Watch Your Mouth

(James 3:1-12)
Welcome everyone. On this first Sunday of Lent, we are stepping into a topic that is both deeply spiritual and intensely practical. I want to talk to you about our words, or more specifically, the place where our words are formed and released into the world, our mouths.
This is important because we speak every day, often without thinking, and words may seem small and ordinary, but they carry extraordinary power.
With our words, we can shape thoughts, stir emotions, and move people to action. With just a few sentences, even a phrase, we can build someone up or tear someone down. We can bring clarity to a situation or create confusion. We can strengthen a relationship or fracture it.
Our words reveal what we believe, what we value, and what is happening deep inside our hearts. Whether spoken in private conversation or shared publicly, words can inspire change, heal wounds, and redirect the course of life. Few gifts God has given us are as powerful as the ability to speak.
The Bible speaks often about the tongue and the power of speech. And today we are going to go to James chapter three, where the Holy Spirit gives us a direct and sobering warning about our words. He shows us that our speech has the power to direct, to destroy, and to reveal the true condition of our hearts.
As we walk through this passage, I want us to feel its weight. First, we will see how our words can shape the course of our lives and the lives of others. Then we will confront the reality that careless or sinful words can cause deep and lasting damage. Finally, we will consider how our speech reveals what is truly going on spiritually within us.
During this season of Lent, as we approach Passion Week and draw closer to the Lord, it is a time for self-examination. My prayer is that we will allow the Holy Spirit to search our hearts and refine our speech, teaching us to watch our mouths so that they reflect his love, his grace, and his truth in a world that desperately needs them. 
And so, let’s go to the word of God, beginning in James chapter three, verse one:
“Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly. We all stumble in many ways. If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to keep his whole body in check” (James 3:1–2).
“When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole animal. 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” (James 3:3-4).
“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. The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell” (James 3:5-6).
“All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have been tamed by man, but no man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison” (James 3:7-8).
“With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness. Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be” (James 3:9-10).
“Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water” (James 3:11-12).
In this passage, the Holy Spirit speaks directly, and James does not soften his words. He begins by addressing teachers, reminding them that words carry great weight and that those who speak publicly will be judged more strictly, but he doesn’t stop there. He widens the lens and makes it clear that this applies to every one of us; none of us is exempt. He says, “We all stumble in many ways” (James 3:2).
And we have, every one of us, have struggled with our words. We have said things we wish we could take back. We have felt the sting of careless words. We know what it is like to be wounded by words, and we know what it is like to wound others.
James then gives us two vivid illustrations. First, a bit in a horse’s mouth, and second, a rudder on a ship. Notice that both of these are small; both seem insignificant compared to what they control, and yet both determine direction. In other words, that little piece of metal in the mouth can turn a powerful horse, and a small rudder can guide a massive ship through strong currents.
“Likewise, the tongue is a small part of the body,” directing the course of life and making great boasts (James 3:5). In other words, the words we speak set our direction, shaping relationships, influencing our growth, and even affecting our walk with God. And so, just a slight movement of the rudder can alter a ship's entire course, as a single word can change the trajectory of someone’s life for better or for worse.
Think about that for a moment. Can you remember a time when someone’s words changed the direction of your life?
Maybe for you, it was a friend, a teacher, a coach, or a pastor who said, “I see something in you. You have a gift. Don’t give up.” And those words are powerful because they can awaken courage, inspire a sense of calling, and push you to step into ministry, leadership, or the uncertainty of pursuing a dream.
For others, it may have been words that labeled you, a phrase that replayed in your mind over and over again for years, shaping your confidence, ambition, and even your identity. A teacher who said, “You will never get it.” A parent who, in anger, said, “I wish I never…” and didn’t even have to finish the sentence. The damage was done. The wound was already deep.
Or maybe for you it was a doctor who said, “It’s cancer.” In a single moment, everything changed. Priorities shifted, and time felt different, because life was divided into before and after that moment.
Others of you might think of the first time you sensed God speaking to your spirit through His Word. You opened your Bible, and a verse seems to leap off the page. Or maybe it was a sermon that felt as though it were meant just for you. Those words did not simply inform you; they directed you and set a new course for you.
This power to direct should never be taken lightly, because many of life's major turning points are marked by words. Yet we often underestimate the impact of what we say, assuming a phrase blurted out in the heat of the moment will fade, but the Scripture tells us otherwise.
“The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit” (Proverbs 18:21).
As followers of Christ, we are called to use our words with care because they influence decisions, shape perceptions, and, over time, help determine direction. And so, our words should guide people toward love, truth, and righteousness. When we encourage someone in their faith, speaking wisdom into a difficult situation, or offer a timely word, we are helping point them toward God. Our words can strengthen beliefs, restore hope, and steady someone who feels unsure.
But the opposite is also true. Careless words can confuse, harsh words can wound, and skeptical words can plant doubt. With the same mouth, we can either draw someone closer to the Lord or push them further away. So we would be wise to ask ourselves an honest question: “Are we using our words to guide people in the right direction, or are we carelessly steering them off course?”
James continues by painting a sobering picture of the tongue’s potential for destruction. He says,
“Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark” (James 3:5).
With that image, he illustrates how something that seems small and insignificant, like a single word, can unleash devastating consequences. Then he intensifies the warning, saying,
“The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire and is itself set on fire by hell” (James 3:6).
Those are not casual words. James is not exaggerating for effect; he is exposing the very real danger posed by an unchecked tongue. A fire does not remain contained; it spreads and consumes, leaving a trail of devastation that cannot be undone.
