
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: James: Wisdom for an Urban Congregation 
 
Sermon Title: “Let Kindness Speak” 
 
Sermon Text: James 3:1-12 
 
Sermon Focus Statement: I want my listener to understand that the words we use matter, flow from our 
character, and should reflect the character of Jesus.  
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: 
 
At the point James wrote his letter to the first century Christian churches across the Roman Empire only 
about 10% of the population could read.1 This fact elevated the importance and accountability of teachers 
in the Church because the average person would have been easily swayed to believe what was taught in 
the church regardless of whether it was good and helpful or bad and toxic. Oddly enough, this is still true 
in our largely literate2, fact-checking, and urban-legend-debunking-culture that in recent years has 
devolved into post-truth politics. James’ warning, while being a bit strident, is good for every age: those 
who teach need to be very, very careful about what we teach and how we teach it because, as he said, 
“Everyone stumbles in a variety of ways…but the words we say are the most important things we have to 
keep in check.” The words we use matter! And, the words we use need to be honest in order to ultimately 
matter at all.  
 
In 2005 Comedian Stephen Colbert created a word that became so popular it was added to the Merriam-
Webster dictionary and later given the award, “Word of the Year for 2006.”3 (Anyone know what the word 
is??)The word was “truthiness”. The definition of “truthiness” has two parts: 
 

“truthiness” (noun) 
 
1 : "truth that comes from the gut, not books"  
 
2 : "the quality of preferring concepts or facts one wishes to be true, rather than concepts or facts 
known to be true"  

 
As a political satirist, Colbert did not have to go very far to find enough sound bites to skewer and roast 
politicians for their half-truths and twisted facts. It has become common practice in American politics to 
make things up. I recently read a news article (more of a lament, really) chronicling speeches and 
debates in which politicians said things so patently dishonest and untrue the article’s author believes our 
culture needs to have a funeral for “The Death of Facts.”4 Broader culture seems to be telling us, 
“’Truthiness’ is more interesting than the truth and truthiness is more effective in demonizing an opposing 
point of view or creating a rallying cry. For sure, truthiness is easier than actually telling the truth.  

 
And, yet, to quote from a movie I watched some time ago: “The bitterest truth is better than the sweetest 
lie.”5 James reminds us of that fact, that our words matter, and, that by living honest lives we can 
experience a sort of full body freedom as opposed to the reverse, where deception and dishonesty and 
maintaining deceptions and dishonesty can end up becoming a full time and body exhausting job. 
 

                                                      
1 Scot McKnight. The Letter of James (Kindle Location 3134). Kindle Edition. 
2 The USA is 65-85%: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literacy_in_the_United_States (accessed 5-25-12) 
3 http://www.merriam-webster.com/info/06words.htm (accessed 5-25-12) 
4 http://www.npr.org/2012/04/29/151646558/if-a-fact-dies-in-the-forest-will-anyone-believe-it?sc=17&f=1001 
The Death Of Facts In An Age Of 'Truthiness' 
5 From the movie: “Men in Black 3.” 
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The third metaphor, ‘a spark that ignites a forest fire’ is commonplace for Minnesotans who have forest 
fires and “Smokey the Bear” reminders, and people around the world alike. The import of James’ using 
these three metaphors was to tell us that words may seem insignificant, but the words we use have 
incredible impact and influence on others. And, what James wrote in verse six takes the conversation 
even deeper. He wrote: “The 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.” James 3:6 NIV 
© 2012 
 
The word “hell” is used between eleven and twelve times in the New Testament, depending upon the 
translation, and almost exclusively by Jesus with this exception in James and one other in Second 
Peter.6 The Greek word that gets translated as “hell” in English is the word “Gehenna.” “Ge” means 
“valley,” and henna means “Hinnom.” Gehenna, the Valley of Hinnom, was an actual valley on the south 
and west side of the city of Jerusalem. Gehenna, in Jesus’ day, was the city dump. People tossed their 
garbage and waste into this valley because a fire was there to perpetually burn the city’s trash.  

 
So, another way of reading verse six is, “The whole course of one’s life can be set on fire by the burning 
garbage of our souls left there by us or others whom we let throw garbage into our lives.” Reading the 
entire letter of James we learn that he considered ‘soul garbage’ such things as misplaced anger, 
favoritism and discrimination, sexual immorality, un-forgiveness and hatred. If we don’t tend to our souls 
and guard ourselves from other people’s garbage, our personal “Gehenna’s” send pollutants in two 
directions: inward to influence our character and outward to influence everything around us! Everything 
we touch. Every relationship. Every professional connection. Every hope or aspiration that we have is 
affected by the pollutants we allow to remain burning in our souls.  

 
I like to use this concise saying: “Hurt people…hurt people.” And, because our words flow out of our 
character—if our character is bitter and angry, our words will eventually be bitter and angry. And, while 
James comes from the negative, there is a positive counterpart that is this: “kind people influence others 
to be kind.” 
 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 
1. Why is it so difficult to think before we speak, avoid misspeaking or misrepresenting facts, and resist 

using words that wound others? (Personal sharing into the topic) 
 
2. James uses a lot of metaphors in this Scripture. What are most striking to you and why? (Exploring 

the text) 
 
3. How can we apply the character of Jesus in our families, our work, and our friendships? (Direct 

application) 

                                                      
6 2 Peter 2:4 
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