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WORDS & WISDOM 
Secrets To The Significant Life (Part 4) 

Text: James 3:1-18 
 

The Power of Little Things 

One tip of a cornerback’s finger can mean the difference between victory and defeat in 
a football game.  One outstretched hand, one little play, one tiny decision to go this way 
instead of that, can make all the difference.  It’s funny just how influential little things can 
be.  The Apostle James understood that.  He was a great respecter of the power of very 
small things.  In our passage for today James devotes considerable ink to relatively tiny 
items like horse’s bits, ship’s rudders, and sparks of fire.  But even these are only a 
prelude to his real preoccupation: The influence of simple words.   
 
We’ve known for years that babies who were spoken to less frequently or less lovingly 
did not thrive the way others did.   It is only recently, however, that neurologists are on 
to a critical piece of the reason why.  A TV news magazine carried footage of a 
procedure in which neurologists were actually able to observe the fairly undeveloped 
nerve endings in the brain of a baby.  Left on their own, those nerve endings just sit 
there.  But guess what happened when the scientists spoke to the baby.  That’s right: 
those nerve endings grew.  They reached out chemically and connected with one 
another.  The spoken word actually, literally, helped to complete the creative process. 
 
The Bible has always taught that – that in some mysterious sense, speech literally 
changes reality.  Genesis tells us that God didn’t simply think Creation into existence; 
He “spoke” it into being: ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.”1  The ringing refrain 
of the Prophets -- “Thus says the Lord”2 -- is shorthand for: “If God speaks it, you can 
count on it to come to pass.”   We’re told that the “Word of the Lord does not return 
void”3 and that the mere uttering of God’s name carries a definitive power.  Maybe 
that’s why, when humanity fouled up the Creation, and progressive appeal through the 
prophets did not bring about a change, rather than leaving the world in silence, God 
chose to speak again; this time even more personally:  “And the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us.   
 
In Jesus Christ, God spoke for this one reason:  To create a bridge of forgiveness and 
understanding across the broken synapse between God and humanity, and between 
human beings and one another.  The Scriptures teach that one day the Word will return 
in all of its fullness to complete the creation perfectly.  But, in the meantime, Jesus has 
given us an incredibly important role to play.  “As the Father sent me; so I send you.” 
 

Critique and Criticism 
 
What this means in practice is simply this:  You and I are called to amplify God’s 
creative voice.  I say amplify for two reasons:  First, because we’re not called to invent a 
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new message.  And, secondly, because the message has some interference to 
overcome.  It’s a bit like that scene from the award-winning film, The Joy Luck Club; 
perhaps some of you saw it.  One of the characters is a little girl whose capacity, in her 
own words, to “see the secrets” of a chess board, makes her a national chess champion 
at age 8.  Her only real liability is an absolutely driven mother who is both envious of her 
daughter’s gifts and selfishly using her to fulfill her own ambition for wealth and respect. 
 
At one point, the little girl dares to speak back to her mother.  The elder woman 
responds, first by giving her an icy silent treatment, and then finally by saying to her 
daughter:  “You are nothing, nothing at all.”  This is how the little girl describes the 
experience:  “What she said was like a curse. This power I had, this belief in myself, I 
could actually feel it draining away... feel myself becoming so ordinary.  All the secrets I 
once saw I couldn’t see anymore.  All I could see were my mistakes, my weaknesses.  
And the best part of me just disappeared.”   
 
I wish it weren’t true, but I know a lot of people like that; some of us are among them.   
At some tender point in the process of developing -- when what was needed most was 
the blessing of encouragement to help them grow toward their God-given potential -- 
such people received instead the curse of criticism.  Now let me be quick to add that 
criticism is different than critique.  Do you know the difference?   
 
We all need critique.  In Ephesians 4:15, the Apostle Paul says that “we will in all 
things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ,” provided “speaking the 
truth in love” to us.  Have you ever had someone say something incredible hard for 
you to hear, and yet because you knew that person was out for your good, just knew 
that person wanted you to grow, the word he or she spoke became a constructive seed 
in your soul?  Thank God for those people in our lives.  Critique is the truth spoken in 
love for another person.  But criticism different.  Criticism is truth or falsehood spoken in 
love for oneself.  Critique is illumined by heaven.  Criticism, says James, is “set on fire 
by hell.” 
 
