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The Ninth Commandment

Ex. 20:16, James 3:1-12
A sharp tongue is the only edged tool that grows keener with constant use. 

Washington Irving.


Tonight we’re talking about the ninth commandment, “Do not bear false witness against your neighbor.” We’ll look at this commandment in light of James 3:1-12, a passage in which James comments on how taming the tongue is essential for a Christian. In fact, it is one of the marks of a Christian. This is an immense topic, one that interests me greatly, so I’ll attempt to contain myself for your sake. I’ve really enjoyed studying this and have been so convicted by my time in the Word this week. I need to hear this message for myself. 


The Bible is filled with passages about words.  You can read and be instructed by these words: Whoever guards his mouth preserves life; he who opens wide his lips comes to ruin. (Prov. 13:3) When words are many, transgression is not lacking, but whoever restrains his lips is prudent. (Prov. 10:19) James 3:1 says almost the same thing when James writes, “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness.” James isn’t exactly trying to dissuade teachers and get them all to quit, but to demonstrate by a case study what he is about to explain. When someone, like a teacher, talks a lot, there is a greater chance for error. Jesus said, “Let what you say simply be ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from evil.” (Matt. 4:37) Paul writes, “Speak the truth in love.” (Eph. 4:15). We could go on and on.


Words really matter. If you zoom back even further, you can see that what we have is Word. The Bible was spoken and written. Presumably, God could have done things differently. He could have waited and given it to us as a movie. (It is important to note that God did give us pictures too – the temple, the sacrifices, the Passover Lamb, the Lord’s Supper – these are intended to show us the gospel; in the case of the Supper, we are able to see, taste and even smell  the gospel. But without the word these pictures are confusing and easily misinterpreted.)  But He gave it to us as Word. He spoke and it happened. He said things and they were. Jesus was/is the same way. 


This is so important because this is the foundation of truth. God is that foundation. God doesn’t see that 2+2=4 and acknowledge that as truth. 2+2=4 because of God. Because of Him, that truth exists. Jesus said, I am truth. Not just that He knows truth, but He is truth. 


Truth matters. That is the foundation of our dealings with people. If we don’t have this commandment and we don’t operate in a world of truth, then we simply cannot communicate and we cannot have a functioning society. The breakdown of this concept, the slide into the bad parts of postmodern thinking, leaves us nowhere and with nothing to talk about. If all truth is relative (except that assertion), then we cannot even talk with each other in any semblance of coherence.

The epistemology 


But if we do acknowledge and live in a truth-based world, then we have to see that words have power. They really do matter. Words have the power to sway life and death, to move people to do great or terrible things. To bring comfort or distress.
 


Words are the clothes of our thoughts.
 When you get up in the morning to go to class, you have to get dressed in order to do your work. In the same way, your thoughts mill around your brain, bouncing along your gray matter. It isn’t until they are put into words, either in speech or writing that they take shape and mean something. Incidentally, and I can’t resist already moving towards some application here, this is why talking to pastors, mentors and friends and family is so important. This is why journaling is such a good idea. This is why you should take and even enjoy freshman composition class. Giving your thoughts to words forces you to think more clearly, which is good. Sometimes it allows you to hear what you’re thinking so that then you can deal with it. We’ll come back to this.


Brad and Melissa VanDeventer were married on Saturday. They have said words that matter – I Do. Those two words will be a strength for them for their lifetime. They are filled with meaning. They have a power.

The abuse


The power of words is absolutely tremendous. But that means it can be used for evil. Words can destroy.

You’ll remember in Gen. 3, that the Fall came about through the lie of Satan. “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden?’” He insinuated that God wasn’t trustworthy and that Adam and Eve should take over for their own lives and listen to another truth source. That plunged all of us into ruin and destruction. All because of words leading to actions.

Ro. 3:13-14 assesses the condition of all of humankind
 as a result of this fall in Genesis 3. “Their throat is an open grave; they use their tongues to deceive. The venom of asps is under their lips.” And why? In John 8:43-44, Jesus says to the Pharisees, and to all who aren’t Christians, “Why do you not understand what I say? It is because you cannot bear to hear my word. You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do what your father desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and has nothing to do with the truth, because there is no truth in him.”

