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Introduction  

1. We are looking at the third of four tests of faith: (1) trial-tested faith, (2) truth-tested faith, 

(3) tongue-tested faith, and (4) thirst-tested faith. 

2. James launched the discussion of the tongue by warning his readers against pursuing 

teaching careers because words will be brought into judgment. 

3. James was seeking to correct a problem seen among the Jewish teachers who taught the 

people what they should do, but they, themselves, did not do what they taught (Matt. 23:1). 

In other words, never teach people what they ought to practice, when you, the teacher, will 

not practice it. 

4. In the verses before us, we learn the horrible nature and potential of the tongue and what it 

reveals about us. 

The tongue is used to describe how the heart (mind) expresses its true nature in life.   

I. The Nature of Problem  

1. The perfect man does not stumble in what he says (v. 2). 

a. The problem is that none of us is perfect and we all stumble (sin) in many ways.  

b. The greatest failure of every believer is his failure in speech—sinning in what he says (see 

1:26).   

c. The goal is the control our whole being. 

1) This goal is only possible through the filling of the Spirit (Eph. 5:17). 

2) But, sadly we often grieve the Spirit with what we say (Eph. 4:29-31). 

2. James describes the nature of the problem (v. 5). 

a. The tongue is a small (micro) member in comparison to other members of the body, yet the 

tongue boasts great (mega) things, and rightly so. 

b. The work of the tongue is compared to fire’s destructive potential, kindled by a tiny spark. 

1) The same word (helikos, pointing to extremes) is used for both great and small. 

2) In other words, for a small member, the tongue has great potential for major destruction. 

3. To prepare the reader to understand the problem of the tongue, James drew two 

comparisons.  

a. A small bit is used in the mouth of a large horse to get the horse to obey the will of the 

rider.  

b. A small rudder is used on a large ship to cause the vessel to respond to the will of the pilot. 

c. So, the tongue is a small member that has the potential of accomplishing great things in 

response to the will of the heart (mind). 

d. The problem is that the mind acts according to its sinful nature (Matt. 12:36, 37).  



4. The mouth, in other words, reveals the heart of the speaker either for blessing or cursing (vv. 

9, 10).  

a. Nothing in life shows what we really are in the heart than what we say with the mouth.   

b. For this reason, the Word of God addresses the issue of speech more than anything else 

that we do (Eph. 4:25-32). 

c. How is it possible for both blessing and cursing to come from the same heart? Well, how 

can both fresh and salt water come from the same fountain?  

That is the paradox of the redeemed sinner.  

II. The Potential of the Problem  

1. The tongue is a fire (v. 6).  

a. It’s sphere of operation is a world (kosmos), an orderly system, in order to affect many 

possible things with unrighteousness. 

James sees the tongue as having almost unlimited potential for every kind of wicked and 

harmful thing.  

b. The tongue institutes or establishes itself among the members of the body in order to affect 

the whole course of one’s life, staining or defiling every thing it touches (compare Eph. 

5:27; 2 Pet. 2:13). 

2. This destructive work of the tongue was ignited by hell (Gehenna; v. 6; see Prov. 16:27; 

26:18-22) . 

Jesus used the refuse pit in the valley of Hinnom (Gehenna) to describe the end of all evil and 

evil doers (Matt. 10:26-28). 

3. This destructive work of the tongue cannot be tamed as is done to every other living thing 

(v. 7). 

4. It is a restless evil (staggering and unstable; see 1:8), tireless in its pursuits, deadly in its 

consequences (v. 8; Psa. 140:3).  

III. The Source of the Problem  

1. You are the child of your father—you have his nature and do what he does (John 8:44).  

a. He is a liar. 

b. He is the devil—a slanderer (Prov. 18:8; 1 Tim. 3:11) 

c. He is an accuser (Rev. 12:10) 

d. He is a deceiver (Acts 13:10) 

2. A gossip, one who uses idle talk or rumor to spread information about another persons 

character or affairs, is simply a tool of Satan in his plan to hinder the work of God and 

sabotage His kingdom (Lev. 19:16-18). 

What does your tongue say about your heart?  


