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James 3:1-2 John 4:1-26 

 

 

 This past Tuesday we had a church staff meeting.  We have them every 

week during the school year, but not so much during summer, because of vacations 

and Vacation Bible School and mission trips, and such.  But we had one this past 

Tuesday, and as we do at all of our staff meetings, we begin with devotions.  I lead 

the devotions by reading the scripture lesson on which I’ll be preaching that week. 

After I finish reading the lesson, we all discuss it together.  Sometimes there’s a lot 

of discussion, sometimes not so much. 

 

 Guess which was the case this week when I read the lesson from James?!  

Actually, before we even began our discussion, the first sound I heard was a 

collective groan.  I mean, who can listen to that lesson without groaning?  It is 

tough.  “The tongue is a fire.  The tongue is placed among our members as a world 

of iniquity; it stains the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of nature, and is itself set 

on fire by hell.  For every species of bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed 

and has been tamed by the human species, but no one can tame the tongue - a 

restless evil, full of deadly poison.  With it we bless the Lord and Father, and with 

it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God.  From the same mouth come 

blessing and cursing.”  (James 3:6-12) 

 

 We know why the staff was groaning . . . probably the same reason you were 

groaning on the inside when you heard it.  Because you and I know it’s true.  How 

much trouble starts with words somebody says?  How many times are people hurt 

because of gossip?  And how many times are we ourselves the ones that do it? 

 

 That’s why it hurts to hear these words - they hit too close to home, at least 

for most of us.  One pastor said that he had preached a number of times on this 

text over the years of his ministry, and every time he would say, “If this topic of 

gossiping doesn’t affect you, you can leave.”  And in all those years, nobody ever 

did. 

 

 Well, this week’s clip from a classic television show is all about the tongue, 

and the damage it can do.  It’s a clip from a great old show - the Dick Van Dyke 

show.  I know some of you know about that show, but some don’t, so let me give you 

a little background about the show, and about the clip we’re about to see. 
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 Dick Van Dyke played Rob Petrie on the show, who was a head comedy 

writer for the Alan Brady Television Show.  Rob was married to a lovely young 

woman named Laura, played wonderfully by Mary Tyler Moore.  They had lots of 

great friends - neighbors Millie and Jerry Helper, and Rob’s co-workers, his writing 

partners Buddy and Sally, and then his boss Alan Brady and his assistant Mel 

Cooley.  Alan Brady was a tough boss - he had an ego a mile wide and was quite 

demanding of his staff, and needed to have his ego constantly stroked. 

 

 Which brings us to this episode.  Laura, and her friend and neighbor Millie 

go to a taping of a game show, which airs nationwide.  Laura gets picked out of the 

audience to be on the show, and compete for prizes.  The host of the game show has 

a reputation for messing with the contestants, teasing them, razzing them, goading 

them on to say things. 

 

 Well, word gets to Rob in the office that Laura is on the show, so he sits down 

with Alan Brady, among others, to watch it.  The first part of the show goes fine, 

Laura does well, she talks about how Rob works for Alan Brady, and how Alan 

Brady is wonderful, and so on and so forth, and then they cut to a commercial 

break.  At that point, Alan has to go, so they turn off the TV and don’t see the rest. 

 

 Good thing . . . because it went downhill after that.  Take a look at the clip 

now and see what happened.  You’ll see why James knew exactly what he was 

talking about in this lesson. 

 

 Clip from Dick Van Dyke show (episode #128) 

 

 Before Laura even knew it, the words were out of her mouth.  It’s like she 

had no control over what she was saying, and then once it started, she kept digging 

the hole deeper and deeper.  And she hurt a lot of people - Alan, Rob, and everyone 

who worked for the show.  It was like she lit a spark, and set off a fire! 

 

 Now, that’s just a funny bit for television, but it’s not so funny when we do 

that in real life.  You and I have all been on either the giving or receiving end of 

“loose lips” haven’t we?  I don’t know about you, but when I do something like that, 

I want to kick myself, and I think of Paul’s words about how “I do the things I ought 

not to do, and do not do the things I should.” 

