
“Let Not Many Be Teachers” 
(James 3:1-2) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  As we begin, this morning, we are reminded that James is a book about what faith does, 
rather than what it is.   
a.  Faith endures trials and grows through them (1:2-4).   
b.  Faith looks to God for wisdom and knows it will receive (vv. 5-8).   
c.  Faith sees that it better to have a little with the Lord, than a lot without Him (vv. 9-

11).   
d.  Faith realizes that we can’t blame God for our sins, but can only thank Him for every 

good thing we receive in life (vv. 13-18).   
e.  Faith will also make us slow to get angry (vv. 19-21), will cause us to receive God’s 

Word and follow it (vv. 22-25), to control our tongues (v. 26; as we’ll see this 
morning), to visit those in need and meet those needs (v. 27), not to show partiality, 
but to love all as we love ourselves (2:1-9), to keep all of God’s Word, not just part 
of it (vv. 10-11), and to show mercy (vv. 12-13).   

 
2.  In short, faith produces works – works of righteousness, Christ-like behavior.   

a.  Consider what Westminster has to say on the subject.   
b.  “By this faith, a Christian believeth to be true whatsoever is revealed in the Word, 

for the authority of God Himself speaking therein; and acteth differently upon that 
which each particular passage thereof containeth; yielding obedience to the 
commands, trembling at the threatenings, and embracing the promises of God for 
this life and that which is to come.  But the principal acts of saving faith are 
accepting, receiving, and resting upon Christ alone for justification, sanctification, 
and eternal life, by virtue of the covenant of grace” (WCF 14.2).   

c.  If we have a saving faith, it will make a difference in the way we live.   
 

B.  Preview.   
1.  James tells us this morning, it will especially make a difference in how we use our 

tongues.   
a.  We’ve seen before just how powerful speech is.   

(i)  It can be a tool of great blessing to God (worship), our brothers and sisters in 
Christ (comfort, encouragement, reproof), and to those without Christ (witness, 
evangelism).   

(ii)  But it can also be very destructive:  it can – God forbid – be used to blaspheme, 
to tear down our brothers and sisters and lead them astray, and to turn people 
away from Christ.   

 
b.  Speech is also a powerful indicator of what’s in our hearts.   

(i)  Out of the heart, the mouth speaks.   
(ii)  We’ll consider this subject more this evening.   
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2.  Today, we’re going to consider the use of our speech.   
a.  This morning, we’ll consider the warning James gives against becoming teachers if 

not called to that office by the Lord (against one misuse of the tongue).   
b.  This evening, we’ll consider how important it is for all of us to control our speech 

and use it for God’s glory.   
 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, what exactly does James warn us against in the first verse?   
1.  First, what he is not saying.   

a.  James would not contradict what we are told in other portions of Scripture.  There 
are certain kinds of teaching that each of us are commanded to do.   
(i)  Parents are to teach their children.   

(a)  “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the 
discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4).   

(b)  “My son, observe the commandment of your father and do not forsake the 
teaching of your mother; bind them continually on your heart; tie them around 
your neck.  When you walk about, they will guide you; when you sleep, they 
will watch over you; and when you awake, they will talk to you” (Prov. 6:20-
22).   

 
(ii)  Husbands are to teach their wives.   

(a)  “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave 
Himself up for her, so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the 
washing of water with the word, that He might present to Himself the church in 
all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would 
be holy and blameless.  So husbands ought also to love their own wives as 
their own bodies” (Eph. 5:25-28).   

(b)  “The women are to keep silent in the churches; for they are not permitted to 
speak, but are to subject themselves, just as the Law also says.  If they desire to 
learn anything, let them ask their own husbands at home; for it is improper for 
a woman to speak in church” (1 Cor. 14:34-35).   

 
(iii)  Older women are to teach the younger women.   

(a)  Those who have successfully raised their children and managed their homes 
are to help the younger women who are laboring in that area.   

(b)  “Older women likewise are to be reverent in their behavior, not malicious 
gossips nor enslaved to much wine, teaching what is good, so that they may 
encourage the young women to love their husbands, to love their children, to 
be sensible, pure, workers at home, kind, being subject to their own husbands, 
so that the word of God will not be dishonored” (Titus 2:3-5).   

 
(iv)  Each of us is to teach and admonish one another.   

(a)  “And concerning you, my brethren, I myself also am convinced that you 
yourselves are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge and able also to 
admonish one another” (Rom. 15:14).   

(b)  Admonish means to give instruction regarding the correction of one’s beliefs 
or behavior.   
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(c)  We are to encourage one another to press on towards Christ-likeness and to 
give God glory:  “Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without 
wavering, for He who promised is faithful; and let us consider how to stimulate 
one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking our own assembling 
together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all the more 
as you see the day drawing near” (Heb. 10:23-25).   

(d)  One of the things the Puritans encouraged was reminding one another of the 
things we’ve heard in the sermons preached on the Lord’s Day.   

