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 Martin Luther once said a preacher must know how to do three things.  He must stand up, speak up, 

and then shut up.  For a preacher – at the very time of preaching, that is, the sharing of God’s Word to the 

fellow saints – to stand up and speak up is very important and very necessary.  If it wasn’t for this whole 

standing up and speaking up part, there would be no communication of the Gospel from the pulpit.  We see 

how necessary this is.  However, there is also a time for the preacher to shut up.  He must also know when 

to keep his mouth shut or to stop speaking.  Luther was, in a sense, echoing the words from Ecclesiastes 

when this word from our Lord so carefully shares with us that “There is a time for every matter under the 

sun. There’s a time to laugh and there’s a time to cry.  There’s a time to reap and a time to sow”.  For all 

of us, not just the preacher, and to revise Luther just a little bit… there is a time to speak up and a time to 

shut up and a time to listen up. 

 James shares with us some of the very same advice – again – because we don’t always follow advice 

very well and we need to be reminded.  Perhaps this is the reason why he says, “All this, my dear brother, 

you already know.  Let every man be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger.”  These are the kind of 

things we already know.  But being reminded is sometimes quite necessary.  Apparently James thought so.  

He shares these words to the Jewish Christians “scattered among the nations” (James1:1).  They knew, but 

weren’t doing a very good job, of being quick to hear and slow to speak. 

 We have heard the quite familiar quip: “We have two ears, but only one mouth, that we may hear 

more and speak less.”  Is listening really better than speaking?  I really do think it is.  It’s harder to do, but 

it is better.  When we are given the opportunity to comfort a friend or a loved one it is better to listen than 

to speak.  I promise they will appreciate your ear even more than your mouth.  When we sit in a classroom, 

a meeting, or a conference, when we sit by someone in their home or at the hospital or stand in their front 

yard it goes without saying that we grow in knowledge and even wisdom when we listen – not when we are 

speaking.  When we have the privilege to be in God’s House (or, today, in your living room) receiving His 

very blessings, listening to how He comes to us, hearing His Words of forgiveness and eternal life purchased 

for us we receive more when we experience how God comes to us and serves us in the Divine Service – 

God coming to us – through our ears and listening with our heart – right now.  This is being quick to listen. 

 James tells us to be slow to speak.  Why?  Well, if it isn’t obvious enough please allow me spell it 

out for you.  The reason I can spell it out for you is because I am very good at being quick to speak.  You 

see, I’m convinced that when we speak quickly we are prone to do so out of our old sinful self that tends to 

serve our desires to be heard because we have the “more important” thing to say… the better viewpoint.  It 

tickles our fancy to speak gossip, to spread rumors, to speak our minds before it would be prudent to do so.  

In other words, not everything we think should be spoken.  If we are quick to speak our minds, we might 

regret it later.  When we are quick to speak our minds sinful, hurtful, non-constructive speech may well be 

on the tip of our tongue.  Be careful about speech that does not flatter – speech that does not build up our 

neighbor.  Even when it’s the truth – we might be better served to keep our ears open and our mouths shut.  

Sometimes even the truth can be used to hurt others. 

 In the book of Proverbs, God provides guidelines – the same as Saint James – insofar as our speech 

is concerned.  In Chapter 10 of Proverbs our Lord says, “He that restrains his lips is wise.”  In chapter 13 

the Lord says, “He that keeps his mouth keeps his life; but he that opens wide his lips shall have destruction.”  

In chapter 17 we hear, “Even a fool when he holds his speech is counted wise.”    And then again in Proverbs 

29, “Do you see a man that is hasty in his words?  There is more hope for a fool than for him.”  I think we 

get the idea from Scripture.  James was not at all going off on a tangent when he said, be slow to speak.  

And he’s not far off when he says these words too – be slow to anger. 



 Often times speaking too fast produces anger.  Now it is true that the world would be a poorer place 

without those who blazed a path in pure white anger against the abuses and tyrannies of sin.  In other words, 

there are things to get angry about – and we need to speak about it.  Jesus did not hold back His anger when 

He turned over the tables of the money changers and made that whip of cords and scattered the livestock.  

That was a righteous anger against sin.  But too often our anger is a petulant and self-centered anger.  That 

is an anger meant to hurt or spoken out of spite – an anger that does not build up the world – but is rather 

meant to tear down. 

 The advice is well and good.  Here we have God’s Law.  This is what we should follow.  This is 

what we should do – be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to get angry.  Listen to others – be quick 

about it.  Speak when it is appropriate for the man who holds his tongue keeps his life – says the proverb.  

And, in our anger – be angry about the right things – not to hurt – but to further the kingdom with a righteous 

anger that rejects what harms our neighbor and us. 

 People are angry, upset, tired and filled with anxiety about all of these orders we must follow.  It’s 

hard because things haven’t really changed, they have eased a bit, but not enough. It’s hard because we 

want to get back to normal… and things are slowly turning that way… but it’s also too slow for many of us 

and we wonder if things will ever truly get back to the way they were.  As Sr. Pastor of this congregation, 

I desire to keep people safe and follow the rules.  But at the same time, I’m given the duty by God to make 

sure that I’m doing all I can to build up the spiritual community that is Christ Lutheran Church… and the 

reality is… community truly happens when individuals come together to make a whole. This happens when 

we gather, partake of the Lord’s Supper together, when we can gather to bury our loved ones, rejoice 

together during the rite of holy matrimony… you get the idea.  So it makes all of this so hard.  And we get 

angry. 

 The longer we go, the “quicker” we are to get angry. The more we desire to lash out with quick 

angry words.  The longer this goes on, we don’t want to listen any longer, because what do they have to say 

that can help me now… or what do they have to say that has changed?  Nothing, really.  

 Be quick to listen and slow to speak and slow to get angry. But please, beloved in the Lord, do 

speak.  You may speak to others and to our leaders.  We have every right.  And, if you are given the 

opportunity, you may get a chance to speak about what you are hearing today.  Speak to your mothers… 

for today, Mother’s Day, is a reminder that God has given them to celebrate with thanksgiving on a day like 

today.  Speak what you hear and receive in God’s blessed Gospel message.  Be quick to speak the truth in 

love.  Be quick to speak the Gospel after you have heard the precious Word that is given you.  We must 

speak.  How could we not speak the Gospel? 

 That’s what this place is all about.  We hear and we receive right here.  That’s why this place is so 

important for you as a Christian.  We find sanctuary in God’s sanctuary. That’s why it’s important, after all 

of this is over, to return here – together.  But then as we go out there, be quick to listen and slow to speak 

and slow to anger – but please speak.  Our Lord has spoken so we can speak and also do His work.  Our 

Lord died so that we can speak and so that we can do.  Speak with your tongue.  But not with just your 

tongue but with your work.  Our Lord did His Work so that we could do His work.  His mercy flows from 

His Words on all of us – through the work of those that Love Him – you and me.  His mercy is a work – 

God working through us because of the precious work done for us on the cross. 

 For the preacher – Stand up, speak up, and shut up.  For the rest of us – and yes for the pastor 

too…stand up, listen up, speak up, and  then do it up.  This is the model for all of us – from Proverbs to 

Saint James.  It’s the model made perfect for us in our Savior Jesus Christ.  His mercy for us on the cross 

by giving His precious blood enables us to listen – to Him and others and speak to Him in prayer – and to 

others about Him.  And now it’s time for me to shut up.  Amen. 

 

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen 