 

 Whenever we talk out of turn, or gossip, someone gets hurt.  I read this week 

something a woman wrote about an experience she had with speaking ill of someone 

else.  Her name is Michelle, and one day, after a business lunch in a restaurant, 

she and her friend Beth went to the restroom to freshen up, and as they both stood 

in front of the mirror checking their make-up they talked to each other, lambasting 

a co-worker that drove them both crazy.  For a full two minutes, they went on and 

on about the woman. 
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 Then when they stopped to take a breath, one of the stall doors opened 

behind them, and it was that co-worker.  With her face red, and her eyes teary, she 

made a beeline toward the door and got out. 

 

 Michelle and Beth looked at each other in horror, and then went back into 

the restaurant, but they didn’t see the co-worker about whom they had been 

talking.  And you know what, they never saw her again, because the next day they 

found out she had resigned.  Michelle was so ashamed, and wished that, in her 

words, “she had talked to that co-worker instead of about her.”  It would have all 

been different, and no one would have been hurt. 

    (On-line, “When You See Stale Cheese, James L. Wilson) 

 

 Oh, my, as James said, “the tongue is a fire.”  Why do we do it?  Why is it 

that we are so prone to talk about others, to gossip, to speak out of turn? 

 

 Do we do it because everyone else does it, so it’s acceptable?  Do we do it 

because we live in such a gossip-oriented society -witness the abundance of 

magazines like the National Enquirer and Star, and TV shows that trumpet the 

latest antics of all the stars?  Or do we do it because we even see it done on the 

national stage in elections?  If you’ve watched the news lately, you see that both 

presidential campaigns have mastered the art of taking one line a candidate says 

totally out of context and turning it into a TV ad! 

 

 We seem to live in a world that majors in talking about others, and especially 

in demeaning and degrading ways.  Is that why we’re so prone to do it? 

 

 Maybe so.  But sometimes we also talk about others, because we’re jealous of 

them, and that’s the only way we can get even.  Or we talk about others, because 

we’re judgmental - and we feel the need to let others know our feelings.  Or 

sometimes we even talk about others, tell some juicy tidbit, just to make sure people 

know that we’re in the know. 

 

 Let me tell you about something one preacher said about gossipers in church 

that would be amusing, if it wasn’t so true, and hurtful.  He actually made 

categories of gossipers.  The first he called the “prayer request gossiper.”  The 

prayer request gossiper is the one who says things like, “You know, we really just 

gotta pray for Don.  I saw him last week at the newstand buying girlie magazines, 

and you know he’s addicted to cocained, and well, his family’s just falling apart, so 

let’s pray for him.”  That’s the prayer request gossiper. 

 

 The second is one he calls the “bless their heart” gossiper.  That’s the person 

who says things like, “You know Sarah?  Her husband left her because she ran up 

so much credit card debt that he didn’t know about.  And she got fired from her job.  
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But, bless her heart, she’s trying as hard as she can.” 

 

 Finally, a third type - he calls the “chit-chat gossiper.”  He says these are 

people who just love to talk and talk and talk.  “Did you hear Joe’s parents are 

fighting again?”  Or “Did you hear about Jill?  Her marriage is really struggling,” 

or “I hear Kathy is pregnant.”  And they keep talking, and talking, and talking.  

As he says, “these people aren’t worried about accuracy.  They just feel it is their 

duty to inform everyone about other people’s lives.”   

     (On-line, “Overcoming Gossip,” Kevin Martineau) 

 

 Fess up - when I was talking about those kinds of gossipers, could you picture 

them in your mind?  Know anybody like that?  Or does one of them describe you?  

 

 I know it’s tough to hear this stuff, but the lesson from James calls us to 

examine ourselves.  A man named Henry Ferguson once said, “If someone paid ten 

cents for every kind word you said about people, and collected five cents for every 

unkind word, would you be rich or poor?”  How would you answer him? 

