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The Trouble with the Tongue 
James 3:1-12 

Russ Kennedy 

 

Testing is a good thing. 

Students tested to see what they have learned and how they can apply what they have 
learned… 

Materials are tested to see if they will meet the requirements for their use… 

Software is tested to see if it has errors, to trap for errors, and to ensure that it can 
perform under the real world load placed on it… 

Christians are also tested. We are tested to show the quality of our as well as to strengthen 
our faith. In James, as in the rest of the Bible, this is not simple strengthening our grip on 
truth. This testing exposes what we actually believe through how we behave.   

We are tested in the situations and temptations of our life… 

We are tested in the temptations God allows to come to us… 

We are tested in our relationships… 

We tested in our tongue as well. Our tongue are directly connected to our hearts. Yes, I 
know… not physically but spiritually. Our words, our talk, our tongues, show whether 
our hearts believe and are bowed to God.  

Few things can cause so much damage as the tongue. How we talk and how we use our 
tongues is a mark of our maturity. 

Its	Warning	Command	 (v.	1)	
This opening warning sets the context for what follows. 

3:1 	Not 	many 	of 	you 	should 	become 	teachers, 	my 	brothers , 	for 	
you 	know 	that 	we 	who 	teach 	will 	be 	 judged 	with 	greater 	strict‐
ness. 	

With	a	Surprising	Caution	

Biblical churches are built on teaching – on communicating God’s Word in such a 
way that Christians learn, love and live pleasing to God. It is evident from the Scrip-
tures that teaching and teachers had an important place in the New Testament. So 
the Bible highlights the importance of teaching, but then issues serious cautions in 
regards to teachers. 

This is quite surprising. James says to his original listeners, “Not many of you ought 
to become teachers.” Is this just for the church in Jerusalem? Was there a unique 
problem there that made him say this? How do the sentences that follow qualify or 
explain the command?  
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Here is the challenge. Most Christians will love to learn. Not all to the same extent, 
but most to some extent. But, not everyone who loves to learn should be a teacher. 

So why does he say this? 

In	a	Sobering	Reason	

There is a scrutiny that teachers are under. We have a greater accountability. We will 
be evaluated with greater strictness. Now, it seems to me that this is both vertical 
and horizontal.  

We who teach are accountable to God. More responsibility means more account-
ability. God evaluates and rewards those who teach what is true and do so well.  

We who teach will be measured against what we teach. One writer said, 

… Do we preach about the tongue and then have roast congregation for 
Sunday dinner? Do we castigate our people for their materialism and then 
lust for more? This is strong stuff for pastors, adult teachers, youth work-
ers, and Sunday school teachers. But it is also a great encouragement be-
cause if the architecture of our souls is built with gold, silver and costly 
stones, we will receive eternal reward and honor. (Hughes, p. 129) 

We who teach are being watched by others. This text says that we are “under 
greater scrutiny”. Look at James 4:11-12.  

11 	Do 	not 	speak 	evil 	against 	one 	another, 	brothers . 	The 	one 	who 	
speaks 	against 	a 	brother 	or 	 judges 	his 	brother, 	speaks 	evil 	
against 	the 	 law 	and 	judges 	the 	 law. 	But 	 if 	you 	 judge 	the 	 law, 	
you 	are 	not 	a 	doer 	of 	the 	 law 	but 	a 	 judge. 	12 	There 	 is 	only 	one 	
lawgiver 	and 	 judge, 	he 	who 	 is 	able 	to 	save 	and 	to 	destroy. 	But 	
who 	are 	you 	to 	 judge 	your 	neighbor? 	 	

This is the bookend to this opening. I think that James is saying, “We who are 
teaching are being watched carefully. But you who are sitting under teaching 
must be very, very careful in your judgments.” So there is a warning to both the 
teacher and learner. Both must take care and give due caution.  

Teachers have an enormous capacity to influence the learner. This can be formal 
where the teacher’s content is a powerful effect for good or evil. But learners often 
have great admiration for teachers. This results in learners copying the ways and 
manners of the teacher. But it also results in the learner seeking out the advice 
and counsel of teachers. So teachers must be very careful and very aware of the 
powerful effect of even casual statements. 

I had a couple of teachers who had a profound influence on my life. At an im-
portant time in my life God gave me a teacher/mentor whose teaching and life 
deeply changed my life. I listened deeply to his teaching. I sought his counsel. 
God used him mightily in my life. 

Now, James is not trying to diminish the pool of teachers for the church. The 
church has never had too many qualified, Spirit-filled teachers or leaders at any 
time in its history. He is rather discouraging people from taking up the task for 
the wrong reasons. (Hughes, p. 172) 
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However there can be a deep craving in people to have the place, position and power 
a teacher has without the qualifications a teacher requires. So ambition becomes the 
driving force. Behind this warning is this problem. Because of the place and promi-
nence of teachers in the church, there were those who craved what being a teacher 
brought them. So ambition, self-importance and self-promotion are being countered. 
Brothers and sisters, listen carefully to this warning then. Keep your desires to be a 
teacher under the Lordship of Christ and in submission to His good providences. If 
you desire to teach in the church, be very aware of your motivations. Do not sin in 
the pursuit of becoming a teacher in the church. Do not want it so badly that you will 
sin to get it or sin when you don’t attain it. 

