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A “Tested” Faith: Words and Wisdom                                                        Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
Proverbs 4:1-10, 23-27 and James 3: 1-18                                                         October 10, 2021 
 
Proverbs 4:1-19, 23-27 
Listen, my sons, to a father’s instruction; pay attention and gain understanding.  I give you 
sound learning, so do not forsake my teaching. For I too was a son to my father, still 
tender, and cherished by my mother.  Then he taught me, and he said to me, “Take hold 
of my words with all your heart, keep my commands, and you will live.  Get wisdom, get 
understanding; do not forget my words or turn away from them. Do not forsake wisdom, 
and she will protect you; love her, and she will watch over you.  The beginning of wisdom 
is this: Get wisdom.  Though it cost all you have, get understanding.  Cherish her, and she 
will exalt you; embrace her, and she will honor you.  She will give you a garland to grace 
your head and present you with a glorious crown.” 
 
Listen, my son, accept what I say, and the years of your life will be many… 
Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it.  24Keep your mouth 
free of perversity; keep corrupt talk far from your lips.  25Let your eyes look straight ahead; 
fix your gaze directly before you.  26Give careful thought to the paths for your feet and be 
steadfast in all your ways.  27Do not turn to the right or the left; keep your foot from evil. 
 
James 3: 1-18 
Not many of you should become teachers, my fellow believers, because you know that 
we who teach will be judged more strictly.  2We all stumble in many ways. Anyone who is 
never at fault in what they say is perfect, able to keep their whole body in check. 
3When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the 
whole animal.  4Or take ships as an example.  Although they are so large and are driven 
by strong winds, they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go.  
5Likewise, 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.  6The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil 
among the parts of the body.  It corrupts the whole body, sets the whole course of one’s 
life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell. 
7All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and sea creatures are being tamed and have been 
tamed by mankind, 8but no human being can tame the tongue.  It is a restless evil, full of 
deadly poison. 
9With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, who 
have been made in God’s likeness.  10Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing.  
My brothers and sisters, this should not be.  11Can both fresh water and salt water flow 
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from the same spring?  12My brothers and sisters, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine 
bear figs?  Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water. 
13Who is wise and understanding among you?  Let them show it by their good life, by 
deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom.  14But if you harbor bitter envy and 
selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth.  15Such “wisdom” 
does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic.  16For where you 
have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice. 
17But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, 
considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.  
18Peacemakers who sow in peace reap a harvest of righteousness. 
 
PRAY 
 
I’ve had it.  You’ve had it.  I imagine that, at one time or another, all of us have suffered 
“Foot-In-Mouth” disease - occasions when we have said something inappropriate, 
insensitive or inconsiderate.  We realized it in the moment, but the words were out.  Too 
late.  Ouch.  Awkward.  Time for “damage control”.  (Darn, there is no vaccine for this 
malady!) 
One solution of course, is to “engage one’s mind, before opening one’s mouth!”  
Sometimes, “silence is golden”! 
 
James has a lot to say about the power and influence of words, as well as wisdom. He 
issues a warning to teachers - those in leadership positions - to be aware and to be warned 
of the perils of power of the tongue, and how words have the potential to influence those 
who hear.  The tongue is one of the smallest, weakest parts of the body, yet it wields 
immense power: to heal or to harm, to build up or tear down, etc.    
 
Think for a moment of a time when someone - say, a teacher or a boss - said something 
to you that made an impression.  Perhaps it was a word of affirmation.  You basked in the 
glow of that comment for the rest of the day.  Perhaps it was a word of condemnation or 
rebuke, that when remembered, still stings. 
 
In seminary preaching class was required.  (Imagine that!)  The first half of the quarter 
was focused on how to write a sermon, making outlines, etc.  Then each student prepared 
and preached a sermon, followed by some feedback from the professor and by a 
Hollywood actor named John Holland.  John was an elder at Hollywood First Presbyterian 
Church.  At over six feet tall, with a deep bass voice, he was every inch a Shakespearean 
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actor.  His job was to critique not the content, but the presentation.  That is, the clarity of 
speech, inflection, projection, and so forth.  He was a tough critic.  (I feared him more 
than Professor Dane!)   
 
Oren was a classmate from Arkansas hill country, complete with a nasal twang and 
Southern accent.  He was an experienced preacher.  He’d responded to the call of God on 
his life.  His people were making personal sacrifices to help pay for his seminary education.  
One afternoon in the chapel of the Congregational Church, it was Oren’s turn.  He put his 
heart in it!  Dr. Dane confirmed, his content was solid. Towering above him, Mr. Holland 
said to Oren: “Son, have you ever considered going into another line of work?”   
 
Those words betrayed a total lack of wisdom at the very most, and at the least, an 
insensitivity to Oren and the culture from which he came.  While those comments were 
not directed at me, that I remember them decades later indicates the power of words.  
This was an example to me of what NOT to say.  
 