I’ve heard it said that “Great minds discuss ideas; Average minds discuss events; Small 
minds discuss people.”  The curse of criticism can  be administered insidiously by 
someone who -- as James suggests and that scene from Joy Luck Club illustrates -- 
harbors “bitter envy and selfish ambition.”   It can dished out by an overly 
perfectionist mentor.  It may be rendered by an insensitive friend or an unthinking 
stranger.  James says that it can even be somebody in the Church, someone who 
somehow doesn’t yet see the incongruity between praising “our Lord and Father, and 
cursing those who have been made in God’s likeness.  Out of the same mouth 
come praising and cursing. “My brothers [and sisters], this should not be.” 
 
The point is that the curse of criticism tends to arrest or stunt the work of God in a 
person’s inner life.  They become like the fig tree that gets cursed in Matthew 21 and 
thereafter withers.4  Their spiritual synapses are so shocked by criticism that they fail to 
grow and connect with God’s hope for them as they were created to do.  The church of 
Jesus Christ ought to be a community of people utterly committed to reversing that 
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process in people.  It ought to be a community through which people start growing 
again, because through Christians they hear not the deadly fire of criticism but -- “the 
wisdom the comes from heaven.”   For “the wisdom that comes from heaven is 
first of all pure,” writes James, “then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of 
mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.” 
 

Words Guided by the Wisdom of Heaven 
 
That’s where we come in.  Can you imagine with me for a moment, the powerful 
influence that you and I might have upon those around us, if our tongue was guided this 
coming week by that kind of wisdom?  What if your words and mine suddenly became 
more “pure” toward others?   By “pure” I don’t think James is warning us against “dirty” 
language or jokes, ‘though some cleaning up there might be helpful for some of us.  I 
think James means pure in the sense of pure motivations.   
 
You see, people who have been under the curse of criticism are always listening to 
people’s speech with cautious, skeptical ears, just waiting for that hidden agenda, for 
that subtle condemning edge, for that manipulative tone that says you need to be re-
made in my image or else.   That’s not the way Jesus approached people.  He spoke to 
them with purity of spirit -- a transparent, clean interest in knowing what made them tick, 
what made them hurt, what made them hope – and how they could grow as a child of 
the Kingdom.  Jesus looks at you that way right now.  Ask God to give you that kind of 
pure tone with others. 
 
Or what if our words suddenly became noticeably more “peace-loving”?  Imagine 
yourself in the midst of the next argument suddenly switching gears, and telling the 
person you were battling with that a relationship with them was more important to you 
than winning the argument.  Ask God to help you become much more adept at spotting 
and celebrating common ground than at picking up on subtle differences with other 
people.  “Blessed are the peacemakers, for theirs is the kingdom” said Jesus -- the 
very power -- “of heaven.” 
 
Just imagine the influence you would ultimately gain for the good if your words suddenly 
became more considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit.”  Another 
translation renders the challenge to be “gentle,” “full of mercy,” and “willing to 
yield”?  Those qualities may seem wimpy to some people, but they aren’t.  The Writer 
of Proverbs says: “A man of knowledge uses words with restraint, and a man of 
understanding is even-tempered… When words are many, sin is not absent, but 
he who holds his tongue is wise.”5  This is part of what I admire most about Jesus.  
He was at his strongest when he acted in gentleness towards children, when he 
remained silent in the face of ignorant critics, when he yielded himself to a cross, or 
spoke words of mercy to those he could have easily and rightfully destroyed.  Which 
may be why the Apostle Paul said: “love is not jealous or boastful; it does not insist 
upon its own way.”  How well do our words match that picture? 
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And what if your words suddenly became “impartial,” as James puts it.  What if you 
became known as the person who spoke out for the under-represented person, or 
started conversations with the people around you who others think are hardly worthy of 
attention?  What if you became known as the person whose words were “sincere” or -- 
as another version renders verse 17 -- “without a trace of hypocrisy” too?  It takes 
only 10 minutes to find in others the faults we often fail to discover in ourselves in a 
lifetime.  So what if you and I didn’t speak harshly of other people, precisely because we 
were humble enough before God to realize our own limitations.  James asks: “Who is 
wise and understanding among you?  Let him show it by his good life, by deeds 
done in the humility that comes from wisdom.”  
 

The Significant Life 
 
Do you want a truly significant life?  Here’s the two-step secret:  First, hear “the 
wisdom from heaven”; in other words, hear God’s Word to you.  For even when He 
has something hard to say or harder to hear, it’s truly critique.  You know it’s God 
speaking because the Word is “pure, then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, 
full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.”  Then, fortified by that 
encouragement, by God’s desire to help you grow to the rich potential for which you 
were made, let your words speak for Him to and about the others you’ll meet this week.  
Speak wisely.   
 