 

 Clearly, James is calling us to live another way - the way of Jesus, which is 

the way of love, respect, dignity and care.  What was one of the greatest 

commandments which Jesus asked us to follow?  “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 

And what did He show His entire life, but the utmost regard for everyone with 

whom He spoke and interacted.  Jesus’ entire life and ministry was about building 

up, not tearing down.  It was about wanting the best for every child of God, and 

doing nothing to hinder them.  It was giving them the benefit of the doubt, and 

going the extra mile for those who were hurting. 

 

 Witness the events of this morning’s Gospel lesson - His encounter with the 

woman at the well.  Do you remember that it happened in the heat of the noonday 

sun, and that that woman had come to the well then, because she had been a victim 

of gossip by the other women?  She had had troubles in her past, and the rumor 

mill was running hot and heavy - everybody was talking about her, and shaming 

her, and she was embarrassed to be seen in public.  So she went to the well after 

all of the other women were long gone, so she wouldn’t have to be hurt again and 

again. 

 

 And it was there, that Jesus reached out to her in a way that made her feel 

whole and worthy and precious in God’s sight.  She came to the well with head 

bowed, shame in her heart, and a cloud over her because of vicious, mean-spirited 

gossip.  But she went away from the well, after her encounter with Jesus, with 

head held high and a heart full of joy.  Because He showed her love, instead of 

ridicule. 

 

 That’s the life to which Jesus calls us.  A life of lifting others up, instead of 
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tearing them down.  A life of taking care with what we say, lest we hurt others, 

intentionally or unintentionally.   

 

 I think Jesus would tell us, and so would James, that we can’t go wrong if the 

first thought in our minds and the first words that come out of our mouths are 

words of praise, rather than gossip or innuendo.  That we should always look for 

the best in people and situations, and when we speak, that our words would be such 

that we wouldn’t be embarrassed if God Himself heard them. 

 

 And so, I want to end today by leaving us with two things to think about as 

we leave this place.  The first is a little story.  It seems that one day a woman was 

feeling guilty about having gossiped about someone, so she went to see her rabbi 

about it.  She told him what she had done, and wanted to know what she could do 

to fix the situation, to make it better. 

 

 He told her to go back home, get a pillow from her bed, go up to the roof of 

her apartment building, cut open the pillow and shake it about.  Then come back 

and see him. 

 

 So she did.  And when she came back, she said, “Rabbi, I did just what you 

told me to do.  I got a pillow, went up to the roof, cut it open, and shook it all 

about.”   

 “And what happened?” he asked.   

 

 “Well, the feathers flew everywhere.  They got caught up in gusts of wind, 

and they went everywhere.  So now, what do you want me to do?” 

 

 “Go and collect all the feathers,” the rabbi said. 

 

 “I can’t do that,” she replied.  “They’re all over the place, I could never find 

them all.” 

 

 And he said, “Well, that’s what gossip is like.  Once you’ve said it; once 

you’ve put it out there, you can never take it back.” 

 

 A sobering lesson, is it not?  Something to think about, the next time we’re 

tempted to talk about someone. 

 

 The other thing I want to share with you, is a little formula you might find 

helpful.  It an acronym that uses the letters of the word Think.  The person who 

shared it says that it’s a simple formula you should use - questions you should ask 

yourself before you say something about someone - and it goes like this: 

 

 T - Is it true? 
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  H - Is it helpful? 

   I - Is it inspiring? 

    N - It is necessary? 

     And K - Is it kind? 

 

 And the person said, “If what I am about to say doesn’t pass those tests, I will 

keep my mouth shut.’ 

 

 And I would add, it’s the true, the helpful, the inspiring, the necessary, and 

the kind things that Jesus Himself would invite us to say.  As people of faith and 

followers of that same Jesus, may we seek, every day, to use our tongues for 

praising God and lifting up those around us - and most definitely, THINK before we 

speak. 

 May it be so. 

  

       Amen. 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

  
  