 
(v)  We are also called to evangelize which has to do with teaching the Gospel to 

those who are ignorant of it.   
 

b.  Teaching is something we are all to be doing at some level.   
 
2.  Secondly, if teaching isn’t excluded absolutely, what is James warning us against?   

a.  He is warning us about seeking to fill the office of teacher without being called to 
that office.   
(i)  James literally says, “Stop becoming many teachers,” that is, so many of you 

(Robertson’s Word Pictures).   
(ii)  Too many were attempting to teach without being called, resulting in many 

teaching what they didn’t clearly understand.   
(iii)  Now all of us are called to mature in our understanding to the point where we 

should know enough to be teachers.   
(a)  The author to the Hebrews reproves his readers, “For though by this time you 

ought to be teachers, you have need again for someone to teach you the 
elementary principles of the oracles of God, and you have come to need milk 
and not solid food” (Heb. 5:12).   

(b)  They had enough instruction, enough to be able to instruct others, but they 
weren’t listening to or practicing what they knew:  They were returning to the 
Old Covenant shadows and in doing so abandoning Christ.   

 
(iv)  Everyone is called to grow in grace and knowledge, but not everyone is called 

to be a teacher.   
(a)  A teacher is Christ’s gift to the church:  “And He gave some as apostles, and 

some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, 
for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the 
body of Christ; until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the 
knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature 
which belongs to the fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:11-13).   
(1)  His purpose in giving them was to ground the saints in the truth so that 

they would not be led astray:  “As a result, we are no longer to be children, 
tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, 
by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming; but speaking the 
truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who is the head, 
even Christ, from whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by 
what every joint supplies, according to the proper working of each 
individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in 
love” (vv. 14-16).   
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(2)  The Lord fulfills this through pastors He has called to the work – 
preaching, teaching, counseling, admonishing, providing an example, 
instruction – all of these are different modes of teaching.   

 
(b)  But not everyone is called to it:   

(1)  “All are not apostles, are they?  All are not prophets, are they?  All are not 
teachers, are they?  All are not workers of miracles, are they?” (1 Cor. 
12:29).   

(2)  From the previous passage, the office of teaching is connected to that of 
pastoring.   

(3)  The reason is that teaching is pastoring, pastoring is teaching.   
(4)  That’s why the qualification for an elder is that he be “able to teach” (or 

skillful in teaching), “holding fast the faithful word which is in accordance 
with the teaching, so that he will be able both to exhort in sound doctrine 
and to refute those who contradict” (Titus 1:9).   

 
(c)  When a man is called by Christ:   

(1)  He is previously equipped by Christ.   
(2)  He has the desire to exercise that gift and pursue that office.   
(3)  The church recognizes those gifts and calls him and sets him apart to 

exercise that office.   
 

(v)  James is warning against self-proclaimed teachers.   
 
b.  How can we be guilty of violating this?   

(i)  We violate this principle when we go beyond the limits of our office as 
Christians and begin to intrude into those functions reserved for the teachers in 
the church.   

(ii)  During the Great Awakening, many teachers/preachers lifted themselves up and 
denounced other preachers as not having the Spirit.   
(a)  As a result, Edwards addressed his Congregation on the subject of when a 

person had gone too far and violated this principle James gives.   
(b)  Because of the number of people today on the radio and television, who write 

books and make tapes, and who are self-proclaimed teachers in the church, this 
is very appropriate counsel for us.   

(c)  He writes regarding “Of Errors Connected with Lay-Exhorting,” In the midst 
of these disputes, I suppose that all are agreed as to these two things, viz. 1. 
That all exhorting one another by laymen is not unlawful or improper; but, on 
the contrary, that such exhorting is a Christian duty.  And, 2. I suppose also, all 
will allow that there is some kind or way of exhorting and teaching which 
belongs only to the office of teachers. . . .  But the great difficulty is to settle 
the bounds and to tell exactly how far laymen may go and when they exceed 
their limits; which is a matter of so much difficulty that I do not wonder if 
many in their zeal have transgressed. . . .   

(d)  The common people, in exhorting one another, ought not to clothe themselves 
with the like authority with that which is proper for ministers.  There is a 
certain authority that ministers have and should exercise in teaching as well as 
in governing the flock.  Teaching is spoken of in Scripture as an act of 
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authority, 1 Tim. 2:12.  In order to a man’s preaching, special authority must 
be committed to him, Rom. 10:15, “How shall they preach, except they be 
sent?” Ministers in this work of teaching and exhorting are clothed with 
authority as Christ’s messengers, Mal. 2:7, as representing him, and so 
speaking in his name and in his stead, 2 Cor. 5:18-20. . . .  But the common 
people, in exhorting one another, ought not thus to exhort in an authoritative 
manner.  There is a great deal of difference between teaching as a father 
amongst a company of children and counseling in a brotherly way, as the 
children may kindly counsel and admonish one another. . . .  

