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Series: Into the Woods
Sermon: The Nag, the Hag, and it’s in the Bag!

Ephesians 4:29-30a (TLB)
Don’t use bad language. Say only what is good and helpful to those you are talking to, and what will give them a
blessing.  30 Don’t cause the Holy Spirit sorrow by the way you live.

Proverbs 21:9 (CSB)
Better to live on the corner of a roof
than to share a house with a nagging wife.

Colossians 3:21 (TLB)
Fathers, don’t scold your children so much that they become discouraged and quit trying.

Sermon
There is a commercial that I hate.  Drives me crazy.  A parent comes into the house to see chaos.  Kids going
crazy.  Spouse not doing anything.  House is a mess.  Your total nightmare.  They take one look at the crazy, and
they go back out into their vehicle, what the ad is selling.  And they sit in there and relax.  Enjoy the peace and
quite, now oblivious to the topsy-turvey reality of their home.  OK, I get it, sometimes you just got to get away. 
But this is your house.  Time to step up to the plate, get in there and fix it.  You can’t escape it forever.  Lets go
bust some head, metaphorically speaking.  The “hero” in this story doesn’t want to get involved.

This morning, we are finishing up a sermon series we called, Into the Woods.  Taking some of the old Grimm
Fairy tales and seeing them through the eyes of faith, to see if scripture and story have common ground, life
lessons, and pearls to be gleaned.

And I’ve saved the most grim of Grim fairy tales for the end.  The story of Hansel and Gretel.  If there is a
picture on the front of Grim Fairy tales, most likely it is of this story.  Like this one.  (SHOW PIC).  You caught
the story at the children’s time, but just a quick recap:

There once lived a poor woodcutter, his second wife and two children from his first wife, Hansel and Gretel. 
Yes, unfortunately this is a story of an evil step mother.  Step parents don’t get much love in the old fairy tales. 
But this one didn’t deserve much love, however.  The famine in the land made it impossible for the family to
keep feeding everyone.  The step mother continuelly put pressure on her husband to get rid of the two young
mouths to feed.  It didn’t say she communicated with him.  Or spoke with him, but the word used was nagged
him.  Nagged him.  Nagged him.  Nagged him.  And eventually, they decide to leave the kids out in the forest. 
The kids learned of the plot and came up with a plan to drop pebbles along the way to find their way back, and
so they did.  Well, the parents did a round two, but this time, there were no pebbles, just bread crumbs - but the
birds ate them up, and so the Hansel and Gretel this time are truly lost in the forest.  You know the story.  They
find a house made of cookies and candies, chocholate and sugar - and the witch inside calls out: “Nibble Nibble,
little mouse, who’s that nibbling at my house?”  The kids are invited in, they get treats, not realizing that this is
a cannabalizing child stealer who plans on gobbling them up.  Just to pause, I think it’s time that the Grimm
brothers get some counseling, what kind of stories are these?  But they’ve passed the test of time.  Hansel is
locked up, the witch wants to fatten him up.  Gretel is forced to do chores and the like.  For weeks, they feed
poor Hansel, but every time she checks him, he puts out a chicken bone for a finger, and the poor eye-sited
witch thinks he a scrawny little guy.  One day, the old hag decides to cook him anyway, so has Gretel get the fire



going.  Once it’s good and hot, she tells Gretel to stick her head in the oven, to check the temp, but Gretel
wisely plays ignorant.  The witch shows her how to do it, and when the witch sticks her head in, Gretel pushes
her in, the witch is cooked.  She saves Hansel, ransak the house and find a bunch of jewels, escape the house,
find their way home and are reunited with their father, their step mother has since passed.  And with the jewels,
live happily ever after.  Like all of our stories - there is a lot to unpack.  The Nag, the Hag, and they’re in the
bag.  Yikes.

In the first edition, it wasn’t a step mother, but just mother.  It wasn’t until the fourth edition that “mother”
turned into “stepmother”.  In the fifth edition, the “now” stepmother and the witch shared similar lines and
speeches, giving a hint that maybe, just maybe, that the stepmom and the witch were the same person.  Makes a
little sense, she’s starving while with the woodcutter, but in the woods, she’s getting ready for a feast.  And at
the end of the story, both witch and stepmom are dead.  One by oven, and one unknown - at least to the
woodcutter.  Hmmmm.  Pretty grim.

I could do a sermon on stranger danger.  Be careful of the people around you.  Great lesson for kids.  I don’t
want my kids to be scared of strangers, but I want them to be wary of them.  Pay attention to your surroundings,
fight and flight, and so on.

