!  What you said made your husband angry or made your wife cry or made the room go silent. 


Your words were true and wholesome and well-meaning, but they should have been said at some other time.  


In his commentary on Proverbs, Charles Bridges has this to say,

“In general intercourse, much depends

not only upon the word spoken, but

upon the occasion of speaking…We

must not only do good, but look for

the fittest seasons for doing it”.


That’s timely speech—Saying the right thing at the right time.  

IS TIMELY SPEECH IMPORTANT?


Of course it is.  Pretty much everyone knows this by experience.  We’ve all been hurt by words said at the wrong time and helped by words spoken at the right time.


Does the Bible confirm our experience?  It does--both positively and negatively.  And also by examples—good and bad.


Let’s start with the positive.  God says that timely words are a great blessing, Proverbs 15:23, 25:11,

“A man has joy by the answer of his mouth,

and a word spoken in due season,

how good it is!”

“A word fitly spoken

is like apples of gold

in settings of silver”.


If He thinks so well of timely words, what do you think He says about words that are untimely?  You don’t have to guess, Proverbs 25:20,

“Like one who takes away a garment

in cold weather…is one who sings

songs to a heavy heart”.


Note carefully: Singing happy songs is good.  Cheering people up with them is also good.  But singing them at the wrong time is as bad as stealing a man’s sleeping bag on a cold night!  


In short, 

“There is a time to keep silence

and a time to speak”.


Let me illustrate with two examples from the Bible.  The first is bad, the second is good.  


When it comes to saying the right thing at the wrong time, nobody compares to Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar (or, Job’s Three “Friends”).  


If you read what they say, you’ll find yourself agreeing with almost all of it.  They affirmed the greatness, wisdom, holiness, and justice of God.  They said man is weak, sinful, and ignorant.  They said we ought to submit to God’s wisdom without complaint.  And so on.  You could get a Systematic Theology from their speeches.  


In their first speeches, moreover, they seem to really care about Job.  When they saw his sufferings, they sat dumb-founded for seven days.  They were deeply moved by the man’s pain.  


But still, they hurt the man worse than everything else combined!  Job screamed at them,

“Miserable comforters are you all!”


Why?  What was wrong with what they said?  It was the timing!  Instead of reaming him out for his sins, they should have comforted him in his agony.  Or said nothing at all!  


That’s the negative example.  


Now, for the positive one.  Our Lord Jesus Christ.  About Him, Isaiah 50:4 says,

“The Lord God has given Me

the tongue of the learned,

that I should know how to speak

a word in season to him who is weary”.


Note the words, “in season”.  The weary don’t need to be pushed and prodded; they don’t need to be bawled out for getting tired.  They need comfort and encouragement.  God gave that gift to our Lord.  He taught Him not only what to say, but when to say it.  


The broken prostitute didn’t need a sermon on immorality; she needed love and forgiveness.  The proud Pharisee didn’t need respectful dialogue, they needed a firm kick in the pants!  The Lord knew when to say what to whom.  


Timely words, therefore, are important.  It not only matters what you say and how you say it, but when.  

HOW TO DO IT.


Every believer wants to be discreet.  We all want to have speak a word in due season and be a blessing to other people, instead of a burden.  But how do we do it?  How do we grow in discretion?  How do we become better at saying the right thing at the right time?  


Before I get to that, let me remind you that it’s process and not a one-time act.  We have to grow in wisdom.  If even our Lord “grew in wisdom…”, we shouldn’t expect to become wise overnight.  But having said that, how do to speak more appropriately?  How do we improve?


In the first place, when you don’t know what to say, say nothing.  

Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar were good friends, until they opened their mouths.  Then, instead of helping Job, they tortured him.  They didn’t mean to, but they did.  


You can help people by just being there.  You can help grieving parents by crying with them.  Robert Lewis Dabney was a Presbyterian pastor and professor who died about 100 years ago.  He preached great sermons, gave great lectures, wrote great books—but the greatest thing he ever did didn’t take a word.  He had lost two of his sons to pernicious sore throat.  Some time later, he visited a family whose son had the same disease.  He sat down by the little boy and…cried his eyes out.  He then got up and went home.  The parents said he comforted them more than everyone else put together.  


Those people didn’t need a sermon, they needed sympathy!  He gave it to them…without a word.  


But what would most pastors do?  They’d give lecture on the salvation of infants or something else—good in its place—but not as a little boy lay dying.  


If you don’t know what to say, keep your mouth shut,

“Even a fool, when he holds his peace,

is counted wise”.


In the second place, study the Bible.  

Wisdom can be had by anyone.  But not easily.  It comes from God’s Word, but it doesn’t jump out at us when we open the Bible.  We have to study and think, talk it over with friends, and listen to people who know more than we do.  Proverbs 2:4-5 could not be clearer,

“If you seek her as silver and search

for her as for hidden treasure, then

you will understand the fear of the LORD

and come to the knowledge of God”.


In the third place, evaluate the person you’re talking to.  

Not everyone is alike.  Some people need sharp criticism, for example, while others go all to pieces under it.  To know when to speak to a person assumes you know the person.  But do you?  If you haven’t spent time with him, you don’t.  So spend time with him!  I know your hours at work are long, and you have other demands on your time.  But still, if you want to speak timely words to other people, you’ve got to know them.  And that takes time and effort.  

“Consider one another to provoke

unto love and good works”.


In the fourth place, learn by example.  


Some people seem to always have the right word.  They’re the people you ought to befriend.  They can teach you more by their example than I can from a hundred sermons.  

“He who walks with the wise

will himself be wise”.


Fifthly, apply the Golden Rule.


When you see something suffering or happy or confused or scared, put yourself in his place.  What would you need?  Would you need sympathy or a sharp rebuke?  Would you need someone to sit silently with you or someone to ask you out for dinner?  Well, whatever you would have others do for you, do also to them—for this is the Law and the Prophets.


Finally, pray for wisdom.  Knowledge is hard to come by, but wisdom is even harder!  Reading good books is not enough—not even the Bible!  Listening to the best sermons, thinking all day, watching the best people, discussing things till you’re blue in the face won’t do!  You need more than these things.  You need the gift of God.  And He’ll give it to you if you ask Him in faith,

“If anyone among you lacks wisdom

let him ask of God who gives to all

liberally and without reproach,

and it will be given to him”.

CLOSE


The church has been put together by Jesus Christ so that its members can help each other.  You can help in one way, I can help in another.  But nobody can help anyone unless he has 
