The Power of the Tongue

In 1899, four reporters from Denver, Colorado, met by chance on a Saturday night in a Denver railroad station. Al Stevens, Jack Tournay, John Lewis, and Hal Wilshire worked for the four Denver papers: the Post, the Times, the Republican and the Rocky Mountain News. Each had the task of finding a scoop for the Sunday edition. They hoped to spot a visiting celebrity arriving that evening by train.

However, none showed up, so the reporters wondered what on earth they would do. As they discussed options in a nearby saloon, Al suggested they make up a story. The other three laughed ‑ at first. But before long they were all agreed ‑ they would come up with such a whopper that no one would ques​tion it and their respective editors would congratulate them on their find.

A phony local story would be too obvious, so they decided to write about someplace far away. They agreed on China. “What if we say that some American engineers, on their way to China, told us they are bidding on a major job: the Chinese government is planning to demolish the Great Wall?” Harold was not sure the story would be believable. Why would the Chinese ever tear down the Great Wall of China? “As a sign of international goodwill, to invite foreign trade.”

By 11:00pm, the four reporters had worked out the details, and the next day all four Denver newspapers carried the story on the front page. The Times headline that Sunday read: “Great Chinese Wall Doomed! Peking Seeks World Trade!

Of course, the story was a ridiculous tall tale made up by four opportunistic newsmen in a hotel bar. But amazingly their story was taken seriously and soon ran in newspapers in the Eastern U.S. and even abroad.

When the citizens of China heard that the Americans were sending a demo​lition crew to dismantle the Great Wall, most were indignant, even enraged. Particularly angry were members of a secret society made up of Chinese patri​ots already against any kind of foreign intervention. Moved to action by the news story, they attacked the foreign embassies in Peking and murdered hun​dreds of missionaries from abroad.

In the next two months, twelve thousand troops from six countries invaded China to protect their countrymen. The bloodshed of that time, born out of a journalistic hoax fabricated in a saloon in Denver, was the time of violence known ever since as the Boxer Rebellion.

At 9:00 one Sunday evening, October 8, 1871, Mrs. O'Leary's cow kicked over the lantern as she was being milked, starting the great Chicago Fire. That disaster blackened three and one half miles of the city, destroying over 17,000 buildings before it was checked by gunpowder explosions on the south line of the fire. The fire lasted two days and cost over 250 lives.

Historians also tell us that on that very same day, a spark ignited a rag​ing fire in the North Woods of Wisconsin, a blaze that burned for an entire month, taking more lives than the Chicago Fire. This fire destroyed billions of yards of precious timber, all from one spark!

Webster's Unabridged Dictionary: The tongue is a “movable muscular structure attached to the floor of the mouth”. It weighs only two ounces

James 3:3-12 (New American Standard Bible)
3Now if we put the bits into the horses’ mouths so that they will obey us, we direct their entire body as well. 4Look at the ships also, though they are so great and are driven by strong winds, are still directed by a very small rudder wherever the inclination of the pilot desires.5So also the tongue is a small part of the body, and yet it boasts of great things. See how great a forest is set aflame by such a small fire! 6And the tongue is a fire, the very world of iniquity; the tongue is set among our members as that which defiles the entire body, and sets on fire the course of our life, and is set on fire by hell. 7For every species of beasts and birds, of reptiles and creatures of the sea, is tamed and has been tamed by the human race. 8But no one can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil and full of deadly poison. 9With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in the likeness of God; 10from the same mouth come both blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not to be this way. 11Does a fountain send out from the same opening both fresh and bitter water? 12Can a fig tree, my brethren, produce olives, or a vine produce figs? Nor can salt water produce fresh.

CONTROLLING POWER

The horse is a very powerful animal. Take 550 pounds (as much as a puffing Olympic heavyweight lifter can hoist overhead), set it on a horse's back, and it will barely snort as it stands breathing easily under the burden. The same horse, unburdened, can sprint a quarter‑mile in about twenty‑five seconds. Yet, place a bridle and bit in its mouth and a 100‑pound woman on its back who knows what she is doing and the animal can literally be made to dance.

3Now if we put the bits into the horses’ mouths so that they will obey us, we direct their entire body as well.
James observed the same phenomenon in ancient ships, as ships small and large were steered by an amazingly small rudder. Today it is still the same, whether it is a ski boat or the USS Enterprise. He who controls the rudder controls the ship.

4Look at the ships also, though they are so great and are driven by strong winds, are still directed by a very small rudder wherever the inclination of the pilot desires.

DESTRUCTING POWER 

The tongue has the power to inflame human relationships, and James is saying that those who misuse the tongue are guilty of spiritual arson. A mere spark from an ill‑spoken word can produce a firestorm that anni​hilates everyone it touches. Words = Fire – Fire consumes.

James 3:6 (New American Standard Bible)
6And the tongue is a fire, the very world of iniquity; the tongue is set among our members as that which defiles the entire body, and sets on fire the course of our life, and is set on fire by hell.

A FEMALE SPIDER

A female spider is often a widow because she regularly eats those who come her way. The female spider has no stomach and so is incapable of digesting anything within her. Through tiny punctures she injects her digestive juices into a fly so that his insides are broken down and turned into warm soup. A visiting male spider or even a fly, having become captive, will appear to be whole, but the female spider has drunk their insides and they become a hol​low casket.

Our tongues use a hypodermic word. We use guilt, humiliation, cruel love, innuendoes, gossiping, faultfinding and criticism.  Some among us are so skilled with the hypodermic word that our dear ones continue to sit up and to smile, quite as though they were still alive.