In moments of anger, frustration, pride, or carelessness, we can say words that cut deeply. Years of trust can be lost in seconds, marriages strained, friendships fractured, and churches divided. A comment that seems small to us can become a lasting scar for someone else. The Holy Spirit wants us to understand that the words that come out of our mouths are not a minor issue. Left unchecked, they can set the entire course of life on fire.
In fact, we don’t have to look far to see this in our culture. Consider how political rhetoric has been weaponized. Words are no longer used simply to debate ideas but are often used to shame, label, and dehumanize. A single phrase can spread in minutes, and a careless comment can ignite outrage nationwide because social media magnifies everything. What might once have been a disagreement can quickly turn into a character assassination.
Most of us have seen it, having watched public figures tear one another down with cutting remarks in debates. We have seen whole groups reduced to labels through grandiose generalizations, and the goal is not always to persuade but to wound. Not to reason but to inflame. The result is division, distrust, and hostility.
But let’s be honest, the destructive power of the tongue is not limited to public arenas. It shows up in our homes, churches, workplaces, and everyday conversations. It not only harms others but also reveals the condition of the speaker. And it’s no wonder, because the Word of God says,
“All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles, and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have been tamed by man, but no man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison” (James 3:7-8).
That should humble us and make us cautious as we recognize the power of the tongue and the weight every word carries, and that once spoken, it cannot be retrieved.
Those harsh words linger, critical words echo, and deceitful words wound. Not only do they affect the one who hears them, but they also shape the heart of the one who speaks them. Over time, sinful words harden us from the inside out. This is why James's warning is a call to repentance. We cannot treat our words lightly, and we must ask the Holy Spirit to cleanse our hearts and guard our lips. We need a renewed commitment to speak in ways that heal, strengthen, and build up rather than tear down and destroy.
As we reach the end of this passage, the Holy Spirit shifts focus inward, urging us to reflect on what our words disclose about our true hearts. He highlights the inconsistency of using the same tongue for two very different purposes.
“With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness” (James 3:9).
Just think about that for a moment. With the same mouth we sing praise on Sunday, and with that same mouth we speak harshly about someone created in the image of God. The Holy Spirit says this contradiction is like a spring producing both freshwater and saltwater or a fig tree bearing olives. This doesn’t even make sense; it goes against the very order of nature. James says,
“My brothers, this should not be” (James 3:10).
In other words, this kind of divided speech should not define a believer's life, and yet, because of our fallen nature, we often vacillate between the flesh and the spirit, blessing and cursing, encouraging and criticizing, and sometimes within the same breath.
That inconsistency reveals something deeper because our words are not random; they reflect what is truly inside us, and this becomes a call for self-examination. It was David who said so famously,
“Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me…” (Psalm 139:23-24).
And so, we must ask ourselves, “What do our words say about us?” If our speech is marked by negativity, criticism, gossip, or deceit, it points to a heart that is not fully surrendered to the Lord Jesus Christ. He told us in the gospel,
“For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45).
In other words, our mouths reveal what fills our hearts. If the heart is bitter, bitterness surfaces. If the heart is proud, pride surfaces. But if the heart is transformed by the Holy Spirit, that transformation becomes evident as well.
You see, when the Holy Spirit is at work within us, his fruit begins to appear. “Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” begin to flow more naturally (Galatians 5:22–23). Our words change because our hearts are changing. And what fills us on the inside will eventually come out of our mouths.
We cannot produce good fruit from a bad tree, and likewise, we cannot consistently speak life from a corrupt heart. That is why the transformation of our words must begin with the transformation of our hearts. We need more than improved self-control; we need revival. We need the Holy Spirit to cleanse us, reshape us, and align our hearts with God’s will, so that our words flow from a place of love, truth, and grace.
As we come to the end of our time together, we’re going to celebrate communion, so let’s pause and reflect on the heart of this message.
The power of our words is immense; our tongues can shape the course of life, destroying relationships and revealing what is truly happening within us. James does not give us this truth merely to inform us but to transform us. So the question we must ask ourselves this morning and carry into this week is simple and personal: “How will I use my words to glorify God and build up others?”
First, let’s commit to being intentional about what we say. This week, practice being slow to speak, especially in moments of stress, frustration, or anger. Ask yourself, “Will these words bring life or cause harm? Will they move someone closer to God or push them further away?” Even a brief pause can prevent lasting damage. You might even place a simple reminder somewhere visible that says “Watch Your Mouth,” so you remember this commitment throughout the day.
Second, look for opportunities to offer encouragement to someone. Make it your goal to intentionally lift up at least one person each day. You can speak a blessing to a family member. Send a note of encouragement to a coworker. Offer words of appreciation to a friend. However and wherever you do it, those small, sincere words can leave a lasting impact.
Remember, your words have the power to shape someone’s path. Use that power to point people toward hope, love, and the truth of God’s word.
Third, if your words have wounded someone, let this week be a step toward healing. Reach out and sincerely apologize, and seek to make things right, because healing begins with humility. When we take responsibility for careless or harmful words, we not only repair relationships but also align our hearts with the heart of God, who calls us to be peacemakers.
Finally, focus on the condition of your heart because our words reflect what fills us. Spend time in prayer and in God’s word, asking the Holy Spirit to purify your thoughts, motives, and attitudes. Pray like David,
“May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer” (Psalm 19:14).
As God transforms your heart, your speech will change. Love, grace, and truth will flow more naturally from your life.
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