We also must remember that the church has always struggled with poor teachers 
and with false teaching. The early church was inundated with false teachings. It is 
no less today. So we listen carefully to James. We hear his warning and we then are 
to be careful in the training, qualifying and authorizing of teachers in the church. 
James, along with most of the New Testament writers, are much more concerned 
about the character, conduct and content of the teacher. They are much less con-
cerned about ability, either in communication or education. 

 

Its	Dangerous	Power	 (v.	2‐5a)	
There is a second reason that we ought to be cautious about pursing being a teacher in 
the church. 

	2 	For 	we 	all 	stumble 	 in 	many 	ways. 	And 	 i f 	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. 	 	

By	a	Connecting	Explanation	 (v.	2)	

We ought to be careful pursuing being teachers in the church because we are all 
prone to stumbling. James uses an interesting phrase here. It is the idea of tripping 
over something, or slipping on something. Since teachers live such public lives, even 
casual missteps in their speech have greater consequences.  

Anyone who is able to keep their tongue under control is showing significant ma-
turity. He is a “perfect” man. This does not mean without flaw or without sin. The 
word means, “mature, complete”.  

A mark of a mature teacher is that they are able to use their tongue profitably. Har-
nessing the power of the tongue is evidence of the Spirit’s work in a teacher’s life. 

A mark of a mature person is that they are able to control the tongue. Discipline of 
the tongue is the hardest discipline you will do. 
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With	Clarifying	Illustrations	 (v.	3‐4)	

Simple clear illustration helps us understand what James is aiming for. These two 
illustrations of the power of the tongue also occur in the writings of Philo and Plu-
tarch. These were common illustrations in his day. He picks them up and uses them 
to drive his point home. 

The bit in a horse’s bridle is used to control and to guide the horse. Even a large, 
powerful horse can be controlled by a small child who has the reins in hand.  

The rudder in a ship is usually very small in relation to the size of the ship. Yet 
the rudder can steer a very large ship.  

Concluding	Observation	 (v.	5)	

While the tongue is very small, it is able to guide great enterprises.  
5 	So 	also 	the 	tongue 	 is 	a 	small 	member, 	yet 	 it 	boasts 	of 	great 	
things. 	

There are two implications here: 

There is enormous potential in our talk for good and for bad. What we say can 
change the course of a person’s life. We can crush their spirit or encourage them. 
Our tongue can be used to launch and guide ministry. It can also with a few 
words utterly destroy a person or a ministry. 

The most powerful use of the tongue for good or bad is in teaching. We often to 
do not think of this. It is easy to think of our teaching as having minimal impact. 
What and how we say what we teach can have enormous impact. We can make 
a truth hard to understand or to defend. We can make a false teaching seem plau-
sible and logical. We can stand at the crossroads of a person’s life and be a sign-
post towards God’s ways or towards the world’s ways. 

James is alluding to Psalm 12:1-4: 
1 	Save, 	O 	LORD, 	for 	the 	godly 	one 	 is 	gone; 	 	
for 	the 	 faithful 	have 	vanished 	from 	among 	the 	children 	of 	man. 	 	
2 	Everyone 	utters 	 l ies 	to 	his 	neighbor; 	 	
with 	f lattering 	 lips 	and 	a 	double 	heart 	they 	speak. 	 	
3 	May 	the 	LORD 	cut 	off 	all 	flattering 	 lips , 	 	
the 	tongue 	that 	makes 	great 	boasts , 	 	
4 	those 	who 	say, 	“With 	our 	tongue 	we 	will 	prevail , 	 	
our 	 lips 	are 	with 	us; 	who 	 is 	master 	over 	us?” 	 	

So the boasting here is in the power of the tongue to accomplish evil purposes. It is 
foolish to say that those who talk don’t get things done. That is simply not true. 
Deeds may accomplish much. But potent, eloquent, persuasive lies have enormous 
power to change people’s minds. When you have changed their minds, their 
thoughts, their beliefs, you will have changed their deeds.  
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Its	Destructive	Effects	 (v.	5b‐8)	
The destructive effects of the tongue are dramatically illustrated. 

How 	great 	a 	 forest 	is 	set 	ablaze 	by 	such 	a 	small 	fire! 	6 	And 	the 	
tongue 	 is 	a 	f ire, 	a 	world 	of 	unrighteousness. 	The 	tongue 	 is 	set 	
among 	our 	members, 	staining 	the 	whole 	body, 	setting 	on 	 fire 	the 	
entire 	course 	of 	 l ife, 	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. 	

