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Good morning, if you brought your bibles go ahead and turn to the book of James 

chapter 3, verses 1 through twelve.  If you didn’t bring one, grab one from the seat back in front 
of you.  

Here’s a fun fact as your turning to there, the average adult in the US speaks around 
16,000 words a day, 16,000! If you were to put all those words into a book, you would be 
composing a novel roughly every four days. That’s a lot of words. I know some of are on the 
quieter side. You’re thinking, Andrew it would take me four years to speak that many words. On 
the other end are those of you thinking I could hit that in four hours. In the Krayer-White 
household, we’re probably on the extreme talkative end. From the time we’re up to lights out 
at night, it is a steady torrent of words in our home.  On Sunday’s when we go to pick up our 
daughter Ya’el from Children’s Ministry, I think our Kid’s min workers are thinking, finally a 
break. She doesn’t have a lot of words but the ones she knows she uses a lot.   

Wherever you are on that continuum, words are a huge part of our lives. Another study 
statistic said that we will spend one fifth of our lives talking.  So it makes sense, if we want to 
live the life that God has called us to live, then of course God will have something important to 
say about the words we choose and use.   
 By the time we reach James chapter three, he has already addressed the way use of our 
words a number of times. In James 1:19, he says My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: 
Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry. That is, it’s better 
to seek first to understand, and then to try to be understood. 

A few verses down from that he says “Those who consider themselves religious and yet 
do not keep a tight rein on their tongues deceive themselves and their religion is worthless.”  
To keep a tight reign on our tongues doesn’t mean we never talk, but rather that the things we 
say are controlled.  If you fail to do so, the religion or faith you claim to have, James claims, is 
worthless. Or I’ll put it this way the words we use witness to the kind of faith we have. Which is 
kind of a frightening truth. In the passage we’re going to look at this morning James doesn’t 
name the specific sins related to the tongue. Instead he’s going to unpack this summary 
statement from chapter one, words witness to the kind of faith we have and flesh out for or us 
the power that resides in the tongue and the danger that the unbridled tongue can pose to us 
and our community.  

He begins chapter three “Not many of you should become teachers, my fellow believers, 
because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.”  It shouldn’t surprise us in 
talking about the way that we use our words, that James would have a special warning for 
those who would teach. If, as James says in chapter one that salvation comes through the word 
of truth, then those who proclaim this truth as teachers have a holy task ahead of them. He’s 
not saying don’t teach, but he is warning them as Jesus warned “for everyone who has been 
given much, much will be expected.”  We who teach must do so knowing that we will be held to 
a greater degree of accountability to this high and holy task.  



In verse two, he shifts from teachers to the broader, more general application, as he 
begins “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.” Initially this sounds a lot like what Paul says in 
Romans 3:23, “for all have sinned and fall short the glory of God.” But rather than a general 
statement about the universality of our sinful conditioning the stumbling James refers to is 
probably referring to sinning through the use our words.  As we continue to read “anyone who 
is never at fault in what they say” clarifies that the stumbling does in fact refer to speech.  You 
don’t need to be a Christian to agree that we’ve all stumbled in our speech. You might not call it 
sin, but you can probably remember having said something that you wished you hadn’t.  

He continues, if we are able to totally avoid stumbling in what we say then we’re 
“perfect.” This is not perfection the way we may often think about it. There is no one who is 
perfect but Jesus. The word he uses for perfection is the word teleloi. He uses it a number of 
times in his letter. In chapter 1, verse 4, he uses the word (teleloi) or perfection to talk about 
the type of faith that is produced through perseverance. It’s a complete faith. It’s a grown up 
and mature faith. What he’s saying is that our ability to control your tongue is a mark or sign of 
spiritual maturity. If you succeed in controlling your tongue, keeping the rest of your body in 
line will be a piece of cake in comparison.    
  “When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the 
whole animal. 4 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.  
 I have a niece who loves to ride horses.  In December when we were visiting my family 
in Chicago we had a chance to go see her ride. Because of the weather in Chicago, most of the 
year they ride indoors. We arrived at the stables and walked into barn, where we stepped into 
this long corridor lined with the horses in their various stalls. Some preparing to ridden, some 
have just been ridden. For some people, it can be kind of intimidating, not me of course. These 
horses are huge. Just one kick and it’s good night. We went to the stands and got to see my 
niece riding beautifully in complete and total control of one of these beasts. She’s ten years old, 
60 to 70 pounds maybe. She’s just a little bean pole and she’s guiding a 1000lb. animal, making 
it to do whatever she wants him to do. Why? Because of the little metal bit in the mouth of the 
horse. A little tug on the reign and the horse goes.  
 The example of the ship is similar to that of the bit, something large – in this case the 
ship, controlled by something small, the rudder, in order to direct it where to go the pilot wants 
it to go. The point James makes is that our words have the power to determine our direction. 
Our words have shaped the relationships we’re in for good or for bad. Your relationship with 
your spouse, your kids, your parents or siblings, your boss and co-workers…is what it is in large 
part because of the words that we’ve spoken, or maybe the words we’ve failed to speak.  Our 
words determine the direction that these relationships take.  I recognize it’s a two way street 
here, I’m not trying to put all the blame on you…their words also matter and direct, but you get 
the point.  

