
James

1
notes by Samuel Joseph

TrueWisdom (3:1-18)
Having dealt with the heart of religion, James moves now to the outward aspect of religion: the
living out of true faith, and the doing of God’s word, are a reflection and display of that true
wisdom which comes from God. Here again, however, there is a distinction to be made
between true wisdom, which comes from true religion, and counterfeit wisdom, coming from a
false and superficial religion. Once more James deals with a particular case, and then makes his
point more generally.

True Wisdom Passes the Test of the Tongue

The particular case James deals with, concerns those who seek to be “masters” or teachers ‒
those who think themselves so wise that they have all the answers, and are able to tell others
what to do. Just as 2:1 dealt lovingly (James addresses his readers as “my brethren”) with a
particular tendency toward respect of persons, so here James deals with a particular tendency
that “religious” people have toward self-righteousness in judging others, criticising them, and
arbitrarily dictating what they should or should not do.

To those who are quick to take such a position, James issues a warning: “we shall receive the
greater condemnation [or judgment].” Those with greater responsibility bear a greater burden;
it is not a small matter to take charge of God’s flock, for we will have to answer to Him for the
way we guide and direct His sheep! It is in this context that the issue of the tongue is brought
up, as a corrective, to move us toward humility. Three features of the tongue are highlighted: it
is depicted as a particular cause of offence (v2-5a); as a potent source of destruction (v5b-6);
and as a poisonous fount of rebellion (v7-12).

Particular Cause of Offence

James begins by pointing out that all of us “offend” (we stumble, or fall into sin), in many ways.
But perhaps the primary avenue of sin is the tongue: so much so that if a man is able to control
his tongue, and avoid sinning with his words, he is well on his way to mastering all the rest of
his members. The point here is simple ‒ if you cannot master yourself, you have no business
seeking to be a “master” over others; and if you want to know whether you have mastered
yourself, examine your control of your tongue.

We are so prone to sin with our words! The tongue is a particular avenue of sin, because “out of
the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh.” That is, the tongue is the simplest, most
immediate and most direct way of expressing what is in our heart, so that whatever is in the
heart naturally comes bubbling out at the tongue. Our speech, our tongue, is so integral to the
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way we present ourselves to the world, that whatever evil is in our hearts will most likely come
out through our tongues, before finding expression through some other means.

Because of this the tongue, though it is small, has a great impact and influence on our lives, and
the lives of those around us. Just as a powerful animal like the horse can be controlled with a
little bit placed in its mouth; and just as a mighty vessel can be steered with a much smaller
rudder; so also the tongue can have effects disproportionate to its size. It is “a little member,
and boasteth great things” (v5). In fact the tongue, small as it is, can be the cause of great
damage.

Potent Source of Destruction

James compares the tongue to a wildfire; the word “matter” here is literally the word for a
“forest.” Is it not truly said that news can spread like wildfire? Gossip and rumour; false
accusations and misinformation ‒ these can be devastating to lives and reputations. Harsh
words, spoken in an unguarded moment of anger, can ruin relationships, which may take years
to rebuild.

The tongue is a “world of iniquity,” that is, it is a vehicle for every sin imaginable: every
depravity that can be hidden in the heart of man, will find its way to his tongue. And the
tongue is so positioned among our members, at the gateway leading out of the heart, that it
can defile the whole body by revealing the filth hidden within (cf. Matt. 15:16-20). Words
spoken by the tongue can kindle strife and controversy, and cause passions to burn in others as
well as ourselves. The devil delights to use the tongue as his instrument, because of the damage
it can cause; he is in this sense like a spiritual arsonist, setting a little blaze and hoping for a
whole community ‒ a whole church ‒ to be consumed. All too often our tongues are ablaze, not
with the fire of love and devotion to God, ignited by the Holy Spirit; but with the fires of hell.

Poisonous Fount of Rebellion

Yet for all this potency, the tongue is so difficult to control! It is rebellious, and impossible for
any man to tame. Wild beasts of every kind can be tamed, but not the tongue. Its poison cannot
be removed. In fact the use of our tongues in our relations to one another, reveals the true
nature of our relationship with God. James brings out the contradiction inherent in blessing
God outwardly, and then using the same tongue to curse those made in the image of God (v9);
this “ought not so to be,” and it is evidence that something is very wrong ‒ not only outwardly,
but wrong at the very source: the heart. Just as a fountain or a fig tree, a man is known by his
fruits. A heart that is single in devotion to God, and pure, will produce pure words from the
tongue; if a heart is in rebellion against God, that rebellion will be manifest through the tongue.
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All this, again, serves to emphasise the main point James is trying to make. Instead of being
quick to take to ourselves the position of “master,” and act as though people should listen to us
and follow us, we ought to be humble, and examine ourselves. Is your wisdom true wisdom,
such that you can legitimately say to others, “follow me, as I follow Christ”? Or are you still
unable to control your tongue? This is something we cannot do on our own, we need the help
of the Holy Spirit. But if we humble ourselves before God, He is able to help us not to offend;
not even in word ‒ it is His design, after all, that everyone who is in Christ should become “a
perfect man, and able also to bride the whole body.”
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