The focus is on the out of control danger and destructive effects of the tongue. Most 
of us have been hurt by someone else’s talk. All of you have hurt others with your 
talk as well. 

Its	Consequences	 (v.	5b‐7)	

Our talk is like a match lit in hell setting a blazing forest fire. A small word; a 
passing remark; a misspoken sentence all can set ablaze a forest fire of harm. 

Our tongue, our talk is like a wild beast that can be subdued for a time, but never 
fully tamed. It is a tiger or lion that seems to obey its trainer for a season and then 
turns on him. 

Our tongue, our talk is like a slithering snake that is dangerously poisonous. It 
bites, it poisons… we are reminded of the devastating effect of questions and as-
sertions from the snake in the garden. 

Now remember what James is seeking to do. He wants people hurrying and rushing 
and pushing to become leaders and teachers in the church to pause and think seri-
ously about it. He intends to put rumble strips down on the highway so that we will 
know there is danger ahead.  

Its	Character	

So the tongue is difficult to tame. It is deadly and dangerous like a jungle snake or a 
wild animal. This is not the way we think about our tongues at all. So James makes 
us stop short and think deeply about its character. 

So the tongue has the power to direct. It has the power to destroy. It finally has one 
more power. 
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Its	Troubling	Expressions	 (v.	9‐12)	
At its worst, the tongue is a transmitter. It broadcasts what resides in our hearts. 

	9 	With 	 it 	we 	bless 	our 	Lord 	and 	Father, 	and 	with 	it 	we 	curse 	
people 	who 	are 	made 	 in 	the 	 l ikeness 	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 	f ig 	tree, 	my 	broth‐
ers, 	bear 	olives, 	or 	a 	grapevine 	produce 	 figs? 	Neither 	can 	a 	salt 	
pond 	yield 	 fresh 	water. 	 	

James seems to really hate any form of “doubleness”. We have seen a double-minded 
man. Now we are shown a double-tongued man. Here is one whose mouth speaks 
blessings and curses. It is speaking what is in the heart. Sometimes the tongues says 
good words and other times bad words. This ought not to be. This ought not to be 
because the heart needs transformation. 

In	Troubling	Observations	 (v.	9‐10)	

The same tongue can be used to speak highly of God and to speak evilly of people. 
To attack a person who is made in God’s image is ultimately an attack on God. James 
is alluding to the creation, fall and flood accounts in Genesis. Man is made in God’s 
image. He is a created reflection of God. To speak evil against someone is to speak 
evil against God.  

Now, this needs to be qualified. James uses the word, “curse”. The idea here is to 
speak against someone in a way that is sinful. Yes, to curse someone is evil. But so is 
gossiping about someone. So is slandering someone. So is wrongfully criticizing 
someone. So is speaking unkindly, hatefully, destructively to someone. Add to this, 
meanness, sarcastic humor, boasting, but at the very bottom is blasphemy. These are 
ways in which our tongue can speak evil. This does not mean that is wrong to chal-
lenge, admonish, correct or confront a person’s sinful attitudes and actions. In fact, 
to not do so when required by the Scriptures is a sin as well. 

James warns us against joining in the loud praises of God and then turning right 
around and speaking sinfully to or about someone. 

With	Strong	Correction	 (v.	10)	

“This ought not to be so…” Plain and simple. Stop it. Do not do it. Christians may 
speak to one another over sin. But Christians may not sinfully speak to one another 
over or about anything. 

But there is more to this than just controlling behavior. 

By	Pointed	Questions	 (v.	11‐12)	

James gets to the heart of the matter by asking some pointed questions. 
11 	Does 	a 	spring 	pour 	forth 	from 	the 	same 	opening 	both 	fresh 	
and 	salt 	water? 	12 	Can 	a 	f ig 	tree, 	my 	brothers , 	bear 	olives, 	or 	a 	
grapevine 	produce 	figs? 	Neither 	can 	a 	salt 	pond 	yield 	fresh 	wa‐
ter. 	
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Dear brothers and sisters, what comes from your mouth is coming from your heart. 
What you believe and want in that moment will inevitably overflow into words. Evil 
words do not come from Biblical thoughts and wants. So the call here is to be trans-
formed in our hearts. You cannot simply change the fruit. You cannot simply change 
the words your say. You must change the root. You must change what you think. 

 

 

Reflect	and	Respond	

Let us all be so aware of our responsibility as teachers and preachers of God’s Word. 
That responsibility is in: 

The words we say whether they are true teaching or false teaching. 

The way we say the words whether they are building up or tearing down. 

The lives we live whether they conform and exemplify what we say. 

Use your tongue. It can be the source of great good. 

Discipline your tongue. It can the source of great evil. 

Use what comes out of your mouth to help you see what is in your heart. 

May the Lord, whose words were always pleasing to His Father, grant that we will 
also be perfect people, mature in our speech and tested in our tongues.  
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