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Part 10 – A Key to a Holy Life 
 

James 3:1-12     
The power of speech takes center stage in chapter three. And this is 
not the only passage where James addresses the power and 
importance of speech or “the tongue.” In chapter one James 
mentions three marks of the person who has been born through the 
power of the word (vs. 18). One of those marks is a Christ-like 
compassion for the destitute which he deals with further in chapter 
two. And now in chapter 3 James addresses speech as an index of 

Christian maturity. Indeed, James makes the point that godly self-control over the tongue is so important to 
our sanctification that if we were able to control it completely we’d mortify every other sin in our lives (vs. 
2). In the end, James pleads for godly consistency. How can we use the same portion of our body to both 
praise God and curse his image-bearers (vs. 9)?  
 
The power of the tongue    
Vv. 1-5b 

 James opens this section on the power of the tongue with a warning directed toward teachers 

(); those set apart to teach God’s Word to the church. It may be that James is referring to 

those who hold the office of Pastor or Elder. Whatever the case, in the Jewish tradition that would have 
been well established among these Jewish Christians in Jerusalem was that teachers or rabbis were 
treated with great respect given their learning and office. In the Jerusalem church: 

“The teacher had the task of expounding the truth of the gospel on the basis of the growing 
Christian tradition (e.g., 2 Timothy 2:2). The rough equivalent to the rabbi would have meant that 
a teacher in the early Jewish-Christian church would have had considerable prestige…Too many 
were seeking the status of teacher without the necessary moral (and perhaps intellectual) 
qualifications. Perhaps, indeed, unfit teachers were a major cause of the bitter partisan spirit 
(3:13-18), quarreling (4:1), and unkind, critical speech (4:11) that seemed to characterize the 
community.”1 

 James’ warning to teachers is not a random admonition isolated from the verses that follow. As a leader 
in the church of Jerusalem James would have known all too well the sobering fact of ministerial influence. 
By their very calling, ministers must talk a lot. Indeed, the primary medium of the minister’s work is words. 
This places ministers in significant risk of sinning in the very ways James is warning against.  

 Vs. 2 – Lest we conclude that teachers are the only culprits here, James expands our view by stating that 
“we all stumble in many ways.” In the second half of verse 2 James speaks hypothetically: “…if anyone 
does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle his whole body.” Don’t miss the 
importance of this connection. James is stating that our speech is such a significant source of temptation 
and controlling it is such a significant sign of sanctification that “if” one were to completely control his 
tongue, controlling the rest of the body would follow rather simply. Speech is not merely a mechanism for 
venting. In other words, what we say does more than merely reflect what is already inside us. Our speech 
contributes to what is inside us, good or bad. So, speaking words that are cruel not only reflects a measure 
of cruelty in our hearts, it actually makes our hearts more cruel. Engaging in sexually immoral speech not 
only reveals the sexual immorality that resides in our hearts, it adds to the immorality in our hearts. 

 Vv. 3-5 – James follows this assertion with two illustrations: a bit in a horse’s mouth and the rudder of a 
ship. In both cases something powerful – far more powerful than the rider or sailor – is controlled by 
something relatively small. Like a ship’s rudder or a horse’s bridle, the tongue is able to do great good. 
But whether it does good or evil, depends upon the one wielding such a powerful tool.  

 
The damage the tongue can do     
Vv. 5c-8 

 Next, James focuses specifically on the harm that is so often caused by speech. While a controlled tongue 
is capable of great good, a sinful or uncontrolled tongue causes great griefs. Notice the ways in which 
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James describes the tongue as “a fire, a world of unrighteousness.” The tongue, James says, goes about 
“staining the whole body, setting on fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell” (vs. 6). “It is a 
restless evil full of deadly poison” (vs. 8). The word translated “hell” is “Gehenna” (vs. 6). It is the same 
word Jesus used in reference to the place of eternal damnation. Gehenna is a small valley outside 
Jerusalem which was used as the dumping ground for the city’s refuse. It was a place of constantly 
smoldering filth; unclean in every conceivable way. The Jewish Christians to whom James is writing would 
have understandably recoiled at the connection. But such language captures the grave seriousness with 
which the sins of speech ought to be treated.  
 
Common sins of “the tongue” 

 Gossip – Speaking of someone in their absence in a way that, however subtle and disguised, results in 

their reputation being diminished. Gossip is a way of gaining advantage over another.  

 Slander – Using speech to twist facts in order to damage or even ruin the reputation of another.  

 Filthy speech – This is not merely the sin of profanity but speech which boasts in sinful deeds.    

 Criticism – Whether motivated by insecurity or jealousy, criticism typically amounts to a personal attack 

against another.  

 Error – How else is error advanced but by speech (oral and written)? Using our speech to advance error 
is no small thing. And ignorance is not excuse. We are accountable to God to speak truthfully and that 
not only applies to being accurate in our recitation of events. It means also that we are accountable to 
never teach what is contrary to or in conflict with God’s Word.  

 
A window into the heart     
Vv. 9-12 

 What comes out of the mouth is a sign of what is in the heart. Notice James’ twice stated “with it…” (vs. 
9). Here he highlights the way in which our words often reveal our heart’s inconsistency. The fact that we 
use our words both to bless God and curse our fellow man is an index of our spiritual maturity (or lack 
thereof). How easy it is for us to praise God in song and prayer while only moments later pouring out 
invective on one of his image-bearers. 

 As with water, so with the tongue (vs. 11). “Its pollution, not its sweetness prevails…Suppose two 
separate sources of water flowed together into the same outlet, one sweet water, the other brackish and 
unpalatable, we would never know of the double source because the bitter flavor would prevail. That is 
what would prove to be the stronger element; that is what would leave its mark.”2 

 
Theology Applied:     
1. Talk about yourself as little as possible.  

 Practice as much self-forgetfulness as possible in your speech. The more we talk about ourselves the 
more we lose interest in others, the more tempted we are to embellish our own stories, and the more 
focused on ourselves we become.  

 
2. Treat your speech with great suspicion.  

 Always assume you are seconds away from sinning with your words, because you probably are. 
 
3. Kill the sins of speech with ruthless prejudice.  

 When it comes to the sins of our speech, moderation is not called for. Sin is our enemy. And those sins 
which harm God’s image-bearers and rip at the seams of the church’s purity and peace are especially 
grievous.  

 
4. Daily plan to use your speech to praise God and bless others.  

 Begin your day with praise and prayer. Start your day in such a way that you are deliberately training your 
tongue for righteousness. Plan ahead for your speech in similar ways that you make other plans.  
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