
“Bridle Your Tongue” 
(James 3:2-12) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  This morning, we considered James warning against becoming a teacher without 
being called.   
a.  We all have our role to play in church and family:   

(i)  Parents must instruct their children.   
(ii)  Husbands must teach their wives.   
(iii)  The older women need to be teaching the younger women.   
(iv)  We all need to be admonishing each other, so that we might grow in the 

grace and knowledge of Jesus Christ.   
(v)  We must also do what we can to bring the Gospel to others.   
 

b.  But we must be careful not to intrude where we have not been called.   
(i)  Jonathan Edwards took into account our obligation as brethren.   
(ii)  But he also sought clearly to define where the boundaries are:   

(a)  If we have not been called by the church to the office of teacher:   
(b)  We need to be careful that we don’t clothe ourselves with authority 

when we speak:   
(1)  We may not speak as a father to his children.   
(2)  We must not speak as those clothed with the authority of office.   
(3)  But we must speak as children speak to one another.   
(4)  We must clothe ourselves with humility.   
 

(c)  We also need to make sure that we don’t lead others to think that we 
have this authority when we don’t by expecting them to learn from us.   
(1)  The Lord has appointed the teachers He desires in His church.   
(2)  He has appointed elders/overseers/pastors/teachers – men who are 

mature in the Christian faith, able to teach skillfully, who know the 
Scriptures and are able to refute those who contradict.   

(3)  We need to be careful that we don’t go where the Lord hasn’t 
called us.   

 
2.  What happens if we do?   

a.  James warns that teachers will have a stricter judgment.   
(i)  With more responsibility comes greater accountability.   

(a)  Those called to teach need to make sure they teach accurately.   
(b)  They need to make sure they declare the whole council of God.   
(c)  They are feeding Christ’s sheep, and He wants them well fed.   
(d)  Jesus says woe to us if we should stumble any of His little ones who 

believe in Him.   
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(e)  It would be better to have a millstone wrapped around our necks and 
that we be thrown into the sea (Luke 17:1-2).   

 
(ii)  Consider how powerful Bible doctrine is; what a difference it makes in 

our lives; how it directs us.   
(a)  What we believe can make the difference between walking on the path 

of life or death.   
(b)  How accountable must the one be who sits in the office of teacher and 

declares God’s Word to His people.   
(c)  Consider the impact he will make on God’s people, on Christ’s lambs.   
 

b.  How much more the person who intrudes into that office who hasn’t been 
called.   
(i)  If they are a believer, they will face discipline.   
(ii)  If they aren’t, they will increase their damnation.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, James gives to us another reason why there shouldn’t be so many 
teachers:  and that is that the tongue is so difficult to tame.   
a.  All of us stumble in many ways:   

(i)  Because we all have remaining sin, we stumble everyday, in many ways:   
(ii)  Our thoughts are often wrong, about ourselves, about others, about God’s 

Word, about many things.   
(iii)  Our motives, desires, the things that drive us are often wrong.   
(iv)  And we often do things that aren’t right.   

 
b.  What is true of our being in general, is true of our tongue in particular.   

(i)  Since the fountain that feeds it is not absolutely pure, many things come 
out of it that shouldn’t.   

(ii)  Not only do we speak things in anger, hatred, bitterness, we also say 
things that are wrong and sometimes dangerous.   

(iii)  Since teachers will be held accountable for their teaching, they must 
take this into account.   

(iv)  They must take heed, be cautious, learn to bridle their tongues.   
 
2.  This is very applicable to each one of us here, because we all teach at some 

level.   
a.  Our speech influences more than we think.   
b.  And so we must learn to bridle our tongues.   
 

3.  This evening, I want us to consider three things:   
a.  That the tongue, if misused, can do a great deal of damage.   
b.  What it is that drives our tongues.   
c.  And how to tame it.   
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II.  Sermon.   
A.  First, let’s consider how much damage the tongue can do:  “So also the tongue is a 

small part of the body, and yet it boasts of great things.  See how great a forest is 
set aflame by such a small fire!” (v. 5).  It is a small fire, but small fires can create 
larger ones.   
1.  There is no limit to what it can boast of:   

a.  Lucifer boasted that he would exalt his throne over that of the Lord’s.   
b.  Napoleon boasted he would take over Europe.   
c.  Hitler that he would conquer the world.   
d.  The tongue is able to make great claims.   
 

2.  And it is able to do a great towards fulfilling that boast, at least, under the right 
conditions.  A small fire can start larger ones:   
a.  Lucifer didn’t exalt his throne over God’s, but he did – and is still doing – a 

great deal of damage in the world through his lies.   
b.  Hitler didn’t take over the world, but was the cause of leading Germany to 

fight almost every nation in Europe and the cause of several million deaths.   
c.  Nietzsche fueled Hitler’s madness through his writings.   
d.  Karl Marx fueled communist revolutions in Germany, Russia and China 

through his.   
e.  “The following countries had governments at some point in the twentieth 

century who at least nominally adhered to Marxism (those in bold still do as 
of 2006): Albania, Afghanistan, Angola, Bulgaria, Chile, China, Cuba, 
Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Ethiopia, Hungary, Laos, Mongolia, 
Mozambique, Nicaragua, North Korea, Poland, Romania, Russia, 
Yugoslavia, Vietnam.  In addition, the Indian state of Kerala and West 
Bengal have had Marxist governments” (Wikipedia).   