There’s also a more subtle question that the verse introduces and that who’s got the 
reigns in your life?  Remember our words are only the bit or the rudder. But those things are 
simply tools in the hand of the rider or pilot.  The question is, who’s steering the ship that gives 
direction to the words you use? 



 “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.”  In Southern California does this need any 
more unpacking? If you’re not sure what I’m talking about, drive up to target up the street, look 
toward the hills and you’ll figure it out. What he’s doing is moving from a description of the 
tongues power in comparison to its small size, and now focuses on power inherent in our 
tongue to destroy to the danger that it presents us and those around us.  
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. 
 He abandons simile describing what the tongue is like and now he says flat out it is a 
fire. Our words are fire with capacity to destroy or consumes everything in its path.  

To describe the tongue as “a world of evil” among the parts of the body is kind of a 
confusing phrase. But we do have similar English phrases – maybe you’ve heard the phrase: 
they are in a “world of trouble” or they must be in a “world of hurt.” It speaks to the sheer 
quantity of evil that abounds in the tongue.  And what does it do? It corrupts or pollutes the 
whole body. In James 1:27, James speaks of true religion keeping oneself from being polluted 
by the world.  To indulge in the sinful use of the tongue, is to pollute oneself and prove one’s 
religion worthless. 
 This last piece is interesting, it says the tongue is set on fire by hell. The tongue is a fire, 
and the source of that fire is hell. The word hell in Greek is Gehena, which is a translation from 
Hebrew for the Valley of Hinnom.  This was a valley outside of Jerusalem.  In the Old Testament, 
some of the unfaithful Kings of Judah sacrificed their children in acts of pagan worship to 
foreign God’s in the Valley of Hinnom or Gehenna. For this it was cursed, and eventually 
became a trash heap and where garbage was regularly burnt.  Jesus uses the word Gehena 11 
times in the gospels to speak of the ultimate destination for the wicked. He used the most God 
forsaken place on earth, to give his audience an image for what eternity is like apart from God.   
 To have one’s tongue “set on fire by hell” or “Gehenna” is to become an agent of hell, 
sowing seeds of chaos and destruction.  In so doing, either intentionally or unintentionally we 
are instruments of the evil one, doing his bidding. Ultimately if we continue to use our tongues, 
as an agent of hell eventually we will receive the right reward for our service, eternity in hell.    
 He then interjects a bit of humor into a serious subject “All kinds of animals, birds, 
reptiles and sea creatures are being tamed and have been tamed by mankind.”  As I was 
studying this week, I couldn’t help but think back to my childhood watching Nickelodeon in the 
mornings before school. They had would run back to back to back old episodes of Lassie, Mr. 
Edd and Flipper.  We can train a dog, a horse and a dolphin, to do incredible things. But the 
tongue?  
 but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.  
Remember the question I asked “who’s holding the reigns or steering the ship when it comes to 
your tongue?” If your answer to that question is “I am,” I’m controlling my tongue, James’ 
response is no you’re not.  Because you can’t control it. We can’t.  You might think you are, but 
think through your relationships and the impact of your words recently, my guess is that even 
some of your best efforts have yielded mixed results.  Any answer other than I am submitting 
my tongue, or my words to God makes your tongue the inevitable instrument of the evil one.  



