
Fiery Words, September 12, 2021, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

James 3.1-12; Psalm 19; Mark 8.27-38 

“Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, my 

strength and my redeemer” 

Before I begin, there is some important background information that you need to know to understand 

my point: After Jesus died and rose to new life, he appeared to his disciples and promised to send them 

the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, the Helper. On the day of Pentecost, as the disciples were sitting in a 

room, there was a rush of wind and they received the Holy Spirit. Divided tongues as flames appeared 

over each of them and they were filled with the Holy Spirit and were given the ability to speak in 

tongues.  

You probably already know that story. But it wasn’t one of the ones we read this morning. 

We did, however, hear a lot about the tongue. And I hope you caught the emphasis on words and 

speaking in all three readings. Words are important. Words are powerful. The tongue is like the rudder 

of a ship—though it is small, it can make a big impact.  

We also heard what we have been seeing throughout the recent election campaign: that with the same 

tongue we bless the Lord and Father and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God. 

From the same mouth comes blessing and cursing.  

It’s not easy to be a “voice professional”. People actually pay attention to what you say—and they 

expect you to hold to your promises! You can’t just say stuff to get people to like you when you have no 

intention on actually backing it up with actions. Or, if you’re in politics, you can’t do that more than 

once, unless there’s a really good distraction to help people forget that you have done that before.  

Generally, we expect people to mean what they say and say what they mean. Even politicians. Even 

during an election campaign.  

But I think we all know how hard it is to say only what it necessary. To hold to, as many of us were 

taught, that “if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.” The letter from James 

says, “Anyone who makes no mistakes in speaking is perfect, able to keep the whole body in check with 

a bridle.” Who among us is perfect? 

But that same letter that we heard from also talks about the extra strictness that teachers will be judged 

by. We’ve just finished the first week of school. I know there are a number of teachers in our 

community. You probably know that I spent a decade of my life as a teacher.  

But I don’t think that school teachers are what’s in mind here (and I hope that gives you some sense of 

relief). The teachers that James is referring to are teachers of scripture. Teachers of religion. Teachers of 

the sacred tradition. They taught through their words, primarily. Their words carried great weight. Based 

on the teachers’ interpretations of the scriptures, the entire people of God orchestrated their lives. 

Their actions, their habits, their routines, their rituals—all based on scripture—but through the teaching 

of those interpreting scripture. That is why there was so much emphasis placed on their teaching. 

When we translate that to today, we can think of leaders of the church, faith leaders, and the sway they 

hold with the people who trust them and their teachings. Decisions are made, laws are passed, leaders 



are put in place or deposed—based of the teachings (based on the words from the tongue) of these faith 

leaders…of which I am one (albeit a very minor one). [And my partisan advice to you during this election 

campaign is this: go out and vote! Make your opinion known! It’s a democracy! And if you can, get 

vaccinated!] 

But even the tongues of those who do not primarily teach have power. They have significance. When 

Jesus wanted to know how his message was resonating with his audience, what did he ask his disciples? 

“What are the people saying about me? Who do they say I am?” Jesus wanted to know what the buzz 

was. What the word on the street was. “What are people saying?”  

Then Jesus turned to his disciples. “But what about you? What do you say? Who do you say I am?” 

Peter, (of course it was Peter) gave the strongest answer. “You are the Messiah. God’s anointed. You are 

the saviour who was to come to the world.” And Jesus, though he was pleased, ordered them not to tell 

anyone. He didn’t say why he didn’t want them to tell anyone and people have long wondered as to 

why, but perhaps he wanted the people to see for themselves. To judge Jesus by his own actions and 

words—and not be swayed by the teachings of others, influential though they might be.  

Perhaps because Peter was encouraged by giving a good answer to Jesus, he had the confidence to 

upbraid his teacher: when Jesus laid out his plan—a plan that involved his own torture and death at the 

hands of the authorities, Peter tried to talk him out of it. Jesus’ plan wasn’t going to keep him or any of 

his followers in a position of influence for long. It was a terrible plan! 

But it was God’s plan. That was why it seemed so ridiculous to Peter, thinking, as he was, in human 

terms.  

Turning to his disciples, Jesus rebuked Peter and told the group what they must do to follow him: Take 

up their cross. Go with him, even to death. Lay down their own lives for the sake of the gospel.  

In short, words were not going to cut it. Jesus wanted to see action. He wanted movement. Results. 

Lives changed, not just opinions. That was where the real change happened.  

We know that words are powerful. God created the whole world with words. But it is not those words 

which continue to testify to us about the greatness of God. It is the creation, as the psalm we read 

together says. The heavens declare the glory of God! The day and night impart their knowledge even 

though they have no words or language! Their word has gone out through all the lands.  

Words are powerful. But they have far more impact when they are connected to actions. To real 

tangible visible things.  

In just a few moments we will recite together the words of our faith. As always, you are not obliged to 

participate. And, especially today, I ask you to look at the words before you say them and only say them 

if you believe them. Nobody will notice if you don’t. It will be your little secret. Because when we say 

those words, we are making a confession. These words are a statement of faith that aligns us with 

Christians throughout the centuries who have been saying the same words in many different languages. 

And once we have said those words—once we, as a community have declared what we believe to be 

true—then the hard work begins. Because just like Peter’s confession, if we can’t back it up with actions, 

if we can’t follow Jesus on that path to Golgotha, to the place of crucifixion on the hill, then what do 



those words even mean? Are they just empty promises? Are they like campaign speeches that we hope 

no one follows up on to see if we really meant it? 

If they are just words, then our only hope of influencing others is through our words. If we don’t have 

actions to back it up, we have become teachers of the scriptures, teaching through our words as 

opposed to our actions. And we already know that our speech will not be perfect.  

So perhaps the better approach is not to rely on our tongues. Not to let our tongues lead and steer the 

ship. And, if the tongue is a fire that sets ablaze a great forest, may we be that forest, set ablaze by the 

tongue of the Holy Spirit—that same tongue of fire that filled those apostles on the day of Pentecost. May 

we burn with that fire so that our lives are changed—that the way we live might be our testimony. That 

in carrying this cross we might die to our selves—to our ambitions, to our goals, and to our plans—so that 

we might live our lives—that we might give up our lives, as Jesus did, for the sake of the gospel and for 

the sake of Jesus. That in doing so, we might save ourselves. 

May the words of all of our mouths and the actions of our lives be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our 

strength and our redeemer. 