Richard Halverson, for many years the Chaplain to the United States Senate, put it this 
way and I’d like to close with his observation. Dozens of times each day we have a 
choice to make with our words: “You can offer your ideas to others as bullets, or as 
seeds.  You can shoot them or sow them; hit people in the head with them, or plant 
them in their hearts.  Ideas used as bullets will kill inspiration and neutralize motivation.  
Used as seeds, they take root, grow, and become reality in the life in which they’re 
planted.”   
 
Fred Craddock, the great preaching professor, understood something of that truth and 
he shared how he learned it one afternoon in a dingy diner somewhere in small-town 
Tennessee.  As Craddock dined with a friend, an old man who'd been staring at him 
from a seat at the counter got up and approached Craddock's table.  Craddock was 
tired, and in no mood for small talk, so when the man tried to engage him in 
conversation, Craddock attempted to dismiss him with short answers.  The man 
persisted, and asked Craddock what he did for a living.  At last seeing an opportunity to 
get rid of the old coot, Craddock gave him an erudite answer designed to embarrass the 
man with ignorance, and send him on his way.  "I'm a Professor of Homiletics at a 
theological seminary," said Craddock.  "Oh, a preacher," said the old man.  "I was 
wondering if you were one of those.  Let me tell you a preacher-story," he said, and 
before Craddock could object, the old man pulled up a chair and began to tell what 
amounted to his own life story. 
 
It seemed the man had been born out of wedlock, the son of a rogue who had 
abandoned the boy's mother soon after she became pregnant.  Growing up in a small 
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town as a bastard was no easy business, and the boy suffered constant humiliation as 
the other children made fun of his status, and parents seemed to treat him as someone 
to be avoided on the street.  One day  a new preacher came to town, and hearing that 
he was a great speaker indeed, full of warm words and insight, the boy resolved to go 
hear him.  Knowing that he would not be welcome among respectable church-going 
people, the boy snuck in after the service began, took a seat in the last row, and left 
during the singing of the last hymn.  Well, the preacher's words being every bit as 
powerful as his reputation, the boy began to come Sunday after Sunday, always 
following the same pattern. 
 
One particular Sunday he was so deeply moved by the sermon and the music that he 
forgot to leave as usual during the last hymn.  Before he realized the mistake he'd 
made, the hymn had ended and people had poured into the aisle blocking his escape.  
Covering his face with his hand, and pretending to be having a coughing fit, the boy 
pushed his way through the crowd towards the exit, desperate with each step that he 
not be recognized and suffer the humiliation of being told that he didn't belong there.  
He had just reached the door when he felt the weight of a heavy hand drop onto his 
shoulder and slowly spin him around.  And to his horror he looked up into the eyes of 
none other than the preacher himself.  "Wait a second," said the tall man, "don't I know 
you?  I think I know your family."  The boy's heart rose to his throat in agony as he 
realized the preacher's error, and the humiliation to come when the error was 
discovered.  "No, I don't think so sir," said the boy meekly.  "Yes, I'm sure of it, now" 
continued the preacher.  "I can see the family resemblance.  I know your Father.  Why 
you're....you're....God's boy." 
 
"Mister Craddock," said the old man, wiping the tears from his eyes, "You've no idea 
what a difference those words have made."  And with that the old man tucked his 
newspaper under his arm, turned, and walked out of the diner.  The waitress, who had 
been hanging back from bothering the men while they talked, now came to Craddock's 
table and said, "Gentlemen, I couldn't help but notice you talking to that old man.  Have 
you any idea who that was?" Craddock and his friend, still in a daze from the old man's 
story, shook their heads blankly.  "Why that was Ben Hooper," said the waitress, "two 
times Governor of the State of Tennessee." 
 
It’s funny what God can do with something so small as a few words.  It’s absolutely 
amazing what God can do with people eager to use them wisely.  So what will it be for 
you?  Criticism or Critique?  Words or Wisdom?  Bullets or seeds?  I guess only time 
will tell. 
 
Let’s pray together… 
 
Lord God of life, forgive us our quickness to accept half-truths about others, and our 
slowness to reach out to them the hand of compassion.  Forgive us our quickness to 
judge those around us, and our slowness to go to our own knees in confession. Teach 
us the awesome power of words; and then send us forth to use that power for the up-
building of our brothers and sisters, parents and children, friends and enemies.  
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Glorifying you, help us to help one another grow to our God-given potential.  In the 
name of Him who is the creative Word made flesh, we pray.  Amen. 
 
 
                                                 
1 Genesis 1:3 
2 Isaiah 54:10 
3 Isaiah 55:11 
4 Matthew 21:19 
5 Proverbs 17:27; 10:19 


