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In the name of the Father, and † of the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit. Amen. Relatively speaking it’s one 

of the smallest parts of the human body, but accord-

ing to James the Apostle it is also perhaps the most 

powerful. What am I speaking of? Of course, I’m 

talking about the tongue – your tongue – which is a 

very powerful instrument. It can do all sorts of good– 

and it can do a lot of damage. To what shall we com-

pare it? Well, in today’s Epistle reading James makes 

several comparisons, and each of them are quite in-

structive regarding how you are to use your tongue. 

Some are quite good and some not so good. 

James begins by speaking of those who would 

seek to become pastors. He writes concerning these 

men: “Not many of you should become teachers, my 

brothers, for you know that we who teach will be 

judged with greater strictness.” In other words, those 

men who seek the teaching office of the Church have 

a special – a heavy responsibility. Such a one must 

know and hold to the right doctrine – and He must 

also teach it correctly. He has to be careful with his 

words, for how he speaks those words will influence 

the people under his care concerning their faith and 

life – hopefully in the right direction and not the 

wrong. 

Then James goes on to expand his focus from pas-

tors to all Christians and the things we say. “We all 

stumble in many ways,” says James, “and if anyone 

does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, 

able also to bridle his whole body.” There’s certainly 

nothing new in this statement. We all know it’s true. 

We’ve all used the excuse that none of us is perfect to 

justify behaviors we know are wrong. We all mess 

up, including, and especially, in the things we say. 

So, says James, if you can control your tongue, the 

hardest of all things to control, you will likely have 

success in controlling the rest of your body, as well. 

Good luck with that! 

And this observation then leads James to make his 

first comparison concerning the tongue. He compares 

it to a bit and bridle used to control a horse: “If we 

put bits into the mouths of horses so that they obey 

us, we guide their whole bodies as well.” If you’ve 

ever seen horse’s bit and bridle, then you already 

know it isn’t very big. It doesn’t seem as though it 

could accomplish very much. But amazingly, even 

with that small bit, a rider is usually able to guide a 

huge, powerful horse. He can make it go in just about 

any direction he wants it to go. 

The small but powerful tongue is like that bit and 

bridle, says James. How you use your tongue steers 

the direction of your entire life. You can go down the 

straight path, the right path, or you can veer off into 

the brambles and briars. It all depends on how you 

use your tongue. Are there things you regret saying – 

things that have ruined relationships – things that 

have cost you a job, a promotion, a career, a friend – 

or something even more important? James says you 

need to think before you speak, and use your tongue 

wisely. 

He continues: “Look at the ships also: though they 

are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are 

guided by a very small rudder wherever the will of 

the pilot directs. So also the tongue is a small mem-

ber, yet it boasts of great things.” A giant sailing ship 

is controlled by what would appear to be a relatively 

small rudder. By properly controlling the direction of 

the rudder, the captain of a ship can avoid dangerous 

shoals, rocks and reefs. If he’s not alert – if he turns 

the rudder ever so slightly in the wrong direction – he 

may hit an iceberg and his ship will go down to the 

bottom of the sea like the Titanic. So it is with the 

tongue. You need to be aware how you use your 

tongue. “Loose lips sink ships,” as the saying goes, 

and that applies not only to battleships but also 

friendships, relationships, yes, even Church fellow-

ships. A loose rudder, a loose tongue, can sink all 

those “ships” just as easily – as we are all well aware. 

Next James makes another comparison. He says: 

“How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! 

And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. 

The tongue is set among our members, staining the 

whole body, setting on fire the entire course of life, 

and is itself set on fire by hell.” A small match, an 

untended campfire, a few smoldering embers com-

bined with a tinderbox of dry wood, and the next 

thing you know you have got a big blaze – out of 

control. Think of all the wildfires out West that have 



 

been popping up this year and the past few years. It 

was only a last year ago that Pastor Percy’s parents 

lost their home to a wildfire. When everything is dry 

and temperatures are hot, all it takes is a careless 

camper or a random lighting strike, and soon you 

have a conflagration spreading like, well, wildfire. 

Only you can prevent wildfires, says Smokey the 

Bear. But maybe you need some help. Maybe it’s not 

only you, but you, as the new person in Christ, gifted 

with the Holy Spirit. Remember what James says: the 

tongue is “set on fire by hell.” Daily the devil is 

tempting you to use your tongue to speak in evil 

ways, to deny our Lord, and to damn your brother. 