We could have a message on temptation, the allure of a candy cane house, but once inside, it’s the fiery furnace. 
Yikes.  Little too dark and judgy for me.  Not everything that glitters is gold, not every thing our hearts desire is
good for us.

But what I want to delve into today is actually what sets up the whole story for us.  Grimm used the word,
“nagging” quite a bit.  The woodcutter’s wife was the nagging sort.  Her nagging kicks off the whole story.  And
no one seemed sad when she was gone.  And interestingly enough, the Bible says a lot about nagging.

I poured over the Scriptures and googled “nagging.” Wow! Twenty-five single-spaced pages, 10-point font,
were filled with convicting and helpful info.  There’s a fine line between preaching and nagging - I hope this is
preaching.

As tradition goes, King Solomon was supposed to be the wisest man on earth.  So why did he marry 700 wives
and 300 concubines? Poor schlub. Thanks to his misery and school of hard knocks, the book of Proverbs is
filled with unflattering descriptions of murmuring and complaining spouses who made everyone miserable
(especially the King). Solomon wrote that is was better to sit on a roof (21:9), cross a scorching desert
barefooted (21:19), listen to a drippy faucet (27:15) than live with a naggy spouse.  He should know, he’s got
plenty.   No wonder Solomon was so jaded late in life. (Have you read Ecclesiastes?  Vanities of vanities, there
is nothing new under the sun...)

The Bible is filled with whiny, nagging people. . Eve wore Adam down with her begging. He finally couldn’t
stand it any longer and acquiesced to her pleading.  We all know that ended badly. Moses couldn’t stand the
constant nagging of the Israelites all the way to the Promised Land.  Delilah finally caused Samson’s demise by
whining until he revealed the secret of his strength. After his haircut, Samson was weak as a kitten. Samson=0,
Philistines=1. Job’s wife was the queen of grumbling. She told Job to “curse God and die.” It doesn’t get more
negative than that!  The Disciples urged and bothered Jesus quite a bit.  Others griped to Jesus about this and
that.  

It’s in the Bible.  And it’s in our lives.  Its in my life.  Have you ever listened to the words that come out of your
mouth, and you hear your parents?   Nagging is a nasty habit. Today’s Jews call nagging “kvetching:” to express
complaints, discontent, displeasure or unhappiness. Here are just a few synonyms for kvetching: yammering,
grumbling, scolding, grouching, protesting, bellyaching, griping, squawking, crabbing, and, of course, the worse



one, the female dog.  Not a pretty picture.  I’m not a dummy, I know my kids hear these words in school and on
the playground and online.  But I also tell them there are words that we do not, do not use.  As for me and my
house, we will use better words.  Yes, I’m lame.  But I want our house to have some decorum of respect.

So why do we nag and how do we quit? Nagging is a passive-aggressive behavior that can stem from unbelief,
unmet needs, feeling powerless, unheard and unsupported.  Said one person, I have to nag, or no one listens. 
But nagging rarely works, or brings out the good.  I read one article called “The Marriage Killer”, which doesn’t
sound inviting, said,  Even though your gripes may be valid, nagging makes others resentful and defensive.
Nagging puts you in the parent role and the other person in the child role.  This isn’t healthy for any relationship
between adults. Nagging is disrespectful. Nagging is often perceived as criticism, so others may tune out making
what you are saying ineffective. When others were being nagged, he/she probably feels attacked personally.
Nagging can make others feel inadequate.  We rarely see it when we do it, but we can plainly see it in others.

So what is nagging?  Here’s a good start:  Don’t blame. Don’t demean. Don’t attack. Don’t criticize. Don’t
manipulate. Avoid making others feel stupid. Don’t give in to your frustration and assume other’s
responsibilities.  The nagger believes that all of life’s problems are the result of the nag-ee.  

The number one issue that couple’s have are communication based.  How we speak to each other.  How we tell
each other our hopes and dreams, our annoyances and angers.  Nagging is the result of poor communication.  If I
have to nag, I didn’t somehow get my point across the first time.  It’s an indicator that something else is broken.

