
 

 
       Love God,  

                                         Love People,  
       Make Disciples 

 
 

Knoxville, Tennessee    www.smithwood.org 

Dr. Mark E. Gaskins, Senior Pastor 
The Lord’s Day, September 13, 2015       © 2015 

 

 

On Teachers, the Tongue, and True Wisdom 

James 3:1-18 
 

 We’re continuing on our journey through the letter of James today as we look together at one 

of its most well-known and most uncomfortable passages. It deals with a difficulty of Christian 

discipleship that we are all much too familiar with—the use of our tongues, and the motives that 

lie behind that use. 

 Follow along in your Bibles as we read James 3:1-18.  

 

In his book Growing Strong in the Seasons of Life,
1
 Chuck Swindoll tells about a tombstone 

in an old English churchyard that reads: 

 

Beneath this stone, a lump of clay, 

Lies Arabella Young, 

Who, on the twenty-fourth of May, 

Began to hold her tongue. 

 

 It sounds like poor Arabella had the same problem many of us do—both men and women! 

John Calvin put it well in his commentary on Psalm 39: “There is nothing more slippery or loose 

than the tongue.”
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And that’s what James is addressing here in our text, where we have his comments on 

teachers, the tongue, and true wisdom. In this section of James, he describes the responsibilities 

of teachers, the dangers of the tongue, and the nature of true wisdom. 

 

Teachers 

 James begins with a warning for teachers and would-be teachers. In a local congregation, the 

pastor would be the chief teacher. Others would be teachers as well. And since these would be 

positions of leadership and influence, it would be quite natural for those who were ambitious or 

had some inner need to be recognized to aspire to the role of teacher. 

 But James issues a stern warning. He says that teachers will be judged with greater strictness 

because of their greater responsibilities (3:1-2). 

 Now there’s a heavy Jewish influence here, which we should expect, especially since the 

author is most likely the James known as the Lord’s brother, as ancient tradition strongly affirms. 

 In Old Testament times, prior to the establishment of formal schools, parents passed on the 
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accumulated wisdom that had been passed on to them. The priests also taught the people the law 

of God, and the prophets declared the word of the LORD to address current and future situations. 

 In time, “wise men” and “wise women” arose who devoted themselves to reflecting on life 

and God’s dealings with humanity, and to understanding and passing on this wisdom. Other 

cultures and religions had similar wise men and women. But with the Hebrews, this wisdom was 

focused on living life in the way that God intended for his people to live. This gave rise to the 

Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament—Job, some of the Psalms, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes. 

The chief concern of this Wisdom movement was how to live the truly “good life,” a life made 

good by God’s presence. 

 By New Testament times, this movement evolved into the offices of the scribes and rabbis. 

There was a very rich tradition of teachers sharing this kind of wisdom. As a result, teachers 

were held in the highest honor among Jews and Christians. 

 Apparently among James’ readers, some were wanting to be teachers who for whatever 

reason or reasons did not need to be. So he offered this warning: teachers will be judged with 

stricter judgment. To be a teacher was a great honor, yes, but it was likewise an awesome 

responsibility to teach others how to live. It was a heavy load, especially when the primary organ 

of human communication was so apt to get in the way! As James puts it, we all stumble, and the 

one who does not stumble with his tongue is perfect! 

 When you think about it, what James says here certainly lines up with Jesus’ teachings. Jesus 

warned about how greater privilege brings greater responsibility and how greater responsibility 

brings greater judgment (Luke 12:47-48). 

 This is a lesson that many still need to learn today. So many want the honor and presumed 

prestige of leadership without paying the price of responsibility. Those who aspire to teach and 

lead must remember this stricter judgment and take into account their dealings with the terrible 

tongue! 

 

The tongue 

James’ warning then led to his discussion of the tongue. And while what he says is primarily 

addressed to those who would be teachers, it clearly applies to every believer. As followers of 

Jesus, we all must strive to control our tongues (3:2-12). 

Now James is a realist. So it’s no surprise that he acknowledges that this is one of the most 

difficult things in the world to do. He uses some vivid imagery from everyday life in his time to 

illustrate this difficulty. 

He says that those who can bridle their tongues can bridle their whole bodies as well. He has 

already used that picture in 1:26 when he says that the religion of the person who thinks he’s 

religious but doesn’t bridle his tongue is worthless. 

Like so many other things in life, though the tongue is little, it boasts great things! It’s like 

the little bit in a horse’s mouth that the rider uses to turn his whole body, or like the 

comparatively small rudder that a ship’s pilot uses to guide the whole vessel. These are positive 

pictures of how the tongue can be used. 

But then he gives a negative image—it only takes a spark to set a whole forest on fire. How 

often have we heard about a carelessly discarded cigarette or a spark from a smoldering campfire 

that wasn’t properly put out igniting a devastating wildfire? In recent years, including this year, 

some of those fires have had disastrous consequences, destroying not only forests but homes and 

lives! 

