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Who hasn’t heard the saying, “When 
all else fails, follow the directions?” For 
whatever reason—pride, being in a hurry, 
the pioneer spirit—human beings are often 
reluctant to receive guidance. We like to 
chart our own courses, make our own ways, 
create our own futures—but we’re the first 
to holler when we get lost. Think of dads 
putting toys together on Christmas Eve. 
How hard could a tricycle be to assemble? A 
couple of hours later—with nuts and bolts, 
pliers and screwdrivers, and patience and joy 
all gone with the wind—the plaintive plea is 
heard: “Has anybody seen the instructions?”

A corollary to the Bible’s teaching about 
God’s guidance isn’t found in Scripture word 
for word, but the principle is there: “We can 
do this the hard way or the easy way.” If it 
is true that God has invested heavily in us 
(he has; 1 Corinthians 6:20), and if it is true 
that he has a purpose for us (it is; Ephesians 
2:10), then it is reasonable for us to assume 
that we will accomplish his purpose (we will; 
Isaiah 46:11; 1 Thessalonians 5:24). It is wise, 
therefore, for us to receive and follow his 
guidance. 

God’s guidance revolves around two 
potential directions: ours and his. When we 
want to go his direction, we gladly accept 
his guidance (that’s “the easy way”). But 
when his guidance takes us in a direction we 
would rather not go, he has to take us there 
instead of guiding us there (that’s “the hard 
way”). When King David, a man usually 
willing to follow God’s guidance, rebelled 
and sinned on one occasion, God tried to 
guide him in the direction of repentance 

and confession—but David did not want to 
go. Psalm 32 reveals how difficult life became 
for him. He finally relented: “I will confess 
my transgressions to the Lord” (Psalm 32:5).

God’s generous offer to guide us is 
balanced with a warning: Do not be like 
beasts that must be forced to follow directions 
(Psalm 32:9). Instead, receive the guidance of 
God with joy. What other guidance could 
possibly be as good as his?

God’s Promise to You: “The path on 
which I lead you is smoother than the 
one on which I take you.”

THE PROMISES OF GOD
LEARNING TO BE LED—PSALM 32:8
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God of grace and glory, in Christ You have welcomed me into the 
profound intimacy of the “You in me and I in You” relationship. I 
want to want You more than anything else, and I realize that I can 
never really know You apart from spending time in Your presence 
and welcoming You into each of the facets of my life. May I come to 
see the reading of Your Word and prayer as profound vehicles for 
real communication with You. May I never resort to using prayer 
in an attempt to get You to do what I want. Instead, I desire to see 
prayer as a means of developing intimacy with You and of learning 
how to align myself with Your will for my life. May I learn to listen 
to Your voice and to be responsive to the subtle prompting of Your 
Holy Spirit so that I will live in the fullness of Your presence.

A teaching letter encouraging believers
to develop a clear mind and a warm heart.
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HE TRICKY TONGUE

Because we have been created 
in the likeness of God, we are 
therefore personal, relational, and 
communicating beings. The issue is 
not whether we will communicate, 
but how effective and appropriate our 
communication will be.  

Our speech can be a source of 
blessing or injury to others, James 
points out in his epistle. James is the 
wisdom book of the New Testament, 
and, like the book of Proverbs, James 
says a great deal about the words we 
speak. Chapter three underscores 
much of what we already know 
through long and painful experience: 
The tongue seems to be more difficult 
to bring under control than any other 
part of our being.

We all stumble in many ways. 
Anyone who is never at fault in what 
they say is perfect, able to keep their 
whole body in check. When we put 
bits into the mouths of horses to 
make them obey us, we can turn 
the whole animal. Or take ships 
as an example. Although they are 
so large and are driven by strong 
winds, they are steered by a very 
small rudder wherever the pilot 
wants to go. Likewise, the tongue is 
a small part of the body, but it makes 
great boasts. Consider what a great 
forest is set on fire by a small spark. 
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 3:2–6 NIV

Our speech is not neutral territory; 
it is informed and shaped by our 
character. The art of listening well and 
speaking in appropriate ways is rarely 
taught in the classroom, but these 
special skills are nevertheless essential 
to effective leadership.

