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Proverbs 1:20-33, Psalm 19, James 3:1-12, Mark 8:27-38 

“Be Careful With Your Words”

You have probably heard the adage, “If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at

all”.  This statement, along with many others that I learned as a child, has to do with our need to guard

our tongue. It is sometimes instructive to try to remember a few more of those kinds of adages - ‘a slip of

the lip sinks ships’ for instance. We know from personal experience the damage that can happen through

our use, or misuse, of words.  In his letter to the Church St. James describes the tongue as “a restless

evil, full of deadly poison” which can “praise God” and “curse others” at the same time.  You have

probably, at some time in your life, experienced the pain of an insult that disproves that children’s rhyme

about sticks and stones.  From these observations it seems clear that the tongue, as St. James reminds us,

needs to be controlled and, to our joy, it can be controlled.  Our choices in how we use our tongue is part

of being an effective disciple of Jesus.  It is very important to consider the effect of our words before

they are uttered because once they have been loosed they cannot be retrieved.  In the interactions we

have with one another the tongue can either help or harm and we wish it to always help so let us spend a

bit of time thinking about our use of words.

Sometimes our words inspire others to greater things.  I can still recall coming upon the poem

“If” by Rudyard Kipling.  I am still encouraged and inspired by those words and I imagine all of us have

a motto or quote that has meant a great deal to us.  Hopefully some of the things we have said to others

has formed a positive influence in their lives. In today’s Gospel passage St. Peter is recorded as uttering

words that have been remembered down the centuries.  Jesus and his disciples were in the villages which

surrounded Caesarea Philippi when he asked them “who do people say that I am?”.  The city of Caesarea

Philippi had been built, in part, as a place for people to worship the Emperor of Rome and so it is

interesting that Jesus chose this setting to ask the disciples the questions we heard a moment ago.  Here

is Jesus, the true ruler, quizzing his disciples about what they believe.  Out of Peter’s lips comes that

well known revelation “You are the Christ” when Jesus asked “but who do say I am?”  As we read on in

the story St. Peter says something else which is not so positive.  When Jesus began to tell them of the

probability of his crucifixion we are told that Peter rebuked him.  From the same mouth that was

inspired by God to declare that Jesus is the Messiah came words that were inspired by the enemy of God. 

“Get behind me, Satan!” Jesus said in reaction to this misuse of Peter’s tongue.

The remedy to the possibility of our tongue becoming a source of pain or inappropriate

declarations has many facets. I believe that among them is the command from Jesus to ‘take up our cross

and follow him’.  This may not seem all that obvious to some so let me try to explain.  Taking up one’s

cross means to fully accept God’s purpose for our lives. In Jesus’ case his cross was literally a Roman



device of execution because that was part of God’s purpose for him.  A total devotion to what God

wishes for us is what Jesus is calling for.  Taking up our cross includes our entire being so, if I have fully

accepted God’s purpose for my life, then my tongue needs to be trained to help fulfill that purpose.  This

will mean that when I make a mistake my tongue needs to be trained in the language of apology. It

means that I will need to learn to think before I speak - to consider the feelings of others and the possible

effect of my words.  It will means that my tongue will need to be trained to ‘speak the truth in love’ as

St. Paul urged his friends in Ephesus to do.  This may not sound like much of a cross to bear but it will

require some denial of our selves. Jesus modeled this kind of behaviour and called upon his disciples to

grow in their ability to follow his lead. As I thought about this I remembered something from my past

that seems to be relevant. 

I once had a supervisor who believed that speaking whatever was on her mind without much of a

filter was the best way of being a supervisor.  I did not find that I agreed with her approach because after

our time together had ended I felt quite battered and scarred.  She was responsible to God for her

approach so I’m not in a position to judge but as the recipient of her ‘honesty’ I often wonder if there

could have been other ways for me to learn what I eventually learned from the experience.  I believe that

may be why James warned people about becoming teachers. “Not many of you should presume to be

teachers” he said, “because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly”.  If God’s purpose

for your life includes this aspect then your cross - your denial of self - will include communicating with

others in ways which may not be your natural approach. Taming the tongue - teaching it to speak from

the inspiration of the Spirit - takes time and practice.  I am thankful to God that his form of

communication with me allowed me to learn and grow from the experience with that supervisor.  Her

honesty had the effect of forcing me to look deeply at myself - she spoke the truth to me - but I feel that a

more caring approach might have been more life giving.  

Another way of looking at this comes with the statement Jesus made to Peter (and the other

disciples) after the rebuke.  “Get behind me, Satan! You do not have in mind the things of God, but the

things of men.” (Mark 8:33) Taming the tongue, learning to use it for God’s purposes, will require us to

learn how to have in mind the things of God.  This brings to mind the end of Psalm 19. “May the words

of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O Lord, my Rock and my

Redeemer”(verse 14from the New International Version) Dedicating ourselves to the practice of

speaking in such a way that the words of our mouths will be pleasing in God’s sight is one way we are to

‘take up our cross and follow Christ’.  Whether on social media or in person our words are meant to

please God.  The knowledge that my tongue can praise God and curse others gives me pause and has

taught me to think before I speak - to pray before I offer correction - to think of others before myself.  I

do not do this perfectly and so seeking forgiveness for ‘missing the mark’ is a pretty regular part of my



communication with God and with others.  

From my study in preparation for this sermon I have been reminded that we need to be careful

what we say because our words are like seeds that will grow in the soil in which they are planted.  Good

seed will grow good plants while bad seeds will grow bad plants.  We have it within our power to

choose which seeds come forth from us and we have our God, through the Holy Spirit, to help us learn

and grow in our ability to control our tongue.  

St. James observed that “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.” (James 3:5) With such a powerful tool at our

disposal it seems wise to learn to use it for God’s purposes.  May the words of our mouth be pleasing in

God’s sight.
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