This is a metaphor to describe the destructive power of evilly intended words. Words do not dissolve mere organs but the souls of people they are directed towards! This world is populated by walking human caskets because countless lives have been dissolved and sucked empty by another's words. 

GOSSIP

The tongue's destructive power in gossip leads the list. A physician in a midwestern city was a victim of a disgruntled female patient who tried to ruin him professionally through rumor, and almost did. Several years later the gossiper had a change of heart and wrote the doctor asking his forgiveness, and he for​gave her. But there was no way she could erase the story, nor could he. Gossip is picked up and stored away by the hearers like tasty tidbits. Vigorous denial would only bring more suspicion. The damage was done.

Gossip often veils itself in acceptable conventions such as “Keep this to your​self, but. . . .” or “I wouldn't tell you, except that I know it will go no further.” Of course, in Christian circles we say, “I am telling you this so you can pray.”

Proverbs 18:8 (New International Version)
The words of a gossip are like choice morsels; they go down to a man’s inmost parts.

INNUENDOS

A cousin of gossip is innuendo. “The pastor was sober yesterday.” “The piano playing sounded good, today.” “Dear, the best part of dinner was the water.” Innuendoes are driven by the tone of the voice, the cast of the eye, and sur​gical silences.

FLATTERY

Gossip involves saying behind a person's back what you would never say to his or her face. Flattery means saying to a person's face what you would never say behind his or her back. Flatterers are destructive people who carry a legion of unwholesome motives. An example would be a Vice-President flattering the President of a company while stabbing him in the back with others to seek his position.

Proverbs 29:5 (New International Version)
“Whoever flatters his neighbor is spreading a net for his feet.”

James 4:11-12 (New American Standard Bible)
11Do not speak against one another, brethren. He who speaks against a brother or judges his brother, speaks against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge of it. 12There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy; but who are you who judge your neighbor?

The challenge is to refrain from any speech that intends to run down some​one else, even if it is totally true. Most people think it is okay to convey negative information if it is true. We understand that lying is immoral. But is passing along damaging truth immoral? It seems almost a moral responsibility! By such reasoning, criticism behind another's back is thought to be all right as long as it is based on fact. Likewise, ridiculing gos​sip (of course it is never called gossip!) is seen as okay if the information is true. Thus many believers use truth as a license to righteously diminish others' rep​utations.

Luke 18:11 (New International Version)
The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men -robbers, evildoers, adulterers - or even like this tax collector.’
We enjoy the elevation of walking on the bruised heads of others.

CRITICISM AND FAULTFINDING

There is an epidemic of criticism and faultfinding in the Christian Church.

James 4:11
11Do not speak against one another, brethren, (true or not)

Some people reject criticizing another behind his back, but believe it is okay if done face to face. They feel that as long as they tell people the truth to their face, that this is their “moral” duty doing God’s service with a spiritual license to conduct “search and destroy” mis​sions. We are all very skillful in rationalizing such talk, but God's Word still says:

James 4:11
11Do not speak against one another, brethren, (true or not)

Matthew 12:36 (KJV)

But I say unto you, That every idle word (Evil Word) that men shall speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of judgment.
James 1:26 (New International Version)
If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless.
WORTHLESS RELIGION

The true test of a man's spirituality is not his abil​ity to speak, as we are apt to think, but rather his ability to bridle his tongue.

Matthew 12:33-34 (King James Version)
Either make the tree good, and his fruit good; or else make the tree corrupt, and his fruit corrupt: for the tree is known by his fruit. O generation of vipers, how can ye, being evil, speak good things? for out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh.
The tongue will inevitably reveal what is on the inside. This is especially true under stress.

A preacher with hammer in hand, doing some work on a church workday, noticed that one of the men seemed to be following him around. Finally the preacher asked why. The man answered, “I just want to hear what you say when you hit your thumb.” The curious parishioner understood that would be the moment of truth of what the preacher is on the inside.

James 1:26 (New International Version)
If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless.
Your church attendance can be impeccable, your Bible knowledge envied, your prayers many, your giving the greatest, and: “If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless.”
How is your religion when there is stress between your husband, your wife or with your children, on the job, in the car, when things don’t go right in your day? How is your religion?

POWER FOR GOOD

Offered to God on the altar, the tongue has tremendous power for good.

It can proclaim the life‑changing message of salvation:

Romans 10:14-15 (King James Version)
14How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? and how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard? and how shall they hear without a preacher? 15And how shall they preach, except they be sent? as it is written, How beautiful are the feet of them that preach the gospel of peace, and bring glad tidings of good things!

It has power for sanctification as we share God's Word:

John 17:17 (King James Version)
Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth.
It has power for emotional and spiritual healing:

2 Corinthians 7:5-7 (New American Standard Bible)
5For even when we came into Macedonia our flesh had no rest, but we were afflicted on every side: conflicts without, fears within. 6But God, who comforts the depressed, comforted us by the coming of Titus; 7and not only by his coming, but also by the comfort with which he was comforted in you, as he reported to us your longing, your mourning, your zeal for me; so that I rejoiced even more.

It has power for worship:

Hebrews 13:15 (King James Version)
By him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually, that is, the fruit of our lips giving thanks to his name.

The tongue, so tiny, is immensely powerful. Four reporters, good old boys, hav​ing a few beers in a Denver bar in 1899, provided the spark that drove generals, their armies and killed thousands of people. The tongue can fuel our lives so they become fiery furnaces, or it can cool our lives with the soothing wind of the Holy Spirit of God. It can be forged by Hell, or it can be a tool of Heaven.

How is your religion?

PRAY

COMMUNION
Page 2 of 6

