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Preface

There is a rather funny (if a little complicated) story that lies behind the making and the title of this book. When I was asked to list all my books at the end of In Pursuit of His Glory (Hodder & Stoughton, 2002), the account of my twenty-five years at Westminster Chapel, I put my chosen title, Controlling the Tongue, for the second volume on the book of James, which at the time was not yet published. But when it emerged from the press I noticed the British publisher (Paternoster) called it The Way of Wisdom.

I gave it no more thought until my American publisher asked me to do my book Controlling the Tongue – which they picked out from the list in In Pursuit of His Glory. I pointed out that this book was an exposition of James 3–5 and was possibly not what they were wanting. So they asked, ‘Would you then do a book on “Controlling the Tongue”?’ I agreed to this and it will be published in the United States under that title.

But when I submitted this same book to Hodder & Stoughton, they did not like the tide Controlling the Tongue. It therefore seems that British publishers really don’t like this title! Although this book will be called Controlling the Tongue in America, it comes to you in Britain as Your Words Have Power. It is one of those interesting differences between Brits and Americans! The point is, were it not for this strange scenario, the present book would not have been printed at all!

I thank David Moloney of Hodder & Stoughton for his wise counsel and for publishing this book. I also thank Cecilia Moore for the hard work she and the copy editor have done to fine-tune what I have written.

I am grateful to my very close friend Lyndon Bowring for writing the Foreword. If you were, to delete Lyndon’s influence on my life during the last twenty years, it would leave a gap so big that I would be unrecognisable today. Thank you, Lyndon, for your trust and friendship.

This book is dedicated to Kieran and Beryl Grogan. Kieran was our worship leader in my final years at Westminster Chapel, and Beryl was my secretary. These two have remained close friends and a book dedicated to them is long overdue.

Most of all, I thank my wife Louise, my best friend and wisest critic, for her role in the making of this book. May God bless you as you read it.

R. T. Kendall

April 2006

Key Largo, Florida

www.rtkendallministries.com


Foreword

I have known R.T. for over twenty years. He is an exceedingly close and treasured friend and my understanding of Scripture, and God’s purposes for my own life, has been immeasurably enriched by my close friendship with him.

One of the many things I admire about R.T. is that he is not ashamed to expose his greatest failures and weaknesses, to search for ways to overcome them and then seek to work it out daily in his own experience. He is a man who not only loves the truth but longs with all his heart to ‘walk the talk’ and then preach it!

This book is vintage R.T. ‘warts ’n all’. His sound biblical and practical remedies for the problems of the tongue are fantastic. For someone whose words in preaching and writing are his life’s calling it may surprise you to discover how much R.T., like the rest of us, has also always struggled with the misuse of the tongue. I couldn’t put the manuscript down and as I read, became aware afresh of a growing hunger and thirst for righteousness and holiness in my own heart and ever-increasing desire for purity in my thoughts and speech.

It seems an age since I have ‘heard’ preaching like this and so I wholeheartedly commend this book to you. By taking its principles to heart arid calling on God’s highest willingness to help us, each one of us can resolve to control our tongue and increasingly speak words that are edifying to others and glorifying to God.

I cannot thank God enough for what you are about to read. Prepare to be challenged, informed, convicted, enlightened and shown the way of the Spirit – the pathway of love and self-control.

Lyndon Bowring

2006
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Introduction

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.

Js 3:17

I don’t write on this subject because I’m an expert on it – or because I have mastered control of my own tongue. That would be like writing the book ‘Humility and How I Attained it’!

Quite the contrary. I write this because I have made nearly every mistake imaginable in this area. I have been in the ministry for over fifty years. I am now seventy. When you reach my age you take life, health and death more seriously than in earlier years. I know one thing for sure: I want to make every remaining moment count, especially knowing that ‘we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due to him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad’ (2 Cor. 5:10). At that time God will ‘bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men’s hearts. At that time each will receive his praise from God’ (1 Cor. 4:5).

