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Psalm 32:1-7                      “Painful Contradictions”                         R.P.C. 
James 3:1-12                             Communion                              October 6, 2013 
                                       Daniel D. Robinson, 
 
 
     “The tongue is a fire,” writes James in the epistle we just shared. Then he 
continues, “The tongue is placed among our members as a world of iniquity; it 
stains the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of nature; and is itself set on fire by 
hell…” 
    Whoa! Don’t hold back, James! Tell us how you really feel…. These are powerful 
words concerning how an unrestrained tongue can get us into a whole heap of 
trouble; a stark reminder as to how speaking before thinking carefully about what 
we are going to say can leave us in deep regret. James, like most of us, surely 
must have put his foot in his mouth on several memorable occasions. So we can 
likely identify with him as we nod shamefully through our own embarrassment, 
because we know from first-hand experience that what he says is true – it’s, oh, 
so true…. 
    We have all said things we have regretted the instant we said them. We all wish 
we could erase from the memories of loved ones, the vicious and hateful words 
we hurled at them in a moment of rage. We might even recall things this very 
week that we said in anger, with malice, or in carelessness. Given the opportunity, 
we wish we could take it back, or rephrase it – or at least learn from our mistakes 
and never say something like that again. 
    We may laugh at children who wrestle on the ground, shouting, “Take back 
what you said, or I’ll hit you harder.”  They say that as if ‘taking it back’, would 
make everything all right again. 
    Yet, if “taking it back” could somehow diminish the pain we have felt, or the 
pain we have brought to others from the exchange of harsh words, we all might 
be willing to settle for that. Wouldn’t it be nice to be able to completely clear the 
slate, by simply saying, “I’m taking what I said back,” and have it all forgiven and 
forgotten? Yea… I think we all have a gut-level feeling and understanding of 
exactly what James is talking about here – “the tongue is a fire….” 
    Of course, James is not the first, nor will he be the last to give counsel 
concerning the unbridled tongue. The ancient Greek poet, Pindar, acknowledged 
the power and permanence of words when he wrote, “Longer than deeds liveth 
the word.” Then there is that proverbial comment by Justin Martyr, one of the 
early Church Fathers: “By examining the tongue of the patient, physicians find out 
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the disease of the body; and philosophers the disease of the mind.” Add to that 
counsel, the homespun wisdom of Ben Franklin, writing in Poor Richard’s 
Almanac: “A slip of the foot you may soon recover, but a slip of the tongue you 
may never get over.” 
    Of course one of the earliest lies we tell our children is the one expressed in 
one of our nursery rhymes:  “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words 
will never hurt me.” That’s probably among the most ridiculous things we could 
ever communicate to our kids.  Actually, it might be easier for a child to recover 
from a broken bone than it is to carry a deep, deep wound to the heart for the 
rest of one’s life, because of just one malicious remark. 
    In recent years one of the primary reasons for the rise in school shootings has 
been the perpetrator’s reaction to bullying – that barrage of hurtful, hateful, 
vicious remarks that roll like daggers off the tongues of other students.  Plus, our 
news seems to related more and more tragic stories of young people who take 
their own lives as the direct result of teasing and verbal abuse by classmates. 
    Misspoken words, inappropriate words, mistimed words, unintended words, or 
just plain purposely vicious and cutting words - ALL such words can do irreversible 
damage to a person’s esteem, crippling a person’s sense of self-acceptance for an 
entire life. If we dare tell a child, “you’re bad”, or “you’re stupid,” or “you’re not 
capable of doing that,” that child will believe those words are a true depiction of 
who they are, and may simply live their lives by those words, as a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. 
    So what is it about us, that compels us to use the “gift” of speech, from time to 
time, to inflict the deepest wounds a human heart can sustain? To be honest, I 
don’t know the answer to that question. But that question does get to the heart 
of all human complexity. 
    You see, James is not simply lamenting the looseness of the tongue. He is not 
simply offering us a reminder of needing to be careful and selective in our use of 
conversational etiquette. More than all of that, James is lamenting the painful 
duality of the human heart – he is lamenting that SPLIT that exists within each of 
us. It is that “split” between our fatal flaws on the one hand, and the noble grace 
of which we are all capable on the other hand. 
    We call this duality in our natures, the eternal struggle between good and evil. 
We even imagine that struggle as an eternal war being waged between the 
demon of evil one shoulder and the angel of mercy on the other. We are talking 
about that pain that lies deep within each of us – the pain of that agonizing 
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contradiction of life that we all sense and feel, but just cannot resolve by 
ourselves. 
    It is that painful contradiction that expresses itself when we say things to 
ourselves, like: “I WANT to be kind and loving, so why do I hurt those whom I love 
the most?” “I WANT to feel good about what I am doing, so why do I feel so 
miserable after doing those things I know are wrong?” “I WANT to be 
compassionate and forgiving, so why do I want to so hurt those who have 
wronged me? And why this deep desire for revenge? “I WANT to be free and live 
fully, so why am I so bound by fear that I have to control everything and everyone 
around me. Why can’t I trust?” As the Apostle Paul wrote about such 
contradictions, “I do not understand my own actions.  For I do not do as I want, 
but do the very things I hate.” 
    Like Paul, James too knows the contradictions of the human heart, and he 
knows how the tongue reveals and articulates those contradictions as fire! He 
writes, “With (the tongue) we bless the Lord and the Father, and with it we curse 
men and women who are made in the likeness of God.” “From the same mouth 
comes blessing and curse.” 