You see, assessing the world correctly and making valid truth claims is something that only God brings. Of course, all people do that to some extent because they are created in the image of God. But most are operating with a Christian worldview and viewpoint that is in fact inconsistent to their stated beliefs. Truth is a test of that. Since all of us in our fallenness wish to make ourselves better, we either shy away from truth that hurts us and our self-image and our need for a Savior, or we play up other peoples’ needs in order to make ourselves feel better.

Pastor Tim Keller talks about the most harmful, ungodly, unBiblical nursery rhyme ever. One that everyone knows. You know it – Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me. He suggests we change it to something that doesn’t rhyme, but that is far more accurate. How about, “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but they’ll heal and will only hurt for a short time. But words though, words have a power to hurt and destroy and debilitate me for forever.” That will never catch on, but it will be much better if we can remember it.

Think about it. I know each of you have had a physical accident. Clint has three staples in his eyebrow from crashing to the floor at the latest WAMP concert. I’m sure it was painful. But no big deal really. I’ve been to the emergency room more than I’d like, but they hardly seem important now.

But words. Each of you, I would suspect, has a word that you still can’t get rid of. One couple I know had some trouble with their friends about getting married. Another woman told this woman, “I don’t want you to get married to him. I will be praying for you to break up. Even after you get married, I’ll be praying for you to get a divorce.” The engaged woman was devastated that she would say that, and still is working through that anger and bitterness toward her friend for such hurtful words. 

Some of you were told you couldn’t do things. Sing. Math. Only boys are good at that. Boys don’t cry. You were laughed at. You were teased. You were told you were no good.  Remember our new nursery rhyme: Sticks and stones may break my bones, but they’ll heal in due time. Words though, have the power to hurt me and debilitate me for forever.

Someone can say ten nice things and then one bad thing wipes it out. The negativity of words has a power that has a control over us that is amazing. 

James says as much in our text (which I’m finally getting to). He says that words are like a fire (3:5b): “How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. The tongue is set among our members, staining the whole body, setting on fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell.”  James says, that in our natural self, our words are like a fire in their character, influence, continuance and their affiliation they are anti God and pro Hell.

You may remember the public service announcements: Only you can prevent forest fires. I didn’t do a good job in raking my leaves last fall. Thus, this early spring, when I finally got around to it, it was much more difficult and I ended up with a huge leaf pile in our back yard. Next year I need to just bag it up as I go, but I collected them all into one place. There they all were, and I didn’t want to bag them. So I started to burn them in our chimnea, which takes forever. Leaves don’t burn well like that, and the chimnea is way too small to make it very expedient. But there I was. Jason and Brenda had come over to have dinner with us and I was taking a shower and Julie screams at me that the leaves are on fire!! I look out and the pile is blazing. I jump out of the shower, through on some clothes without drying off, and get out to the yard and have to hook up our hose since it was still unconnected because of the cold weather. When I finally got that connected, the fire had actually spread to our wood pile, so we had a genuine fire going. I put that out, and then worked on the leaves for a while. I’d just get it out and then the leaves would keep burning beneath the surface and flames would roar again. I even went down and sprayed the pile at 2 am because it was smoking and about ready to go up again.

Fires can be good, but they can destroy. James says our tongues are like a fire that can destroy the whole forest, like what happened in the Rockies last year all from a small fire set by someone who was upset.

James also uses the illustration of brackish water making bitter the fresh water. Bad influences the good. This is why harmful words overwhelm good words. This is true about other things. Sin contaminates the good.

 
In James 3:8-12 we read about how the tongue can bless and curse – but we are more often than not blessing and cursing the wrong things. When we curse others, we are in essence cursing God.

“We look around at our brothers and sisters, whether in the human family or in the family of God, and think nothing of defaming, denigrating, criticizing, making the sly innuendo; yet they bear the image of God. We think of Jesus and count it a shame if his glory is despised or his name used dishonorably; we write to the papers to complain of blasphemy on radio and television. But the same glorious image of God in other people we hardly think of and rarely hesitate to speak ill of. James, however, was shocked and moved.”

We live in a culture where we harm others with our words. We have so many words that some of them are bound to be harmful. We think nothing of all the jabbering on television and the radio. We don’t expect people to do what they say. Our vows to our church or even our sororities and fraternities don’t matter that much. I just said it, I didn’t really mean it. People all the time are saying “I Do” at the altar, but they don’t mean it, not really. 