Instead of nagging, try positive approaches.  I’m a big fan of Love and Logic.  Check out the book sometime. 
Our schools also teach Love and Logic to parents.  It’s totally against nagging.   Share your feelings, yes, but
stick to the issue at hand. Keep your statements brief so they don’t turn into long lectures. Don’t give
ultimatums. Avoid using the phrases, “You always…” and “You never…” and “You should…” Consider saying
“would you” or “will you” rather than “could you” or “can you.” There’s a subtle difference in the way the
request will be heard by others. Set a good example for those you nag. Let your lifestyle speak louder than your
words. Try to brainstorm solutions. Acknowledge your different perspectives. Show your appreciation and
encourage others when they respond to requests. See what happens if you stop nagging.

I love how Ephesians put it.  Chapter 4, and I want us to hear it from a different versions of scripture:  Try the
King James:  Let no corrupt communication proceed out of your mouth, but that which is good to the use of
edifying, that it may minister grace unto the hearers.  That sounds fancy and all, how about NIV?  Do not let any
unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their
needs, that it may benefit those who listen.  Hey, that sounds a little more like the English I know.  I think the
Contemporary English Version is a little more direct:  From the CEV:  Stop all your dirty talk. Say the right
thing at the right time and help others by what you say.  And last, from The Message: Watch the way you talk. 
Let nothing foul or dirty come out of your mouth.  Say only what helps, each word a gift. 

So how do I know if I am being l or remindful, or nagging?  I need to watch the way I talk.  Don’t let it be foul
or dirty.  And is it helpful?  Am I belittling, or lifting them up.  When we check in once maybe twice, it’s
reminding. When we check in incessantly, it’s nagging.  People want to feel like they have control over their
own lives. They want to do things on their own free will, not because they were told to.  You may be thinking,
“But if I don’t nag them, they will never get it done.” And that may well be. But then I ask you, what is your
goal: To teach them how to obey you and do as told or to learn how to problem-solve and motivate themselves
on their own?  If it’s the second (aka you want them to be responsible), then nagging isn’t going to help. Instead,
identify the boundaries.   Instead of “Hey, lazy bones, when are you going to fix that door”, maybe something
like, “If we can’t fix that door in a week, I’m going to call the handyman.”  Instead of “When are you going to
ask your teacher about your project? For the 12th time, ask, “What did your teacher say about your project?”



In the end, I don’t want to live my life by nagging others.  I also don’t want to hide in my car and avoid all of
life’s problems.  There’s got to be a middle ground.   To close with Ephesians, Don’t use bad language. Say only
what is good and helpful to those you are talking to, and what will give them a blessing.  And you will be
blessed as well.  And the family of God said, AMEN! 



Intro: Good morning OCUMC!  We are in our last Sunday of our series, “Into the Woods”, so I wanted to share
with you this spot.  We are in Forest Park out in Portland.  And this place is called The Witch’s Castle, (or the
Stone House).  It sits on land that was claimed in 1850 by Danford Balch, who had ventured west on the Oregon
trail with his wife and children. At the time, the land was mostly thick forest and Balch needed help clearing
enough of the area to build his home. He hired a man named Mortimer Stump - a great name for Portland, right? 
to assist with the task. Stump moved in with the Balch family and it didn’t take long for Balch’s eldest daughter
Anna to fall in love with him.

Balch was appalled at this thought of his daughter marrying a common working man like Stump  and
immediately forbade her from going through with it. If history has taught us anything, forbidding a young girl
from marrying the love of her life never ends well. 
 
The young couple fled to Vancouver to elope, and upon their return to Portland, Mortimer paid the price…Balch
shot him in the face with his shotgun while he stood on a riverboat. Yikes. According to some accounts, Balch
himself claimed his wife “bewitched” him into committing the crime,  so that she would once again have her
daughter by her side.

Some say that Stump is haunting the woods he helped clear, in revenge of that brutal attack. Balch was later
hanged for his crime, and his ghost is also said to guard the forests he once called his home.

For almost a 100 years, the house was forgotten and nary a person would visit.  The Columbus Day storm took
out the roof and damaged the stone, but here she is.  Kids of the last generation discovered the place and it
turned into a hangout party place.  They nicknamed it the Witch’s Castle, and the name has stuck ever since. 
Ghost hunters love to tell the tale of Stump’s and Balch’s ghosts using the Witch’s Castle as a place to continue
their immortal feud.

Today, we finish our Grimm Fairy tale lessons with Hansel and Gretel, who also find their witch’s house in the
woods.  But before we get to that story, let’s have this morning’s announcements...



Children’s Time: 
Hello kids!  My name is Sandra Lawson, and today I will be sharing the story of Hansel and Gretel.  A brother
and sister who survived a few trying times.  The original version is a little more violent and and dark than what
we will read here, but you’ll get the idea.