Notice James’s conclusion about 
our inability to control the tongue: 
“All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles 
and sea creatures are being tamed and 
have been tamed by mankind, but no 
human being can tame the tongue. It 
is a restless evil, full of deadly poison” 
(verses 7–8 NIV). But also notice that he 
doesn’t leave us as dangling, helpless 
victims of our uncontrollable tongue:

Who is wise and understanding 
among you? Let them show it by 
their good life, by deeds done in 
the humility that comes from 
wisdom. But if you harbor bitter 
envy and selfish ambition in your 
hearts, do not boast about it or deny 
the truth. Such “wisdom” does not 
come down from heaven but is 
earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 
For where you have envy and selfish 
ambition, there you find disorder 
and every evil practice. But 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. Peacemakers who sow in 
peace raise a harvest of 
righteousness. 

—James 3:13–18 NIV
 

THE SOURCE OF OUR SPEECH
Two sources can animate our speech: 

wisdom that is earthly or wisdom that 

is heavenly. Jesus told his followers: 
No good tree bears bad fruit, nor 
does a bad tree bear good fruit. 
Each tree is recognized by its own 
fruit. People do not pick figs from 
thornbushes, or grapes from briers. 
A good man brings good things out 
of the good stored up in his heart, 
and an evil man brings evil things 
out of the evil stored up in his heart. 
For the mouth speaks what the 
heart is full of. 

—Luke 6:43–45 NIV

The key to taming the tongue is not 
the tongue itself, but the heart. The 
apostle Paul concurs:

There is no one righteous, not even 
one; there is no one who understands, 
no one who seeks God. All have 
turned away, they have together 
become worthless; there is no one 
who does good, not even one. Their 
throats are open graves; their tongues 
practice deceit. The poison of vipers 
is on their lips. Their mouths are full 
of cursing and bitterness. Their feet 
are swift to shed blood; ruin and 
misery mark their ways, and the way 
of peace they do not know. There is 
no fear of God before their eyes. 

—Romans 3:10–18 NIV

According to Paul, of all the ways we 
allow our inner wickedness to ventilate, 
our speech is primary. Our tongue is the 
initial manifestation of inner depravity 
and worthlessness. Sinful hearts 
produce sinful speech. 

One of the ways parents know if 
their children are really ill is the smell 
of sickness on their breath. Evil speech 
patterns are the smell of sin-sickness 

in our mouths. We don’t just need our 
mouths washed out with soap; we need 
to have our hearts washed clean with 
the water of God’s Word. We need more 
than mouthwash; we need to take care 
of the sickness and inner wickedness 
that motivates the sin proceeding from 
our mouths.

 
SURRENDER YOUR TONGUE

The Bible is clear that communication 
is as much an issue of character as it is a 
skill. No one can tame the tongue. It will 
speak out of what fills the heart. Joseph 
Stowell offers this helpful observation: 

James wrote, “No one can tame 
the tongue” (3:8). This statement 
is not intended to cause despair 
or to justify continued failure, but 
rather to let us know that self-initiated 
effort is worthless. . . . In our desire 
to transform the tongue from a 
hellish fire to an instrument of 
constructive communication, we 
find ourselves up against a task of 
supernatural proportions. . . . 
Therefore, transforming our tongue 
requires supernatural strength.1 

It is not possible for us to tame 
our own tongues, but it is possible to 
surrender our tongues to the lordship 
of Christ. As a godly leader, you want to 
pursue heavenly wisdom and fill your 
heart with the love of God so that his 
wisdom and his love flow from you like 
an unceasing stream of water. 

1  Joseph M. Stowell, The Weight of Your Words 
(Chicago: Moody Press, 1998), 16.

BUILD ME A SON

Build me a son, O Lord, who will be strong enough to know 

when he is weak, and brave enough to face himself when he 

is afraid; one who will be proud and unbending in honest 

defeat, and humble and gentle in victory. 

Build me a son whose wishbone will not be where his 

backbone should be; a son who will know Thee and that to 

know himself is the foundation stone of knowledge.

Lead him, I pray, not in the path of ease and comfort, but 

under the stress and spur of difficulties and challenge. Here 

let him learn to stand up in the storm; here let him learn 

compassion for those who fail.

Build me a son whose heart will be clean, whose goal will 

be high; a son who will master himself before he seeks to 

master other men; one who will learn to laugh, yet never 

forget how to weep; one who will reach into the future, yet 

never forget the past.

And after all these things are his, add, I pray, enough of a 

sense of humor, so that he may always be serious, yet never 

take himself too seriously. Give him humility, so that he 

may always remember the simplicity of greatness, the open 

mind of true wisdom, the meekness of true strength.

Then I, his father, will dare to whisper, 

“I have not lived in vain.”

—GENERAL DOUGLAS MACARTHUR
(a prayer penned for his only son while leading the U.S. 

Pacific campaign of World War II)

COMMUNICATION SKILLS (Part 3)
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