The rubber meets the road 

Okay, so what does this mean for us? I hope you have seen the importance of words, how they operated and how we’ve had a breakdown in our society, caused by sin and exacerbated by our media and lack of value of words. James says that our tongue is one of the most powerful, if not the most powerful member of our bodies. He uses illustrations of a bit in a horse’s mouth, the rudder of a ship and a spark of a match to make his point. Each of these things is only a small part of the greater mass of things. Yet they turn and influence all of the rest of the mass. Their influence isn’t a measure of their size or placement, but of their power to steer everything else.

How can we see this? Purely on your own strength, you can see these things. 


Here are some of the negatives this command speaks to:

Lying to get a job, position – you cannot build your life’s foundation on lies. You can’ t lie to get the job, or get into med school and then think you’ll stop lying.



Saying you’re someone you aren’t  - you shouldn’t pretend to be someone you aren’t for your own convenience (i.e., to get into a football game as a student). False i.d.s are out.



Deceiving – making someone think you are something you aren’t. Making fun of someone at his or her expense. Playing jokes on people that harm them. 



Word inflation – you are lying when you only speak in superlatives. If everything is “awesome” and “the best,” than pretty soon no one will listen to you anymore. 



Not being true and honest at home – It is lying to say you are a great Christian and present yourself as such in public and then get home and abuse your family, take no responsibility for their welfare, treat people like dirt, etc.



Cheating – this is lying.



Not confessing – 1 John 1:9 says that if anyone says he hasn’t sinned he is a liar and the truth isn’t in him. You are a sinner. You are sinning. Now be honest and tell God and tell others. 



Not giving honest feedback (on evaluations, recommendations, etc.) – You can do this by being too kind or too harsh. You can use euphemisms: “Your writing is very sophisticated” when you mean you hate it.  You can just kill your professors on an anonymous evaluation because you don’t think that that professor is a person, or you didn’t do the work but are blaming him or her. When I fill out a recommendation, I’m going to be honest. Generous, gracious and honest.



Giving vague responses – if you don’t want to go on a date with him, you should say something like, “Thanks for asking. I’d rather not.” You shouldn’t say, “Well, that sounds nice. Let me check my calendar and get back to you. I’m afraid I might have something on that day, but I’ll check.” Be upfront with people.



Thinking of yourself more highly than you ought – Romans 12:3 says you shouldn’t do this, but you should think of yourself with “sober judgment.” You should know your strengths and weaknesses. You should be aware of your struggles and be honest about them with others. 



“We will take your commandments. We will live by them.” Ha. – Don’t over promise. Don’t over promise on your commitment with God or with others.  Make commitments that stretch you, but then keep them.



Making a sly suggestion – is a cancer! Influencing for the negative. You can’t go around and undermine people and things by inserting what is wrong in a situation. This flows through the ministry and through our friendships like salt water, killing everything it touches.


Believe me, I’ve done everything on this list. I stand condemned.




What does this command say that we should do in the positive?

The positives:



Confessing – confessing is saying what God says. The Greek says this – homologomen – the same saying. When you confess your sins, you are thinking rightly about yourself. You are listening to what an authoritative outside source says and you are agreeing with it. This is absolutely essential in our Christian lives. You cannot grow without it. You cannot be your own standard, but you have to keep seeing what God thinks about who you are and what you’re doing.



Believing that there is something to the Word – this goes with the previous point. You really need to love the Bible. You need to see that it has a quality about it that transcends just a book. That it contains the very words of life for you and that you would do anything to get it. 



Reading, listening to the Bible, recalibrating yourself for truth as per Ro. 12:2 – we need to be transformed by the renewing of our minds. How can that happen? It happens by hearing the truth. The Truth. So if you aren’t hearing and reading the truth, how will you be transformed? You need more Bible in your life. I do too. We need to put ourselves in front of it as much as possible; we need to be in small groups studying it. We need to listen to men of God preach on it. We need this far more than we need “How To” messages that build up our skills. Those will come, but they must come out of the Word. It is our lifeblood.



Reading as much as possible – if words have meaning and purpose, then we need to read. We have lost this somewhat in our culture and generation. Just plain and simple reading is one of the ways you have to grow as a Christian. Reading the Bible of course, but reading good Christian books that we recommend to you and reading novels that tell stories about life. Read. Read more. Read faster. Read.