 
3.  Consider what the tongue has done in the area of religion:   

a.  Arminius.   
b.  Mohammed:  Islam.   
c.  Joseph Smith:  Mormonism.   
d.  Charles Taze Russell:  Jehovah’s Witnesses.   
e.  Harold Camping.   
f.  False doctrine is very powerful:  we’ll see why in a moment.   
g.  This is why only those called to the teaching office should teach in this way 

and should be careful what they teach.   
 

4.  Consider the effect your words have on others.   
a.  You can build them up, or tear them down.   
b.  You can encourage or discourage; make happy or sad.   
c.  You can lead into truth or error.   
d.  You can unite your brothers and sisters, or divide them.   
e.  It has been used to curse men (v. 9).   
f.  The tongue is so small and yet so powerful.   
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5.  Consider the effects it can have on you:   
a.  It can defile the entire body (v. 6):  by our words we will be justified or 

condemned (Matt. 12:37).   
b.  It sets on fire the course of our lives (v. 6):  what we say largely directs what 

we do.   
c.  It is a restless evil and full of deadly poison (v. 8):  when powered by sin.   
d.  We can bless God (vv. 9-10) – bringing God’s blessing on ourselves 

(remembering we can only bless Him by His grace).   
e.  Sadly, we can curse God and those made in His image (vv. 9-10) – bringing 

discipline or judgment upon ourselves  
  

B.  Second, let’s consider why the tongue is so powerful.   
1.  It is a fire, the very world of iniquity, set on fire by hell (6).   

a.  For the unbeliever, the power of hell is behind it.   
(i)  This is why Nietzsche, Marx, Mohammed, Napoleon, and Hitler had such 

success.   
(ii)  The devil was behind their lies, and he is very effective in deceiving and 

influencing people.   
 

b.  This is also why we have difficulty with it.   
(i)  The dominion of sin has been broken in our lives.   
(ii)  But remaining sin still stumbles us.   
(iii)  That sin in us is still of the same nature as the devil’s.   

 
2.  That is why we don’t have the power to tame the tongue by ourselves:  sin is 

powerful.  James writes, “For every species of beasts and birds, of reptiles and 
creatures of the sea, is tamed and has been tamed by the human race.  But no 
one can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil and full of deadly poison” (vv. 7-8).   
a.  Man can tame wild beasts more easily than his tongue.   
b.  The reason is the nature of sin is stronger than the nature of animals.   
c.  Even with God’s grace, it can’t be done fully and completely.   
d.  We will not be perfect until glory.   

 
C.  Finally, what can we do towards the taming of the tongue?   

1.  James indicates that we can do better than we have:  “With it we bless our Lord 
and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in the likeness of 
God; from the same mouth come both blessing and cursing.  My brethren, these 
things ought not to be this way.  Does a fountain send out from the same 
opening both fresh and bitter water?  Can a fig tree, my brethren, produce 
olives, or a vine produce figs?  Nor can salt water produce fresh” (vv. 9-12).   
a.  Blessing and cursing come forth, but it shouldn’t be this way.   
b.  A fountain shouldn’t send out both fresh and bitter water, but one or the 

other.   
c.  A fig tree cannot produce olives, or a vine figs, neither can salt water produce 

fresh.   
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d.  A good tree brings forth good fruit, and a bad tree bad (Matt. 7:18).  Jesus 
said make the tree good or bad (12:33).   

e.  When Jesus makes us a good tree by His grace, we should be able to bear 
good fruit, not perfectly, but to the point where there is a pattern of 
righteousness.   

f.  John writes, “Little children, make sure no one deceives you; the one who 
practices righteousness is righteous, just as He is righteous; the one who 
practices sin is of the devil; for the devil has sinned from the beginning. The 
Son of God appeared for this purpose, to destroy the works of the devil” (1 
John 3:7-8).   

g.  There is always room for improvement.   
 

2.  He says if we can tame the tongue, we can control our whole body, which 
means if we can control the tongue that is a good indicator that we have subdued 
the root of the problem, which is sin.  “For we all stumble in many ways.  If 
anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to bridle the 
whole body as well.  Now if we put the bits into the horses' mouths so that they 
will obey us, we direct their entire body as well.  Look at the ships also, though 
they are so great and are driven by strong winds, are still directed by a very 
small rudder wherever the inclination of the pilot desires” (vv. 2-4).   
a.  By putting a bit in the horses mouth, we control the horse.   
b.  By having control of the rudder, the pilot controls the ship.   
c.  By controlling our tongues, we can control the course of our lives.   

(i)  Again, the tongue is an indicator of our spiritual condition.   
(ii)  It shows how well we are doing on mortification and sanctification.   
(iii)  Our imperfection leaks out of our mouths before any other place.   
(iv)  If our tongue has been bridled, it shows we have matured spiritually, 

more into the image of the Savior.   
 

3.  So what can we do to bridle the tongue?   
a.  We must subdue the sin in our hearts:  get what is of hell out of them.   
b.  We must feed upon the means of grace.   
c.  We must submit to what we know and follow the Lord.   
d.  We must grow into His likeness and image.   
e.  We have not and will not reach perfection in this life, but we should be 

aiming at it.   
(i)  For elders/teachers, to subdue their sins, control their tongues and have as 

pure a doctrine as possible.   
(ii)  For those who would aspire to the office of teacher, until you have 

bridled your tongue, don’t even consider it.  First, tame the tongue, and 
then wait upon the Lord.   

(iii)  For us as God’s people, we should strive to have as pure and edifying 
speech as possible.   

(iv)  Examine your speech by God’s Word; determine your condition; and 
then strive to subdue your sins through the grace of Christ.   

(v)  Cleanse your hearts, and then your speech will be edifying.  Amen.    


