
 
The Thoughts/Tongue and Faith/Works Connection 

James 3:1-12


Main Point: Our thoughts and tongue are as vitally connected as our faith and works.


Teachers are judged by a higher standard because of the greater impact of their 
words (1-5a). 

In verse 2 of Chapter 3, James sets up an If/Then statement something like this: If a 
person does not stumble in their words, then that person is able to bridle or control their 
whole body.  He next gives two vivid examples of something small controlling something 
big. Then, he closes the section in 5a with an implied When/Then statement about the 
tongue that goes like this:  When the “small” tongue is allowed to stumble, then it begins to 
boast of great things and starts one down the slippery slope of destructive words that can 
be so damaging.  These If/Then and When/Then lines of reasoning are why James starts 
the passage in verse 1 with the warning to teachers that they are judged by a higher 
standard because of the greater impact of their words.


1. James was very proficient in providing word pictures to support the points he was 
trying to make. What were the two examples he gave of something small controlling 
something big?  Can you think of any other examples?


2. Do you agree with James that we all stumble in many ways? Why, or why not?

3. Are teachers the only people whose words can have a great impact?  Explain your 

answer?

4. Read James 2:26 and James 3:13, and discuss how those verses magnify the 

thoughts/tongue and faith/works connection that James is making in this passage.


Everyone’s words can have great destructive power (5b-6). 
	 In this passage, James paints a blistering portrait of the destructive power of the 
tongue. James calls the tongue a fire and describes it as "a world of unrighteousness." 
This is because, in our natural, sinful state, our words don't just occasionally go bad. They 
come from a place that is completely bad in every way. They come from the thoughts of 
our sinful hearts. This destructive thoughts/tongue connection is what "sets on fire the 
entire course of life" and shows that the tongue itself is not the root cause of all the 
destructive problems that James is describing. Why? Because, as James says, the tongue 
itself is set on fire by hell. The word "hell" here is derived from the Greek name of the Valley 
of Hinnom (ie “Gehenna”). This was a well-known place just outside of Jerusalem. This 
valley had been used in the past for human sacrifice. At the time of Jesus' earthly ministry, 
it was a perpetually-blazing trash heap. Because it was associated with garbage, rejection, 
evil, destruction, and fire, this Valley of Hinnom was often held up as a picture of God's 
eternal judgment on sin: Hell.   Our sinful nature, our corrupt hearts, taint our thoughts, 
which in turn causes our tongues to speak such destructive words, which affects the whole 
body and those around us. But for the saving grace of God, we are all walking garbage 
pits, smoldering in the fires of our own sins. It's not a pretty picture.......
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1. Discuss the following: What literal fires have you started in your life? Have any of 
them gotten out of control?  Have any of you been involved in or been close to a 
forest fire?  How did it make you feel?


2. Which of the following “sins of the tongue" seem to trip you up the most often: 
bragging/boasting, lying, flattering, slandering, gossiping, verbally abusing others, 
cursing, making off-color remarks, talking behind another's back, passing on 
rumors, shading the truth, arguing, yelling, being sarcastic or cutting, teaching 
questionable “truths”? Why?


3. Read James 1:14-16, and discuss how it shows that the tongue itself is not the root 
cause of all the destruction and problems that James is talking about in this 
passage.


Believers must speak in ways that are consistent with their faith and glorify God 
(7-12). 
	 Here James sets up a possible solution to the problem of our unruly tongue by 
indicating how proficient we have become in taming all the wild animals. But alas, he goes 
on to say that taming the tongue is not humanly possible, picturing it as "a restless evil, full 
of deadly poison.” He laments that both blessings and curses are coming from the same 
mouth, something that should not be for believers.  He ends the passage with four real life 
cause/effect examples of things that do not naturally happen. This seems to leave us 
hanging without an answer, but a closer look at the examples reveals the underlying 
pattern or connection that he is pointing to. The true nature of anything will be seen in what 
it produces. A spring produces fresh water not salty. A fig tree produces figs not olives. A 
grapevine produces grapes, not figs, and a salt pond can only produce salt water not fresh 
water. Until the saving grace of God transforms our sinful hearts, we can't help but be true 
to our nature and produce the bitter fruits of sin that are most destructively evident in the 
damaging speech we use. Because of the life giving presence of Christ dwelling in all 
believers, we have the power, and can and must speak in ways that are consistent with our 
faith and that glorify God. 


1. Which of the four real life cause/effect examples of things that do not naturally 
happen given by James in this passage most closely matches up to what believers 
and nonbelievers are to naturally produce?  Explain your answer.


2. Read Ephesians 3:16-19 and Gal 2:20.  How do they strengthen your faith and 
understanding that it is only God who can tame the human tongue?


3. What can you do on a more regular basis in your life to make sure that you speak in 
ways that are consistent with your faith and that glorify God? Do you have any 
scriptures that support such action(s)?


4. Knowing that all unbelievers are powerless to ultimately tame their tongues or any 
of their other sin problems, how does that affect the way you pray for them and 
share the gospel with them?  Pray for the opportunity this week to share the life 
transforming truths of the gospel with someone in your sphere of influence.
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