(e)  Persons may clothe themselves with authority in speaking, either by the 
authoritative words they make use of or in the manner and authoritative air of 
their speaking.  Though some may think that this latter is a matter of 
indifference or at least of small importance, yet there is indeed a great deal in 
it; a person may go much out of his place, and be guilty of a great degree of 
assuming, in the manner of his speaking those words, which, as they might be 
spoken, might be proper for him . . .  Again, a man may clothe himself with 
authority in the circumstances under which he speaks; as for instance, if he sets 
himself up as a public teacher. Here I would have it observed that I do not 
suppose that a person is guilty of this merely because he speaks in the hearing 
of many.  Persons may speak only in a way of conversation, and yet speak in 
the hearing of a great number, as they often do in their common conversation 
about temporal things, at feasts and entertainments, where women as well as 
others converse freely together, in the hearing it may be of a great number and 
yet without offense.  And if their conversation on such occasions should turn 
on spiritual things and they should speak as freely and openly, I do not see why 
it would not be as harmless. . . .   

 (f)  But then may a man be said to set up himself as a public teacher when in a set 
speech, of design, he directs himself to a multitude as looking that they should 
compose themselves to attend to what he has to say. And much more when this 
is a contrived and premeditated thing without anything like a constraint by an 
extraordinary sense or affection; and more still when meetings are appointed 
on purpose to hear lay persons exhort, and they take it as their business to be 
speakers while they expect that others should come and compose themselves 
and attend as hearers. When private Christians take it upon them in private 
meetings to act as the masters or presidents of the assembly, and accordingly 
from time to time to teach and exhort the rest, this has the appearance of 
authoritative teaching. 

(g)  When private Christians, who are no more than mere brethren, exhort and 
admonish one another it ought to be in an humble manner, rather by way of 
entreaty than with authority; and the more, according as the station of persons 
is lower. Thus it becomes women and those that are young ordinarily to be at a 
greater distance from any appearance of authority in speaking than others. 
Thus much at least is evident by 1 Tim. 2:9, 11, 12.  That lay persons ought not 
to exhort one another as clothed with authority is a general rule; but it cannot 
justly be supposed to extend to heads of families in their own families.  Every 
Christian family is a little church, and the heads of it are its authoritative 
teachers and governors.  Nor can it extend to schoolmasters among their 
scholars; and some other cases might perhaps be mentioned that ordinary 
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discretion will distinguish where a man’s circumstances do properly clothe him 
with authority and render it fit and suitable for him to counsel and admonish 
others in an authoritative manner” (Jonathan Edwards, Some Thoughts 
Concerning the Present Revival).   

 
(iii)  Matthew Henry sums up these thoughts by saying, “These words do not forbid 

doing what we can to direct and instruct others in the way of their duty or to 
reprove them in a Christian way for what is amiss; but we must not affect to speak 
and act as those who are continually assuming the chair, we must not prescribe to 
one another, so as to make our own sentiments a standard by which to try all 
others, because God gives various gifts to men, and expects from each according 
to that measure of light which he gives.  ‘Therefore by not many masters’ (or 
teachers, as some read it); ‘do not give yourselves the air of teachers, imposers, 
and judges, but rather speak with the humility and spirit of learners; do not 
censure one another, as if all must be brought to your standard’” (Commentary).   

(iv)  This is one of the ways James will tell us that we need to bridle our tongues.   
 
B.  Secondly, why does James give us this warning?   

1.  Because teachers will incur a stricter judgment.   
a.  With greater responsibility comes greater accountability.   

(i)  If we are called to this office, we must study and know the Scripture, teach it and 
be faithful to our calling.   

(ii)  If we fail to preach the whole counsel of God, we are not faithful.   
(iii)  “Therefore, I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of all men.  

For I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole purpose of God” (Acts 
20:26-27).   

 
b.  Even if we are perceived as, or have the effects of, teachers, consider what our 

instruction may do to others.   
(i)  How many have taught destructive doctrines that will be the means to destroy 

many?   
(ii)  Consider the damage Harold Camping has done, who was never called by the 

church to the teaching ministry, but who has assumed that function.   
 

c.  Because of this, teachers will be judged more strictly, and those who taught false 
doctrine, condemned more severely.  John Gill wrote, “should men enter into the 
office of teaching others without a call, or perform it negligently, or live not 
according to the doctrine they teach others, such would be judged out of their own 
mouths, and by their own words, and their condemnation would be aggravated; and 
should men judge rash judgment, they themselves will be judged at a higher tribunal; 
and should they be too censorious, and bear too hard on others, they will have 
judgment without mercy” (Commentary).   

d.  Consider what you’ve heard this morning.  Compare what you do to what James tells 
us.  Make sure that you are not violating this principle.   

 
2.  James’ second reason has to do with the difficulty in controlling our tongues:  this is 

what we will look at this evening.  Amen.   