    We can almost see James shaking his head in frustration as he says, “Brothers 
and sisters, this ought not to be so.” “It ought not to be so of me; it ought not be 
so of you; it ought not be so of the whole human family.”  But it is… these painful 
contradictions exist within our spirits… What do we do about this war that rages 
within and gets expressed without? 
    Frankly, there is not much we can do about this human dilemma, other than to 
acknowledge that it exists – to admit that we are sinners, and to live humbly with 
the deep, abiding awareness of our painful contradictions. Since we are human, 
we are not and cannot be perfect, and that includes being perfectly whole. God 
alone has sole claim on perfection, and we dare not even play like we are God. 
So being human means fully acknowledging the painful duality of our natures that 
lies at the core of the human heart, and unfortunately so often gets expressed by 
the fire of the human tongue. As Emerson has written, “There is a crack in 
everything God has made.” We often feel the pain of that flaw. 
    Who are we? Well, in the Reformed tradition, we are sinners – we are all 
sinners. And we cannot escape our imperfections and contradictions on our own, 
no matter how hard we try. 
    Did you know that Albert Einstein, genius that he was, was a walking textbook 
of contradictions? Einstein said he hated the modern world’s fascination with the 
increasing power of weapons of war.  In 1917 he wrote a friend, “Our entire 
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much-praised technological progress, and civilization in general, could be 
compared to an axe in the hands of a pathological criminal.” Yet, during this same 
time he worked on the gyrocompasses which he knew could be used to steer the 
German U-2 rockets which so devastated London. 
    Einstein scoffed at concern for material possessions and wealth, yet he 
consistently demanded a high salary at Princeton University and equally high fees 
for lectures once he became famous. In 1931 he wrote concerning the death 
penalty: “I would have no objection to the killing of worthless or even harmful 
individuals; (yet,) I am against (the death penalty) only because I do not trust 
people, namely the courts.” So here’s a noted world genius, just full of typical 
human contradictions. 
    So what do the scriptures tell us about the human dilemma of our painful 
contradictions? Do they tell us that if we do not straighten ourselves out, we are 
doomed? No… Not one of us can straighten out this contradiction before we die.  
All we can do is to acknowledge we are sinners… As the psalmist wrote in the 
psalm we shared earlier: “I acknowledged my sin to you [O God] and did not hide 
my iniquity; I said, ‘I will confess my sins to the Lord; and you forgive the guilt of 
my sin.”  
    The miracle of grace is that somehow the burden of the guilt of sin is erased 
when we acknowledge our sins, our painful contradictions, the fire of our tongue. 
Apparently in the act of contrition, God comes to us to forgive. As philosopher 
Kalakowski stated it: “The Sacred is revealed to us in the experience of our failure 
… the awareness of human insufficiency… the lived admission of failure.” 
    The problem is that we spend most of our time rationalizing and using our 
speech to offer excuses to justify our sin. It is like the account of the three Jewish 
boys who on one Sabbath, hid themselves in a barn to smoke cigarettes. A passing 
rabbi smelled the cigarette smoke and found the boys in the barn, then asked 
each boy to explain his behavior. 
    The first boy said, “I don’t deserve any punishment – I simply forgot that today 
is the Sabbath.” The second boy said, “I don’t deserve any punishment – I simply 
forgot that smoking was forbidden on the Sabbath.” The third boy then cried out, 
“I forgot too!”  “And what did you forget?” pressed the rabbi. The boy replied, “I 
simply forgot to lock the barn door!” 
    That’s a pretty familiar refrain from all of us, isn’t it – this excuse for our sins – 
“I simply forgot…” What? We simply forgot to heed the principles offered by of 
God for obedience? We simply forgot to follow the One who is the way, the truth 
and the life? We simply forgot to curb the tongue, and thus create another fire 
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which serves to sear and scar a relationship, or burn a bridge for a life. It all 
sounds pretty lame, doesn’t it?  
    Maybe that is why we have been provided this sacrament of the Lord’s Supper 
that we celebrate with Christians around the world this day. In the face of the 
dilemma of our sinfulness, and our painful contradictions; in spite of all of our 
lame excuses, and our feigned forgetfulness;  contrary to what makes for human 
sense, Jesus says to us, “Take eat; take drink. Do this in remembrance of me.” 
    Don’t forget, he says, but remember… Remember that God loves you so much 
that I was sent to earth to experience the human dilemma and the painful 
contradictions. Don’t forget that I shared my words and lived out my ministry so 
that you might know the Way, the Truth and the Life. Don’t forget, that I willingly 
gave my life, and died an excruciating death on a cross as the atonement for your 
sins, so that you may experience the forgiveness of God. Don’t forget that I was 
raised from the dead by the will and power of God so that you too might 
experience salvation unto eternal life. 
     Don’t forget the miracle of grace so that the burden of the guilt of your sin has 
been removed and you are free to live abundantly, even in the midst of your 
painful contradictions. Don’t forget that ‘the Sacred is revealed to you in the 
experience of your failure… in the awareness of your human insufficiency … in and 
through the lived admission of failure.’ 
    “The tongue is a fire,” says James. “With it we bless the Lord and curse people. 
From the same mouth come blessing and curse.” The tongue therefore serves as a 
symbol of our painful contradictions. There is not much we can do by ourselves 
about this human dilemma; it is part and parcel of the human experience. 
    But we can confess our sins before God. God knows the duality that resides 
within our hearts. God accepts the admission of our failures. And God gives us the 
miracle of grace through His Son. 
    So here, before this table we can each say, “I acknowledge my sin to you, and 
do not hide my iniquity…” Here I use my tongue to say, “I confess my 
unrighteousness to you, O Lord…” And, yes, here “… you forgive the guilt of my 
sin…”  Thanks be to God! 
                                                                                  Amen 
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