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October 13th, 2019 
Taming the Tongue 

James 3:1-12 
 

BIBLE IN A YEAR READING PLAN 
Oct   6 Matt. 11-12  Oct   10  Matt. 20-21 
Oct   7 Matt. 13-14  Oct   11  Matt. 22-23 
Oct   8 Matt. 15-17  Oct   12  Matt. 24-25 
Oct   9 Matt. 18-19  Oct   13  Matt.  26 
  
Lesson Introduction: Our lesson this week focuses on a 
topic that is extremely important for us to consider. After 
reminding us that faith without works is dead, James 
launches into a teaching about the words we use. This is 
significant. Last week, we saw that a faith that saves is a 
faith that produces good works (or good fruit). This 
week, James shows us that one of the ways we can know 
if our faith is a works producing faith is by the things that 
we say. Good trees produce good fruit, and salt ponds do 
not produce fresh water. In the same way, a heart 
changed by Christ does not spew venom with the words 
that come out of the mouth. Our words indicate what 
type of faith we have in God, revealing what is the true 
condition of our heart.  
 
FOUNDATIONAL TRUTHS OF THE PASSAGE:  
 

• What comes out of the mouth reveals the true 
condition of the heart 

 
James 3:1-12 English Standard Version 
 
1 Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, 
for you know that we who teach will be judged with 
greater strictness. 2 For we all stumble in many ways. 
And if anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a 
perfect man, able also to bridle his whole body. 3 If we 
put bits into the mouths of horses so that they obey us, 
we guide their whole bodies as well. 4 Look at the ships 
also: though they are so large and are driven by strong 
winds, they are guided by a very small rudder wherever 
the will of the pilot directs. 5 So also the tongue is a small 
member, yet it boasts of great things. 
 
How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! 6 
And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. The 
tongue is set among our members, staining the whole 
body, setting on fire the entire course of life, and set on 
fire by hell. 7 For every kind of beast and bird, of reptile 
and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by 
mankind, 8 but no human being can tame the tongue. It 

is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 9 With it we bless 
our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are 
made in the likeness of God. 10 From the same mouth 
come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things 
ought not to be so. 11 Does a spring pour forth from the 
same opening both fresh and salt water? 12 Can a fig 
tree, my brothers, bear olives, or a grapevine produce 
figs? Neither can a salt pond yield fresh water. 
 
Discussion Section 1: Not Many Should be Teachers (V. 
1) 
 
-Why does James begin this section about the way we 
talk by mentioning teachers? 
 
-What does it mean that teachers “will be judged with 
greater strictness”? 
 
-What does this verse teach us about what we should be 
looking for in our teachers? 
 
Note from Douglass J. Moo’s commentary, The Letter of 
James: 
 
“Teachers, because their ministry involves speech, the 
hardest of all parts of the body to control, expose 
themselves to greater danger of judgment. Their 
constant use of the tongue means they can sin very 
easily, leading others astray at the same time. Teachers, 
because they bear so much responsibility for the spiritual 
welfare of those to whom they minister, will be 
scrutinized by the Lord more carefully than others. Jesus 
warned: "From everyone who has been given much, 
much will be demanded; and from the one who has been 
entrusted trusted with much, much more will be asked" 
(Luke 12:48). God has given to teachers a great gift and 
entrusted to them "the deposit" of the faith (cf. 2 Tim. 
1:14). He will expect a careful account of the 
stewardship. Paul reflects just this sense of responsibility 
as he addresses the elders of the church at Ephesus. He 
stressed that he had been faithful to his task as a herald 
of the gospel: "I declare to you today that I am innocent 
of the blood of all men. For I have not hesitated to 
proclaim to you the whole will of God" (Acts 20:26-27). If 
Paul serves as a positive example, many of the Jewish 
teachers of Jesus' day exhibited the other side of the 
picture: because of their insincerity and desire for gain, 
Jesus announced that "they will receive the greater 
condemnation" (Mark 12:40, NRSV). Those of us who 
teach God's word regularly need to follow James's 
example and apply the warning of this verse to ourselves. 
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When we undertake to guide others in the faith, we must 
be especially careful to exhibit the fruit of that faith by 
the way we live. Our greater knowledge brings with it a 
greater responsibility to live according to that 
knowledge.” 
 