(I mentioned this before, but it bears repeating. A footnote should be added here but I don’t want to put it at the bottom where no one will read it – I don’t mean to elevate the word over the picture in an ultimate sense. The word had power – true enough. But God also gave us pictures of His words. Examples might include the Lord’s Supper, the pascal lamb, the Word made flesh even. Those true pictures put into visual imagery what could have been left unsaid I suppose. In understanding our need for words, we don’t want to fall off the other side and denigrate the visual, rendering our culture and its expressions completely useless. Admittedly, this is a difficult tension to handle, but one we must continually wrestle with. Watch movies. Watch, watch and discuss. Think about them and what they’re saying.)



Mastering your tongue makes you able to bridle your whole body – listen to yourself talk. Take time and don’t talk. You should be able to talk or not talk for hours. In college I did a project where I didn’t talk for 24 hours. That was tough, but I’d recommend it. I have a fast tongue, a sarcastic one, and that means I need to repent often. Don’t always go into a situation talking a mile a minute. Observe. Listen. Be slow to speak. But do speak when you should. Don’t say nothing.



Speak the truth in love. Do not bear false witness to your neighbor. – Ephesians 4:15 says we should speak the truth in love. Some of you love without truth. Some of you speak the truth with no love. Neither are truth. Not True Truth. Truth isn’t mere facts without relationship. You can’t just blast people without caring about them. That isn’t truth. But you can’t just love people without truth. You can’t just let people walk to their ruin without saying something. You have to handle both together.



John Calvin writes this eye-opening paragraph: “If I want to warn my neighbor and seek his welfare and want to show him that I am not motivated by any sinister intention, but only want to procure his salvation to the best of my ability, I can say, “Look at yourself, my unfortunate friend. It appears that you want to sell out to Satan. Is that what you wish, to be captive under this accursed bondage? You clearly demonstrate that you are insane and enraged not to want to receive any admonition of any sort. Do you really have to perish in such a miserable way? Go on, my unhappy wretch, but everyone ought to spit in your face.” I can say all of that to a man and not hurt him. And why? For that is the only way I can redirect him. When I see that Satan has hardened him to the extent that only great hammer blows can awaken him, I can proceed with such vehemence, which is also why I strive to enumerate his faults. For what is my purpose in exposing them except that he might be forgiven by God and no longer be slandered for them in the world’s eyes.” Calvin, p. 213.



Train you tongue – using the Psalms in worship, confession of sin, songs we sing, etc. You need help in telling yourself the right things to say and think. Your natural self wants to shy away from anything that would harm you or your idols. God wants you to call sin sin and call truth truth and call redemption redemption. If something is wrong, you should be able to say that it is. Even if it hurts. If something is right, you have to know how to tell yourself that too, for Satan will surely attack it and try to tell you that it is in fact in doubt, or is wrong, or you must be mistaken. You can only do this through the Scriptures. You can only do this by a confessional church. You can only do this by loving the liturgy. You can only do this by singing songs with true content. You can only do this by preaching the gospel to yourself over and over and over and over.



Keep your commitments – you need to keep your commitments even to your hurt. If your vow would lead you to disobey God or hurt someone else, then you need to break it. But if your vow leads you to do something you’d rather not do, then you should keep it, for it is leading you to a deeper commitment and understanding. You have to hold yourself to it. You must not break it. Tim Keller talks about how making and keeping promises is part of what makes us human. Your dog and your computer don’t do that. But you can and do. Making promises and keeping them are a small picture of redemption, because this binds you to someone else and keeps you from only doing what you want to do or think is best at the moment. Your promises bind you to something greater. Keep them.

The word made flesh

We’re busted. How can we ever possibly have healing for our words? If we consider the true power and nature of the word, and how it’s been corrupted by the fall and the evidence of that corruption can be seen in us as liars and promise breakers and non-truth seekers, then what hope do we have?

James 3:7-8 says, “For every kind of beast and bird, reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by mankind, but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.”


Matthew 12:24 and Mark 7:20-23 say that out of the overflow of the heart our mouths speak. If we recognize that our tongues are guilty, then we have to come to the point where we see that the real issue is our hearts. We lie because we’re liars. We break our vows because we’re vow-breakers. 

So what can we do to make James 3:12 different? How can we change our source? 

Commentator James Motyer writes: “A fig must have a fig tree as its source, a grape can only come from a vine, an olive from an olive tree; salt water has a salt source; sweet water a sweet source; bitter words a bitter heart; critical words a critical spirit; defamatory, unloving speech issues from a heart where the love of Jesus is a stranger.”

