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Word.   

I remember first hearing it used as slang in the 1987 movie “Lethal 

Weapon.”   

In one scene Detective Roger Murtaugh, played by actor Danny Glover, tells 

his son as he is walking away, “Hey, Nick—be good.”   

Nick turns, smiles, puts out his fist and says, “Word.”   

Roger, not quite knowing how to take it, says, “Uh, hey, ‘word’, Nick.”   

Nick responds again smiling, “Word.”  Roger walks away confused. 

I loved that scene in part because it showed a black man as a regular, parent 

just as out-of-touch with teenage language as any parent. 

Plus, to be honest, I was a young parent at the time and didn’t quite 

understand what it meant either. 

I later found out “word” was used to signify something is well stated or that 

something is true.   

Today, instead you might hear someone say, “true that.” 

Today’s epistle passage from Romans begins with: 

“The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart” (that is, the word of 

faith that we proclaim); because if you confess with your lips that 

Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the 

dead, you will be saved. For one believes with the heart and so is 

justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved.” 

These are evocative, inspiring words, with many Christians thinking that 

they are saved merely by enthusiastically saying them.   

But these verses ought to cause us to reflect upon who are we? For the 

emphasis here is not on what we have heard, but on what we do with 

what we have heard.  Let’s consider some of the wording. 
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One is “heart.” The Greek word is kardia and where we get our medical 

terminology for all things related to the heart.  In our culture we often 

think of the heart as the seat of emotions, with terms like heartfelt, 

heartbreak, and wearing your heart on your sleeve. 

But in the ancient Greek it refers to the “seat of physical, spiritual, and 

mental life.”  That is, it is your whole, integrated self, not just how you 

“feel.” 

Similarly, the Greek word for “believe” is pisteuō [pist-YOO-oh].  This is a 

verb, not a noun; it refers to an action rather than a statement. It is 

what we do with our hearts. As we have discussed before, the word 

can be translated as “trust.” 

While we believe in our hearts internally, we confess with our lips and 

mouths externally. 

Now to “confess” (in Greek homologeō) [hom-ol-og-EH-o] you may 

associate with confession of sin or wrongdoing, but it also has a 

positive intent: to acknowledge something publicly; to be of a 

common mind; to commit oneself to doing something for the benefit 

of someone else.    

And we do this public commitment with our mouth or stoma in Greek. 

Because while there are many ways to communicate, it is engaging 

with other people verbally and publicly, giving outward expression to 

our internal hearts, our whole being. 

For many people today, words like believing and faith suggest cognitive 

assent to something—whether or not the object of one’s belief is 

demonstrably true.  We even use phrases like “blind faith”.  
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Paul’s assertion, though, is that the good news actually changes people. For 

one thing, it brings Gentiles and Jews together into the family of God. 

To “believe” in that assertion is something other than intellectual 

assent; rather, it is to be changed into a reality in which the long-time 

distinctions no longer apply. 

So, you are not saved by simply saying the words.   

Paul expects that “the word of faith which we preach” actually gets inside 

you, in all of you. It is not simply something to be spoken, but it is a 

power that changes hearts and lives—that is, your physical, 

intellectual and spiritual being. 

So, if you are not changed in who you are and what you do, the words have 

no meaning.  You’re just giving lip service.  

As Jesus says in Matthew 7:21, “Not everyone who says to me, “’Lord, Lord’ 

will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will 

of my Father in heaven.” 

How often do the words that we speak do or do not conform to our 

innermost thoughts and beliefs? 

Our hearts, our words, and our actions must be congruent as is shown in 

the gospel reading today, the familiar temptation—or perhaps better 

translated—testing of Jesus by the Diabolic one. 

Jesus has been baptized and returns from the Jordan full of the Holy Spirit, 

only to be immediately led by that same Spirit into the wilderness.  

After 40 days of fasting, Jesus is at his lowest when the devil tests and 

tempts him. 

For Luke, the issue is not about personal temptations around faith, but to 

Jesus’ unique vocation as Spirit-anointed Son of God. 
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Jesus and the devil engage in a verbal sparring match. Each of them quotes 

scripture, but only Jesus speaks with the integrity that connects lips 

and heart. 

The devil gives him three tests, all beginning with “if you are the Son of 

God.”  But the issue is not whether Jesus is Son of God—even the 

devil knows this.  The question is how Jesus will carry out his Spirit-

anointed vocation. 

The devil quotes words of scripture for self-justification.  Specifically, self-

indulgence (make yourself bread from stones), self-aggrandizement 

(all the nations of the world will belong to you if you worship me), 

and self-serving religious identity (cast yourself from the top of the 

temple to prove you are the Son of God).  All three of the temptations 

have one thing in common, and that is to be a messiah of unequalled 

power on earth 

Jesus’ responses, on the other hand, are rooted in an underlying narrative 

that he is dependent on God rather than self for life, glory, and 

identity. 

Jesus’ response insinuates that the Scriptures should not be used to cast 

doubt on God’s presence with God’s people. They should not be used 

for a game of “gotcha” nor should they be recited to serve selfish 

interests. Instead, the Scriptures are reminders of God’s powerful 

presence with God’s people even in the wilderness. 

So for this season of Lent, let us reflect on the following questions: 

How do our speech acts offer evidence that we have entrusted our whole 

being to God?   

How do we demonstrate that we have entrusted our whole being to God?  
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How do our responses inform our understanding of who and whose we are 

and what it means to live authentically and faithfully into our 

identity? 

These do not have quick, easy answers, but our capacity to repent and to 

resist temptation comes not from our own strength and initiative, 

which is the devil’s story, but from our relationship with God and the 

grace of his deliverance. 

Word. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen.   