Indeed, James says, the tongue is a fire that defiles the whole body, sets on fire the course of 
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life, and is itself set on fire by hell! It is unrighteous and untamable. We use it to bless God and 

curse humans made in his image—and James declares, “These things ought not to be so” (3:10).
3
 

This is as irreconcilable as salt and fresh water coming from the same spring, or olives growing 

on a fig tree or figs on a grape vine! 

As Christians, we must strive to control our tongues! Think about it . . . 

 When one who professes to follow Jesus uses harsh or vulgar language, what does that say 

to those who hear it? What about everyday conversation laced with profanity, off-colored 

inappropriate jokes or comments? It reflects a heart and mind not fully surrendered to Christ. It 

can hinder and even destroy that person’s witness to others. 

And what about verbal assaults on a brother or sister, or on their character or reputation? I 

remember a phone conversation I had with Charles Talbert some years ago. He had been my 

major professor in my graduate studies at Wake Forest University and had become a cherished 

mentor and friend. As we talked, I asked him what he thought about a particular well-known 

minister having been appointed to a prominent educational leadership position. And there was 

dead silence on the phone. I thought we’d been cut off! After a few seconds, I said, “Dr. Talbert, 

are you still there?” He answered wryly, “My mother always taught me that if I couldn’t say 

something nice about someone, just don’t say anything at all.” 

Those verbal assaults may be in the form of direct attacks, or they may take the form of 

gossip. Just the word has a negative sound to it, doesn’t it? Gossip . . .  

When I was a teenager, comedian Jerry Jordan became famous for his recording of a “Phone 

Call from God.” He plays a man who gets a late night telephone call from God, who asks him 

about his life as a Christian and how he’s doing in certain areas of his life. Of course, we’re only 

hearing one side of the conversation. But at one point, God asks him about gossiping, and he 

responds, “No, Lord, we don’t believe in it. We don’t gossip at all; the things we say about our 

neighbors is all true! . . . And we always say, ‘Now don’t tell anybody else,’ because we don’t 

want folks saying anything about our neighbors, even if they ain’t no good.” Sound familiar? 

Gossip doesn’t have to be false. The truth told maliciously can be just as harmful as a lie. 

And unfortunately, a lie can often do as much damage as the truth! Many good people have been 

sabotaged this way.  

Untold numbers of people have been victimized by gossips. More damage is often done by 

what is said than what’s done (Proverbs 26:20-21). That old saying we learned as children, 

“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me” just doesn’t hold true in 

real life! 

Maybe you heard about a woman who was known in her church family as quite a gossip. One 

night in a revival meeting, she responded during the invitation time and confessed this sin. 

Trying to express her repentance and commitment, she told the pastor she wanted to lay her 

tongue on the altar. To which the pastor replied, “Sister, I don’t know if this altar is big enough 

to hold it!” 

So prone is the tongue to slip into gear while the brain is still in neutral that only the grace of 

God and the wisdom he gives can control it! That leads to the third thing James discussed: the 

wisdom from above. 

 

True wisdom 

After all this about teachers and the tongue, James then tells us that we must demonstrate the 

true wisdom from above by living the truly good life (3:13-18). 

He emphasizes that the wise and understanding person lives out his or her life with good 
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works done in the meekness of wisdom. A so-called wisdom that’s characterized by “bitter 

jealousy and selfish ambition” is “earthly, unspiritual, and demonic” (3:14-15). “But the wisdom 

from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, 

impartial and sincere” (3:17). And it’s characterized by the kind of peacemaking that’s based on 

justice. 

Or to put it another way, as Proverbs 9:10 puts it, it’s the wisdom that begins with the fear of 

the LORD—a proper regard for God that leads to right living in his sight. It’s wisdom from God 

rather than worldly wisdom. 

So those who would teach should especially strive for this kind of wisdom and 

understanding. There’s no room in the ministry and church leadership for jealousy and selfish 

ambition. Unfortunately, there’s far too much of both among pastors and lay leaders alike! And 

this devilish worldly wisdom usually makes itself known through the tongue! 

But in the end, shouldn’t every Christian strive to live this kind of life—life as Christ lived it? 

Absolutely! 

 

So as James describes the responsibilities of teachers, the dangers of the tongue, and the 

nature of true wisdom, here’s where the rubber meets the road. All Christians, especially 

teachers, must strive to control their tongues and thereby demonstrate true wisdom from above. 

I can’t remember where I read this, but a wise old Puritan preacher named Thomas Adams 

once said that the tongue is a singular member, whereas most other things come in two’s. Among 

the eyes and hands and feet, God has given us one tongue. That, he said, should instruct us to 

hear twice as much as we speak, and to walk and work twice as much as we talk! 

What a lesson for us all! When we learn by God’s grace and help to control our tongues, 

God’s wisdom will be prevailing in our lives. May he grant it to be so! 
MEG 

                                                 
1
 Charles Swindoll, Growing Strong in the Seasons of Life (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 26. 

2
 http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcom09.v.i.html?bcb=right (accessed 9/10/2015). 

3
 Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version

®
. 