Where do we find that change? You can stop talking altogether. You can use few words. You can make few or no vows. But ultimately, that won’t change your heart. Back to James 3:8, we see that by humankind, by a nature that is merely human we cannot do anything about our situation. “James does not say that the tongue is untamable, but that it cannot be subdued by any power resident in mere human nature or possessed by a mere human being.”


But Jesus brings healing.


Jesus doesn’t only bring the Truth, but He is the truth. I am the way, the truth and the life. 


God spoke the truth in love. He didn’t just condemn people for their sins, which he could have done. He couldn’t have just wiped out their sins because that wouldn’t have been just or loving. He had to do something. He had to have truth and love at the same come together. That came at a great cost to Him – Jesus’ life. There on the cross, the Easter message is shown. God spoke the truth in love through the coming together of Word and Grace. 


That’s what you need.


When you have it, you have the strength and the Truth in you to be honest with yourself. To be honest with others. You don’t need to lie to get financial gain – you have Jesus in your life. You don’t have to present yourself in a false way to get and keep the attention of the opposite sex – you have Jesus. You don’t have to keep carrying around the weight of something someone said that damaged you – you have what Jesus says about you.


You are more wicked, broken, corrupted, depraved, sickening and deceived than you ever could possibly have believed. But you are more loved, cherished, accepted and delighted in than you ever dreamed possible – at the same time these are both true – because Jesus Christ came and lived the perfect life and died in your place.


That is True. That Word has power.


One last quote that is not really connected to the message above. Food for thought. This is from an article by Ralph C. Wood (professor at Baylor University) in Books and Culture magazine about The Two Towers. He discusses how he loved the movie, but laments the inevitable digression from the book. In his last few paragraphs, he takes the scope out somewhat, making his thoughts relevant to this discussion. Wood goes too far, in  my opinion. He wants to elevate the word so far above the picture to make the picture completely useless and the lover of the picture to feel like an idiot for doing so. That is too far. As noted above in the footnote, God gave us pictures to go with His words. The Lord’s Supper is the best example of this. We can see what is stated. We can taste it, smell it even. 


I’ve included the quote because there is truth in it, and it may provide a valuable corrective to the over-pictured society. But don’t fall off the other side and reject that culture altogether. That is equally perilous and unBiblical.

“Peter Jacksons’ film version of The Two Towers depicts an adventure more than a quest. It’s a splendid story about a noble battle against a mighty enemy. Perhaps this is the most that a good film can accomplish. Yet there may also be a link between the triumph of visual adventures and the loss of the aural quest in our culture and our churches alike. A famine of words may signal a famine of the Word. There is little doubt that the biblical tradition elevates word over picture, hearing over sight. While the Jews are forbidden to make representation of Yahweh, they are constantly admonished to “Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God is one God.” Over and over again Scripture declares that no one has seen God, while prophets and apostles call all and sundry to hear the Word.


Tolkien may be acknowledging this fundamental point in having Sauron embody himself as a gigantic lidless Eye. It is an organ of surfaces that cannot penetrate depths, as Sauron remains notably opaque to the self-surrendering motives of the Company. The ear, by contrast, is an organ for receiving announcements, and thus for either obeying or refusing commands. The Company’s life is primarily aural. They spend much of their time in conversation – listening to stories of the past, receiving instruction, learning the lore that tells them who they are. Not least among Tolkien’s many achievements in The Lord of the Rings is also to have converted us into readers and hearers of the word. His book requires us not only to form our own mental images of the quest; it also enables us to receive its summons and thus to embark faithfully on the one Road. Peter Jackson’s highly successful movies, by contrast, take us on an exciting visual adventure.”


Ralph C. Wood, Books and Culture Magazine, March/April 2003, p. 17

� “It can sway men to violence, or it can move them to the noblest actions. It can instruct the ignorant, encourage the dejected, comfort the sorrowing, and soothe the dying. Or, it can crush the human spirit, destroy reputations, spread distrust and hate, and bring nations to the brink of war.” Curtis Vaughan, James: A Study Guide, p. 69 (found in Hedrickson, p. 109).


� This idea comes from Tim Keller.


� “It would be impossible to pretend that ordinarily we see the tongue in this light. We rarely stand with Genesis or Paul in finding in our speech the primary evidence of our fallen state.” Motyer, p. 119


� Motyer, p. 127


� Motyer, p. 124.