Besides that, we have the world all around us – from 

media, pop culture, and the conventional wisdom of 

our age, which often isn’t all that wise – which wants 

you to use you tongue to speak in wrongheaded, un-

helpful ways. And then there’s your own sinful flesh 

– and that’s really the root of the problem, for the 

tongue will speak according to our own sinful, selfish 

desires. “The mouth speaks what the heart is full of,” 

whether it be good or ill. 

Yes, you need God’s help to control your tongue. 

To what shall we compare the tongue? Compare it to 

the tongue of Christ. In the Old Testament Reading 

from Isaiah, the prophet speaks of the Servant of the 

Lord, which is clearly a prophecy concerning Christ. 

This Servant says: “The Lord God has given Me the 

tongue of those who are taught.” How Jesus Christ 

used His tongue was always wise, never out of place. 

When He was being tempted by the devil, He re-

sponded and overcame the tempter with the Word of 

the Lord: “Thus it is written.” When He needed to 

rebuke the scribes and Pharisees, He pulled no 

punches but said to them: “Woe to you, hypocrites – 

brood of vipers!” – for He could also speak a pro-

phetic condemnation when it was called for to bring 

someone to repentance and faith. 

At other times, in fact, most often, Jesus used his 

tongue to comfort troubled sinners and bring them a 

word of peace, forgiveness, and refreshment. Again, 

from Isaiah we read: “The Lord God has given Me 

the tongue of those who are taught, that I may know 

how to sustain with a word him who is weary.” This 

is precisely what Jesus did with His tongue when He 

said: “Come to Me, all you who are weary and heavy 

laden, and I will give you rest.” Dear friends, Jesus is 

speaking these words to you right now. Listen to His 

voice and take it to heart. Are you weary from the 

weight of sin? Then come to Jesus. Are you loaded 

down with the burden of conscience, knowing how 

much and how often you haven’t properly used your 

tongue – how you’ve hurt those around you with your 

words – how you’ve messed up your own life by the 

stupid things you say – how you’ve failed to give 

God the glory He rightfully deserves? 

Beloved, come to Christ and lay your burdens 

down. Jesus has taken all the weight of your sin, the 

burden of your guilt, and He carried it all to the cross 

for you, where He died in your place, and took all the 

judgment you deserve so that it wouldn’t fall upon 

you. As He spoke that word of forgiveness on the 

cross when He pleaded: “Father, forgiven them,” He 

now speaks the fulfillment of that Word of for-

giveness into your ears when He says: “I forgive you 

all your sins.” “Come, enter into the kingdom pre-

pared for you, full of life and joy – for death no long-

er has any power over you. Receive My Holy Spirit, 

that you may live a new life, already now.” 

That’s what Jesus has earned for and given to you 

– a new life with a new tongue. Now the Holy Spirit, 

not Hell, is what sets your tongue on fire, but for a 

different purpose. He sets your tongue on fire not to 

curse, blaspheme, or tear down others, but to bless, 

praise God for His mercy, and to pray for our world 

and those in need. The Spirit has given you a tongue 

to speak words of blessing to your neighbor, words 

that will be helpful to him. And the Spirit has also 

given you a new awareness of your old sinful nature, 

with which we must all still contend. 

Hence we all ought to daily pray for our Lord’s 

help in controlling the tongue, for, even as Christians 

“we all stumble in many ways.” Our daily prayer 

must always be: “Set a watch before my mouth, O 

Lord, and guard the door of my lips.” “Keep me from 

saying words that later need recalling.” “Help me 

control my tongue, to keep it from uttering wrong, 

hurtful things.” When your tongue has been drenched 

in the water of Holy Baptism – as yours has – it’s like 

a spring of fresh water, bringing quenching refresh-

ment to dry places – a wonderful instrument with 

which you can praise our Lord and bless your neigh-

bor. True, it’s very small, yet it is also very powerful. 

As your trust is stayed in Him who died that we 

might live,  God can now use that tongue of yours for 

His glory and for His purposes – to carry out His will 

– and all this He will do for the sake of His Son. 

Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all un-

derstanding, will keep your hearts and minds in that 

one true faith in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. 

Amen. 


