Oh be careful little mouth, what you say,

Oh be careful little mouth, what you say,

For the Father up above is looking down in love

Oh be careful little mouth, what you say!


Are any of you familiar with this song?  There’s lots of verses – be careful little eyes, what you see…  be careful little ears, what you hear…  It’s a cute song, and a good enough message, but when you think about it, it’s actually a pretty ominous song to be teaching our little ones.  Be careful what you say, kids, because God is watching you.  God is up on high, looking at you, looking for every coarse word or cuss word, and you wouldn’t want to get in trouble, so be careful, little mouth, what you say.


It sounds intimidating, but we wouldn’t have to talk about it if it weren’t for good reason.  Little words can have such great power.  Be careful, little mouth, what you say – because little words can hurt, destroy, mislead, lie, tear down, kill.  This is exactly where James is coming from in today’s lesson.  The book of James is full of life lessons, a sort of New Testament book of Proverbs.  Its focus on actions made it one of Martin Luther’s least favorite books – in fact, Luther wanted it cut out of the canon, because he thought it focused too much on earning your salvation instead of trusting God’s grace.

Regardless, James does have insight on what we are to do with ourselves in light of our faith.  Today’s lesson does not disappoint.  On this Welcome Back Sunday, as we gather together volunteers and prepare for a new year of teaching and learning, James tells us, “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and sisters, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness. For all of us make many mistakes.”  Well, how many of you are excited about teaching confirmation or Kids Kingdom now?  Yikes!  Welcome back!  Come volunteer to teach and lead – but be careful, little mouth, what you say!  We that teach will be judged with greater strictness, and all of us make many mistakes.

It’s enough to make us want to clamp our mouths shut to keep from saying one little cross word.  We all know that one little word can make some big trouble, but James really drives the point home.  He reminds us, “No one can tame the tongue—a restless evil, full of deadly poison.”  No kidding.  Anyone who’s ever faced harsh words or vicious gossip can attest to that.  But how far are we supposed to take this warning?  I remember one week at Bible camp as a counselor, we had some particularly chatty kids who wouldn’t settle down during chapel and Bible study, so we read this verse to them and handed out tongue depressors with “Tame the Tongue” written on them.  The message we were handing them from James was clear: sometimes it’s better if you just shut your mouth.  I suppose it helped when I was trying to get a cabin full of girls to be quiet and fall asleep, but it felt sort of accusatory.  Be careful little mouth, what you say – tame your tongue or face the consequences.

When we are cautioned so carefully to keep our words in line, when one little word might slip out, it sounds like maybe we’re supposed to keep our mouths shut tight.  Maybe we do use our words to hurt more than to build up – to curse more than to praise.  James is full of warnings: “ From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this ought not to be so.”  And James is right – we shouldn’t live like that.  We know each time a hurtful word escapes our lips that it is wrong, but it’s so hard to choose words that build up instead.  Rather than fight that battle, maybe we should just be quiet.

We are, after all, fickle folks.  We’re a lot like Peter in today’s gospel.  Peter, who became the rock upon which the church was built, but denied Jesus three times the night he was betrayed.  Peter, who in this story uses his mouth to declare boldly to Jesus, “You are the Messiah.”  Four little words, and such a strong statement!  And then he uses his words, his untamed tongue, to unleash a rebuke on Jesus.  There indeed we see both blessing and cursing coming out of one person, and in such a sharp contrast, and so quickly.  Hearing the sharp response Jesus gives makes us a little nervous.  Maybe we should just keep our little words to ourselves.

And so we are left wondering: are we really supposed to just sit quietly?  Is the testimony of a Christian to be seen and not heard?  Out of concern for the destruction one little word can cause, should we simply tame the tongue and call it a day?

But we are people of the word.  As Lutherans, we look to the scriptures as our norm for faith and life.  We are called to share the word of God with our neighbor, to teach and preach and share the gospel and trust in the Holy Spirit’s intercession, to show love and concern for others, proclaiming always the crucified and risen Christ.  How can we proclaim the word if we’re just going to sit with our mouths shut?


Let James’ words serve as a reminder to you, but don’t let it be an excuse to keep quiet.  James might advise us to be wary of being teachers, but how many of you learned the faith at the feet of a dear Sunday School teacher, a bold confirmation mentor, an educated pastor or leader, or a loving parent or friend?  Without their little words of encouragement, faith, trust, love, support, endurance – where would you be?  One little word can tear down – but it can also build up.  Indeed, it was through the Word made flesh, God’s promises made real, that life came to us.  Through Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection we were freed – and how would we know about it if it weren’t written down, shared, told, preached, taught, and proclaimed?  Words are powerful tools – and they are meant to be used.


So this is your challenge, brothers and sisters.  If even Peter can find it in him to use words of proclamation and faith, so can we.  Remember that your words, no matter how small, can build faith.  Use them.  Tell others what God has done in your life.  Teach a little one about God’s word.  Speak words of comfort to someone who is hurting.  Be careful, little mouth, what you say – but let each little word you speak share the power of the Word, Jesus Christ, and his power in your life.  Little words have power, and by the grace of God we are given the opportunity to use our words to encourage others and build faith.  May your testimony be blessed, may your teaching be sure, and may each little word you speak share the glory of Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh.  Amen.