 In his employ, the tongue is like a slithering snake. Venomous and restless. It similar to 
what Paul says in Romans 3:13 Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit. The 
poison of vipers is on their lips.”  
 With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, who 
have been made in God’s likeness. 10 Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My 
brothers and sisters, this should not be. 
 In a number of places in the letter James takes aim at the double-minded. These are 
those who lack consistency in their faith. They’re people who profess faith, but deep down, 
they don’t possess faith.  They may talk a good game, but they don’t live it out.  Like the snake 
he alludes to in the previous verse, they are fork tongued speaking both blessings and curses. 
They’re here on Sunday worshipping, they’ve brought their bibles filled with all the underlines, 
but on Monday, they’re at the water cooler, talking about a co-worker behind their back.  Or 
maybe it’s not a work thing, maybe it’s going worship, and doing your regular morning 
devotions, but you’re always down on your kids or your spouse. Never a kind word. Always 
quick to explode or criticize. How do you bless God on Sunday, and curse your kids on Monday? 
James is just pointing out the absurdity of this.  
 11 Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? 12 My brothers and sisters, 
can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? We’re not an agrarian culture so I’ll give you 
some help, the answer is no. Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water.  This is the same 
point we started with isn’t it? Our words reveal the kind of faith we have.  I know we all mess 
up, and say things we shouldn’t say.  Hopefully that’s happening less and less as we mature, but 
if your mouth is a consistent flow of statements critical, negative, insensitive or inappropriate. 
In all honesty, the issue isn’t so much with your mouth. There is something foul at the source. 
There is a problem with your heart.  

If we’re serious about taming our tongues and getting control of our words we’ve got to  
Check our hearts.  As Jesus said, For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of.” Our words are 
just the overflow. If you’ve got a right heart, filled with love for God and others, I’m not saying 
everyday in everyway, but at least the majority of our words, are going to reflect that reality.  
The good news for some today, is you’re discovering that you’ve got a serious heart problem.  
Your wondering how is that good news? Because God is in the business of giving us new hearts. 
He doesn’t start out with a fitness plan or a diet to see if we’re good candidates for a 
transplant. He’s ready to do it today. Right now, if you put your trust in him through putting our 
trust in his son he removes our heart of stone and gives us one that hungers to please him. 
We’ve got to start with the source if you want to tame the tongue.  
 Maybe you’ve accepted Jesus some time ago, but you’ve allowed some other things to 
crowd into your heart, and it’s made you anxious, angry, jealous.  Guess what, you’re the last 
person to know. Everybody else knows because they’re the recipients of the your words. 
They’re the people following you around everywhere putting out fires, saying oh he doesn’t 
mean that…he’s just under a lot of stress at work. Maybe today you just need to say, Jesus I 
want to give my heart back to you. I’m done giving it to these other things. It’s yours.  I need 
you to do some work at the source, because it’s coming out in ways that are hurting people I 
love.  
 
 



The second thing you might need to do is confess that you have a problem with your 
problem. What I mean is most of us don’t care near enough to change.  We’ve concluded that 
this is just the kind of person I am, this is how I talk. We hear a message like this and we say, 
yeah, I know Pastor I should probably change. But that’s where it stops. About the time your 
keys are in the ignition. Our problem with the problem, is that we don’t take God’s word 
seriously enough when it comes to our words. Let’s confess that. Not just confess God I need to 
change, but some of us need to confess our apathy, God I don’t really want to change. Confess 
than and ask God to give you some conviction about it. 

Speaking of asking God, let’s ask for his help daily.  Remember, James said no human 
can tame the tongue. So we’ve got to rely on a power beyond ourselves. David prayed for Set a 
guard over my mouth, LORD; keep watch over the door of my lips.  Maybe you need to pray that 
in the morning before you get out of bed. Or pray it as you get into the car heading into your 
commute or as your kids arrive home from school…wherever you need, ask God to enter in, 
give you the help you need.  

I love what Paul says in Ephesians 4:29 “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of 
your mouths, that’s kind of the defensive tactic.  But it’s more than just the negation of 
unwholesome talk we replace it - speak only what is helpful for building others up according to 
their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.” When we commit to and make a habit of 
blessing others with words that build up it changes us. Like a second language we no longer 
use, our cursing tongue atrophies from lack of practice, it becomes unnatural to speak that 
language. At the same time it becomes our new nature to bless, even those who’ve hurt us. 
More and more we speak with one tongue, flowing from one source. Under the reign of one 
Lord, for his glory.  
  