So as you get older you think more and more about the remaining years and how it will be at the Final Judgement.

Could I give you what is perhaps my most ‘unfavourite’ verse in the Bible? It is Matthew 12:36 – the words of Jesus, ‘I tell you that men will have to give account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have spoken.’

A careless word. ‘Idle word’ (KJV). ‘Useless word’ (TEV). ‘Thoughtless word’ (NEB). Oh dear. I am in serious trouble. This does not make me look forward to the Day of Judgement.

I cannot think of anything scarier than having every careless word, idle word, useless word or thoughtless word thrown up at me on that Day. Imagine this: you are standing before the Lord with him looking on, but also everybody else (this is also why it hurts so much). I don’t know how it will happen – whether God gives earphones to everybody to eavesdrop our conversations – in secret and in public. I only know this is a word that I take seriously, and so should you. Were we to believe it literally, I can assure you that it would go a long way in helping us to control our tongues!

Consider the wisdom of these words: ‘Do not revile the king even in your thoughts, or curse the rich in your bedroom, because a bird of the air may carry your words, and a bird on the wing may report what you say’ (Eccles. 10:20). As I hope there will be no wasted words in this book, so too do I hope that in my life – in public and in private, in the pulpit or with friends, with family or with strangers – I may make very few unguarded comments that I will have to listen to one day before all people.

Definitions

Before we proceed further we must define some terms, even if we think we already know what they mean. Controlling the tongue is self-restraint with words, having the wisdom to know what to say – and saying it, but equally knowing when not to speak – and saying nothing. Wisdom, or the lack of it, is what lies behind our conversations. This is why James 3:17, bringing to a conclusion his well-known discourse on the tongue, says:


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.



Wisdom may be defined in two ways: both generally and particularly. The general definition embraces several words: intelligence, insight, discernment, unusual knowledge and ability – all of which are derived from the fear of the Lord. The first step toward finding true wisdom therefore is to fear the Lord: ‘the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom’ (Prov. 9:10). Wisdom is sometimes used interchangeably with understanding. ‘Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. Though it cost all you have [whatever else you get], get understanding’ (Prov. 4:7). The words: understanding in Hebraic thinking meant insight as a gift of God. Not what one is born with or possesses naturally but what the Lord bestows.

Like it or not, the only way to get true wisdom is to fear the Lord. A person may be born with a great intellect and not have wisdom. One may have great education and learning but not have wisdom. ‘Clever but not wise’ is a phrase that may describe many a person with a high profile in politics, education, government, business, finance and also the ministry. The first step towards wisdom, therefore, is putting your relationship with God right, respecting him and his word, and making his honour your priority.

This is very important. If you and I are to enjoy tongue control, we cannot bypass the most crucial and foundational principle of all: the fear of the Lord. Let no reader of this book delude himself or herself with the thought that you can pick up some ‘tips’ on how to control the tongue by reading this book and at the same time ignore the fear of the Lord. This is not a secular book, it is not a ‘how to’ book for people who are not interested in God or his word. With deepest respect, you are a fool if you fancy learning how to control the tongue when there is not an underlying fear of God in your very being.

We never outgrow the fear of the Lord in the Christian life. It was the fear of the Lord that brought about our conversion in the first place. As the second line of the famous hymn ‘Amazing Grace’ put it,


’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, and grace my fears relieved;

How precious did that grace appear the hour I first believed!

John Newton (1725–1807)



We must never think, for example, that we can outgrow asking God for mercy. We were initially converted by saying, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner’ – or the equivalent words (Luke 18:13). Yet the most mature Christian still comes daily to the throne of Grace to receive ‘mercy’ (Heb. 4:16). So too with the fear of God: we must never, never, never think we should outgrow the deepest respect and sense of awe toward God Almighty.