Generations have been inspired by these words: “Ask not what your country can do for 
you, but what you can do for your country.”*  Likewise, the words of another: “I dream 
of a day when my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be 
judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”**  (*President 
John F. Kennedy, **Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.) 
 
Just this week, Frances Haugen, a former Facebook employee, said in a congressional 
hearing that Facebook and its other platforms are documented to “harm children, stoke 
division, and weaken our democracy”.  Social media uses more than words.  Words and 
images - some truthful, some deceptive - communicate messages that can be harmful or 
helpful.  Depending upon the vulnerability of the person using the platform, social media 
can have life-threatening consequences.  Just because information is online, it may or 
may not be truthful - find reliable sources and do fact checking for yourself! 
 
James uses several metaphors to illustrate: 
The tongue is small.  Like a bit in the mouth of a horse, it has the ability to harness great 
power.  It can control an animal which is significantly larger than the bit itself. Similarly, 
the rudder of a huge ship is used by the pilot to guide it in the right direction.  
Proportionately, the rudder is very small when compared to the size of the vessel. 
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The tongue can spark a fire that grows into a devastating conflagration, obliterating lives, 
and livelihoods.  We’ve seen this illustrated dramatically in Washington and other 
western states.  Many of these fires have yet to be brought under control, let alone, be 
extinguished.  (The fire burning in Sequoia National Park is not expected to be completely 
out until 2022!)  When it comes to words, I daresay, all of us “have been burned” by words 
directed at us.  Intentionally or not, it is likely we have probably “burned” others with our 
own words!   
 
James states that numerous kinds of wildlife have been tamed or domesticated.  
However, he says unequivocally: “…no one can tame the tongue” (v.8). “It is evil” and “full 
of deadly poison” (v.8).  We would do well to take James seriously.  The power of words 
is not to be underestimated.  Is there no hope?? 
 
James proceeds to offer some encouragement in the last two paragraphs of this chapter.  
We are instructed to be “wise and understand God’s ways” (v.13).  What is this wisdom 
that James refers to?  Does it involve possessing advanced degrees or a high IQ?  Not at 
all.  James is contrasting “heavenly” wisdom/from above (v.17-18) with that which is 
“earthly” “unspiritual”, and “evil” (v. 14-16).   
 
The critical difference between these two kinds of wisdom?  The source.  The first kind is 
sourced in the sinful self that seeks domination, power, and control.  It is self-focused and 
self-serving.  Given our innate propensity to sin, it is bent toward evil.  James goes so far 
as to say it is “demonic”.  That is because this one is self-promoting and denies the truth 
(v.14).  This is perhaps the most telling, and most serious matter. 
 
In Jesus’ mind, one either worships the One who is “the way, the Truth and the life” (John 
14:6) OR one is deceived by the evil one, the “father of lies” in whom there is no truth. 
(John 8:42-47)  Becoming disconnected from the truth can have life or death 
consequences.  This is serious business!! 
 
In contrast, “heavenly wisdom” which is centered in the Word of God.  Wise ones seek to 
act and live-in ways that reflect and follow God’s commands, as noted in the passage from 
Proverbs.  Wise ones are considerate, impartial, and sincere.  Wise ones are peace seekers 
and peacemakers, full of mercy and bearing the fruit of right relationships.  This harkens 
to the fruit of the Spirit which are present in our lives, not through our own efforts but an 
expression of God’s indwelling Spirit, finding expression in our thoughts, words, and 
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actions.  Self-control is one of the Fruits of the Spirit, and the only way the tongue can be 
“tamed”! 
 
James makes some additional comparisons: Both salt and fresh water cannot be produced 
by the same well, nor will a vine or tree naturally produce two different kinds of fruit.  
Nature simply does not work that way.  Similarly, a person of integrity cannot both praise 
and curse God at the same time.  This is called hypocrisy.  Jesus says “But the things that 
come out of a person’s mouth come from the heart, and these defile them.” (Matthew 
15:18).  (Remember that in the Hebrew mindset, the heart is the center of volition/will, 
decision making, it is only secondarily a place of emotion!) 
 
James is concerned that the recipients of his letter be mature disciples, living a “tested” 
faith.  Taming our tongues is a significant “test”.  The outcome will impact a lot of lives.   
 
Here is a “test” – a simple list to use before we speak, which can help us determine the 
impact of our words.  It’s easy to remember - an acronym: THINK*, as in THINK before 
you speak. 
T—Is it True? 
H—Is it Helpful? 
I—Is it Inspiring? 
N—Is it Necessary? 
K—Is it kind? 
If what I am about to say, does not pass the “THINK” test, perhaps silence really is golden, 
after all! 
 
PRAY 
 
 
*Source: Alan Redpath,  A Passion for Preaching. Christianity Today, Vol. 34, no. 11. 

 
 
 


