
Message:  “Living Words” – 10-10-21 

Scripture Lesson:  Hebrews 4:12-16 
12Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides 

soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 13And 

before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must 

render an account. 14Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, 

the Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession. 15For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 

sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet 

without sin. 16Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy 

and find grace to help in time of need. 

 

Has there ever been a more inaccurate saying than the one we all learned in 

kindergarten, which goes like this:  “Sticks and Stones may break my bones, but 

words will never hurt me”? 

  In the interest of improving the accuracy and impact of the English 

language, I have taken it upon myself to make a much-needed correction to this 

verse, to move it more squarely into the real world.  My version, which not only 

corrects the original line but adds a few more, goes like this:   

Sticks and stones can break my bones – but words can break my heart. 

Whips and whacks can hurt my back – but sneers can hurt my mind.  

Fire and wind can burn my skin – but glares can burn my spirit. 

Slaps and mace can blister my face – but insults can blister my being. 

Sword and knife can take my life – but words can take my soul. 

How do you like my new version?  OK, I know – I won’t give up my day job.  It may 

not flow that well, but I believe it is much more grounded in real life, for the 

point is that WORDS CAN HURT.  They can do harm.  They can undermine 

another soul.  They can wound as surely as any weapon.  And so very often, that’s 

exactly what they do. 

I was in the grocery store a couple of weeks back, when I discerned an 

altercation in another aisle – a raised voice, speaking to someone in anger.  I 

turned into that aisle to continue my shopping, and witnessed a mother speaking, 

almost shouting, at her young son; he looked to be maybe six or seven years old.  

It was hard not to hear what she was saying, her volume was so loud.  She was 

calling him stupid, saying “How stupid can you be?” more than once.  He stared 

downward, motionless.  As they noticed me coming down the aisle, the mother 

stopped talking, shook her head at him, and then motioned for him to follow her 

down the aisle.  He looked like it was the very last thing on earth he wanted to do. 

Damaging words can kill the inner being of the one they are directed 



towards – but they also reveal the inner workings of the heart and mind who 

speaks them, which can amplify the damage.  Cruel words, harsh words, demeaning 

words, spiteful words not only inflict pain; they reveal character, or lack thereof.  

In this sense, both the one speaking the damaging words and the one receiving 

them wind up losing.  And we’ve each been on both sides of that equation at 

different times in our lives; we’ve all experienced how words, both those spoken 

and those received, can kill. 

But there is another side to the words we choose to use – for words can also 

bring life.   Kind words, soft words, excited words, uplifting words, words of hope, 

words of encouragement, words telling someone what they desperately long to 

hear.  How many of us have experienced the power of a supportive conversation, a 

helpful idea, an honest compliment, a spontaneous affirmation, or simply words 

that let one soul know that they matter to the other?  The right words are often 

the most powerful change agents for good. 

I call my parents regularly.  I call them about once a week.  I call them to 

check in with them, to see how they are doing, to see if they’re behaving health-

wise.  I call them to see if either one of them has recently been hospitalized 

because there have been many, many times when my parents would let it slip that 

one or the other of them had been in the hospital a couple of months ago…….which 

is often news to me.  I call them to see how other extended family members are 

doing, how they like their new car (they don’t) or how they like their new pastor 

(they do).  But I have to admit, one of the subterranean, subconscious reasons I 

regularly check on my parents is that I know they will speak the words I need to 

hear.  Affirmation.  Support.  Encouragement.  Wisdom.  Affirmation.  Love.  And 

yes, the occasional parental wisdom that is both challenging and needed.  And I 

hope and pray that they hear the same kinds of life-giving words from me that I 

hear from them. 

Such are the nature of living words – words that, on their own, have no life in 

them, no innate power or magical properties.  But when employed in the pursuit of 

meaningful life and affirmational possibility, they bring life to others; they bring 

upon life a much-needed respite from a cold and heartless and empty world that 

so often meets us in the everyday manner of things.  Living words such as these 

have great power to positively influence the life of another. 

How appropriate it is, then, that Jesus is described as the living word the 

world needs desperately to hear?  More than verbiage, beyond communicating a 

message, the author of Hebrews practically personifies the term “word,” equating 



Jesus with the communication of a message and a reality that backs up that 

message for the purpose of the world’s uplift.   The passage describes this living 

word thusly: 
“12Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged 

sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; we do 

not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but 

we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without 

sin. 16Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that 

we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 

 

Jesus as the living word is both message of life and substance for life – for who 

can live without hope?  Who can live without a sense of who they are?  Who can 

live without experiencing a love that is personal, unconditional, and unending?  I 

speak here of the difference between living and existing, for it is evident to me 

that many people spend their time existing more than living.  And I don’t mean the 

adrenaline rush of extreme sports or exciting television dramas or the vibrancy of 

rock concerts; there are many who pursue such things precisely because they are 

existing more than living, existing for one or another self-indulgence or 

pleasurable encounter or exciting event.  For we move from existence to life only 

as we move from experiences to their meaning and value for us and for others.  It 

is the movement from mundane existing to meaningful life that God makes 

possible – by giving us the living word of his revelation. 

 I leave you with a short parable found in Anthony DeMello’s book The Song 

of the Bird, written in 2016, which expresses a way to think about Jesus as the 

living word of God: 

[The moment was after Jesus with his disciples had addressed a large crowd of 

curious people with messages of truth and wisdom.]  Said a traveler to one of the 

disciples, "I have traveled a great distance to listen to the Master, but I find his 

words quite ordinary." 

"Don't listen to his words. Listen to his message." 

"How does one do that?" 

"Take hold of a sentence that he says. Shake it well till all the words drop off. 

What is left will set your heart on fire." 

 

What a thought – that the living word of God was sent to us for no lesser reason 

than to set our hearts on fire. 



 

From Derf Bergman’s daily devotional “Ponderings”: 

 

"Dear God, 

Too often I see the circumstances 

Surrounding my life as a burden, 

Rather than as a possible pathway 

To a new and different future. 

Circumstances become detours. 

I allow myself to get bogged down 

In problems and heartaches. 

I wander in the wilderness without a compass. 

I want to give this whole world 

My life, even, back to you. 

You created it, you can have it! 

Feeling overwhelmed 

Can make mere humans act like that. 

But you keep giving the world, my life, back to me. 

You do not magically make the circumstances go away. 

I have to take responsibility for them myself. 

And when I do, 

If I am patient enough, 

Thoughtful enough, 

Loving enough, 

I will begin to see a pathway, 

A crack in the door that once seemed closed, 

And hear a voice in the ear of my heart saying, 

“Come unto me.” 

And I press on . . ." (Rev. John Winn) 

 

 

 

 

 

 