There is, however, a difference between the fear of God and the spirit of fear. God has not given us a spirit of fear, or timidity or anxiety (2 Tim. 1:7). A spirit of fear leads to the opposite of tongue control. As a matter of fact, a spirit of fear produces what James calls false wisdom – that which is ‘earthly, unspiritual, of the devil’ (Js 3:15). A spirit of fear always leads to evil (Ps. 37:8).

A spirit of fear is overcome by a true fear of God – a care to please him in all our ways. This care to please him is what leads to wisdom. You will not even come close to controlling the tongue if you dismiss these lines. Only the fear of the Lord leads to true wisdom. Wisdom therefore is the key to self-control. The fruit of the Spirit is self-control (Gal. 5:23). This then is what I mean by a general definition of wisdom.

A particular definition of wisdom is knowing what to do next and having the ability to carry it out. Particular wisdom therefore is knowing what is the next step forward. We should all pray for this kind of wisdom every day. So too with controlling the tongue, or self-restraint with words. Wisdom with the tongue is knowing what to say next – and saying it; and having the self-discipline not to speak when you have the presence of mind that keeping your mouth shut truly is the next step forward. Controlling the tongue is having the presence of mind what to say, what not to say; saying what is wise, not speaking at all when this is wise.

James puts our minds at ease when he says that if we are never at fault in what we say, we are perfect (Js 3:2). But none of us is perfect! As the New Living Translation put it, ‘Those who control their tongues can also control themselves in every other way.’ Tongue control is a noble goal; it leads to self-discipline in every area of our lives.

We will never be perfect in this life. This is because we always have our fallen nature with us. ‘The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?’ (Jer. 17:9). What we inherited from our first parents in the Garden of Eden we will have until we are glorified, when we are totally changed (1 Cor. 15:51). Until then we are conscious of indwelling sin, the propensity to impure thoughts, unguarded comments, imperfections that keep embarrassing us and weaknesses that reveal we have not been glorified yet. Until then we will err.

But that does not mean we do not try to be and do better! It is being a Christian that makes one want to get it right. This is one of the big differences between the Christian and the non-Christian. We have a motivation to be more like Jesus. We want to please God more and more. We want a greater testimony before others – saved and lost. Because we can indeed improve! I think of John Newton’s words to his friend William Cowper, when they were discussing Paul’s words, ‘But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect’ (1 Cor. 15:10). Newton looked across the breakfast table at Cowper and said:


I’m not what I ought to be. I’m not what I want to be. I’m not what I hope to be. But thank God I’m not what I used to be.



The ultimate proof of words spoken in wisdom is Scripture itself. Our doctrine of the inspiration of the Bible comes into focus here. I believe in the infallibility of Holy Scripture, that it is totally inspired by the Holy Spirit – from Genesis to Revelation. This is because ‘all Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work’ (2 Tim. 3:16–17). The origin of Scripture is not in man, but ‘men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit’ (2 Pet. 1:21).

I write this book to encourage you. You will see you are not alone in losing control with the tongue. We all have this problem. I also write this book to challenge you. One of the greatest challenges we face is to master the tongue. I do believe this book can make a difference in your own life. That is the main purpose in writing it. I pray this book will change your life, that it will mark a turning point in your pilgrimage – that it will lead to your receiving a reward at the Judgement Seat of Christ. As we will see more clearly later, what Jesus said in Matthew 12:36 is not a reference to whether you are saved or lost but whether you receive a reward as a Christian on that Day.

I blush to think of the words I have uttered, the gossip I listened to and help spread, the things I have said in order to discredit my enemies, the language I have used when I lost my temper, not to mention what people remember – whether or not there may be some plausible explanation for my ill-chosen utterances. Once we’ve said it, whether in public, in private or in print – it is done. People don’t forget.


The moving finger writes and having writ, moves on;

Not all your piety nor wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a line,

Nor all your tears wash out a word of it.

Omar Khayyam (1048–1122)
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