Discussion Section 2: The Power of the Tongue (V. 2-7) 
 
-Why does James say that “if anyone does not stumble 
in what he says, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle 
his whole body”? 
 
-Why does James compare the tongue to a bit, rudder, 
and fire? 
 
-In what ways have you experienced words being used 
for both great good and great destruction? 
 
Note: James moves from discussing the responsibility 
that teachers have to choose their words with care as 
they expound upon the Word, to now considering the 
challenge that all people face when it comes to 
controlling the tongue. He begins by stating, “For we all 
stumble in many ways. And if anyone does not stumble 
in what he says, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle 
his whole body.” James here makes the point that one of 
the many ways we stumble is in our speech, and that if 
we were able to keep from stumbling in this area, we 
would be able to keep from stumbling in all areas. The 
point he is making is that our tongues hold much sway 
over us.  
 
He goes on to equate the tongue to a bit in a horse’s 
mouth, a rudder on a ship, and a spark that starts a 
forest fire. The picture James is painting is one of a small 
object making a large impact. Just as a ship goes where 
the rudder leads, and a fire is started with just a spark, so 
our words (and the words of others) hold great power 
over our lives. This picture is an accurate one. Consider 
how words have hurt you or built you up, or how you 
have hurt or built up others with your words. Just as the 
rudder steers the whole ship, words can turn our entire 
day in a direction we had not planned for it to go. Words 
of affirmation from a husband to a wife can set the tone 
for the day, while words of criticism can put a dark cloud 
over the rest of the afternoon. This is a small example, 
but the fact is, the things we say hold great significance. 
This is one reason James tells us to be slow to speak, 
because sometimes we might burn down the proverbial 
forest by being too quick to speak. As we consider the 

power of our words, may we strive to be more cautious 
in choosing what we say.  
 
Discussion Section 3: The Heart of the Matter (V. 8-12) 
 
-If no human being can tame the tongue, how can we 
follow the instructions in Scripture concerning the things 
we say? 
 
-Why does James condemn blessing God while cursing 
people? 
 
-How does our speech tell us about the condition of our 
hearts? 
 
Note: It is important that we do not just view this 
passage as a self-help section of Scripture, where we are 
challenged to choose our words carefully (although we 
should). Rather, James has more of an eternal 
perspective. Just as we saw in the last chapter, that faith 
cannot be void of works, so we see in these verses that 
the heart changed by God cannot spew out venomous 
speech as a practice. James states that “no human being 
can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly 
poison.” If this is true, how can we ever hope to become 
people who choose our words with care, and use our 
tongues for building up, rather than tearing down? 
 
What James is teaching us is that only people who have 
been saved by God’s grace and empowered by the Spirit 
of God can overcome the power of the tongue. Jesus 
said, “But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from 
the heart, and this defiles a person” (Matthew 15:18). 
Our hearts, apart from Christ, are salt ponds. They are 
incapable of producing fresh, life-giving spring water. 
James is telling us that, if we profess Christ, then this 
should mean that we have a new heart that is 
overflowing with living water. How can someone who 
has been born again, changed by God’s grace, and 
indwelt by the Holy Spirit, continue to spew poisonous 
venom from their mouths? Speech that tears down 
others or boasts in oneself is not indicative of a heart 
changed by Christ, rather, that kind of speech defiles a 
person. The speech of a follower of Christ reflects a love 
for God above all else, and a love for others in the same 
way we love ourselves (Matthew 22:36-40). As we 
consider this passage, may we examine our speech as a 
way of examining our hearts. Does your speech defile 
you, or does it reflect that your heart has been changed 
by God though Christ? 