Hansel and Gretel:
A poor woodcutter and his wife had two children named Hansel and Gretel. Their mother died when they were
young. Hansel and Gretel were very sad. Soon their father remarried but their stepmother was very cruel.  This
was a time when food was scarce and people were hungry.  The family had a hard time finding enough food. 
The stepmother kept talking to her husband about taking the kids out into the woods and leaving them there, so
they didn’t have as many mouths to feed.  After a time and after constant nagging, the woodcutter agreed.

The next day, they took the children deep into the forest.  But the kids knew they were in danger.   Clever
Hansel had some breadcrumbs in his pocket and had dropped them on the way so that they could find their way
back home.   In the evening, the parents slipped away from the children, leaving them alone deep in woods.  But
alas! The birds ate all the crumbs and they couldn’t find the path that led back home.

Hansel and Gretel went deeper and deeper into the forest. They were hungry and tired. Finally, after walking for
a long time, they saw a cottage made of chocolate, candies, and cake. “Look, Hansel! A chocolate brick!”
shouted Gretel in delight and both ate it hungrily.  The hungry children began to eat the house, brick by brick.  

Now, it just so happened that a wicked witch lived there. When she saw Hansel and Gretel, she wanted to eat
them.  She invited them into the house, fed them a nice supper, and when they were good and tired, she locked
them in a cage.  The witch decided to make a soup out of Hansel and have Gretel help around the house.  For
weeks, Gretel did what the witch asked of her, and they fed poor Hansel to fatten him up, so he could be a tasty
treat.  One day, it was time for her special meal.  She asked Gretel to make a fire in the oven.  When the oven
was good and hot, the witch asked Gretel to stick her head inside to see if it was hot enough.  Fearing this was a
trick, Gretel pretended that she didn’t understand.  The witch stuck her own head in the oven, just to show
Gretel how to do it.  And (honestly this is the sanitized version), pushed the witch in the oven and she was
cooked herself!  Gretel freed Hansel, rummaged through the house and found jewels and treasures, and set off
for home.  Soon enough, they found their way out the woods and found their home.

While they were gone, their stepmother had died and their father welcomed them back with tears of joy. They
never went hungry again!

And that is the classic tale of Hansel and Gretel.



Prayer:
Dear Lord Jesus, there is no one more gentle with us than you. There is no one as welcoming of sinners, as kind
to the broken, or as understanding of the struggling as you. You are gentle, yet persistent; gentle, yet firm;
gentle, yet so very powerful.

Be our Spirit when we’re behind slow drivers who stay in the fast lane.  Be our Spirit when we face both fair
and unfair criticism. Be our Spirit when we think things that are obvious to us ought to be obvious to everybody
else. 

Be our Spirit when we are too tired, but our loved ones need us to listen.  Be our Spirit when someone puts an
empty milk jug back in the fridge.  Be our Spirit when we want to exercise and it’s snowing.

Be our Spirit when we see family and friends keep making the same mistakes and foolish choices.  Be our Spirit
when that fool is us.  Be our Spirit when the restaurant delivers the wrong takeout order. Be my Spirit when we
cannot fix the very people you never gave us to fix. 

Lord Jesus, I praise you for being so very near to us.  May we so kindness by our words, by our deeds, by our
presence.  Make us a gentle people, by the gospel and for your glory. In your prayer we have this hope: Our
Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in
heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against
us.  For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory forever.  Amen!

Offertory:
Welcome to the Offering, our chance to give back.  As United Methodists, we support many ministries, within
the church, outside the church, at home and abroad.   One new way for us to support each other is through the
Prayer Chain.  We have a group of dedicated Prayer Warriors who pass along the prayers of our church.

Someone asked a while ago why we don’t share the traditional joys and concerns during our online worship
service.  Very simply, for confidential purposes.  This service is on Youtube, Facebook, video files shared
across the world.  While we might like to hear and pray about our member’s issues, worries and fears, it’s quite
another to plaster them across the internet giving them immortality in the digital space.

But we still want to pray for you.  If you would like to share a prayer, and have others pray with you and for you,
please call our Prayer Chain.  The number is in the announcements, you can also send an email to the church
office and we’ll get it to the prayer chain.

Thank you for caring for each other in these times, and at all times.  Your offering help keep these ministries
alive and well as we care for one other.  As always, thank you for your support of OCUMC.

Closing: It has been a blast going out into the woods to tape our services.  May you enjoy your woods, wherever
they may be, and find a bit of nature to heal your soul.  Go in peace!


