
Noon Bible Study: James 3
The epistle of James has its main focus on the early Christian communities endeavoring to follow and represent Jesus to the 
world.  Much of the letter is practical wisdom on how to live this new life.  So much of the letter “echos” the teachings of 
Jesus from the gospel accounts.  Chapter 2 highlighted the importance of love for all (no personal favoritism) and the 
importance of really living our faith (faith without works is dead).  The focus of our section today is on the power of the 
“tongue” (our words).  Just as God is known through His word, we as the people of God, are known by ours.

James 3:1-18

James 3:1 - Regarding Teachers

Q - Why does James speak of a “greater judgement” upon a teacher?

ESV Study Bible: “Teachers were important in the early church (Acts 2:42; Rom. 12:7; 1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 
4:11), and those who were ambitious sought teacher status for the wrong reasons. However, with greater 
responsibility comes greater expectations by God (Luke 12:48; Heb. 13:17), and teachers will be judged with 
greater strictness (lit., "greater judgment"), since they are accountable for more.”

In the system of this world, being the “leader” is something to aspire to, the end goal of many professions and arenas. 
 Many strive for authority, power and influence. The “system” of the church turns this on its head.  While there is a 
great need for leaders and teachers in the church, the leaders are to be servants. Remember Jesus’ words on this:

Luke 22:25-26 - And He said to them, "The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who have 
authority over them are called 'Benefactors.' 26 "But it is not this way with you, but the one who is the 
greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like the servant.

And so James begins his discourse on the power and importance of words with this warning.  Those who are going to 
be teaching and have authority over others must enter this relationship with great caution.  True about teachers of 
the Bible and those leading in the church, (and also true of husbands and fathers).  Proceed with caution and 
dependance of the real leader of the church - Rabbi Jesus.

James 3:2-5 - “The Tongue: Small But Influential”

v. 2 - if you were to not “stumble” in what you said, you’d be a perfect (as in mature and complete) person!

“Sin remains our universal experience and it takes all sorts of forms.  Among them, as every self-aware believer 
will admit, sins of speech are prominent - the hasty word, the untruthful statement, the sly suggestion, harmful 
gossip, innuendo, impurity.” (“The Bible Speaks Today: The Message of James”, J.A. Motyer, page 119)
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v. 3-4 - bits (small item) in horses (large animal) mouths, rudders (small item) in ships (large item) set the stage 
for James’ argument on the power of the tongue.  The tongue, representative of what we speak is a relatively small 
part of our overall body (compared to the head or an arm), but it is very “powerful” and impactful to our lives.

James 3:6 - The Tongue Is A Fire!

Picking up on the fire analogy of verse 5, James emphatically speaks of the potentially dangerous power of the 
tongue to do great harm.  Words spoken to us can have devastating consequences on our lives.  Words we speak to 
and over our children, words we shout at a spouse, words we speak to employers, words we speak to the heavens - 
all can be life changing - in the negative sense.

Tim Tibbetts once said in the context of this conversation that “it takes years for a strong tree to grow but only 
a matter of moments to cut it down”.  James is serious here and wants us to take this seriously as well.

So what do we do about this?  First off we need to accept these truths and not disregard the power of the tongue 
and our words.  Realizing this is the first step in change.

James 3:7-8 - Taming The Tongue

The tongue kind of does it’s own thing.  Here’s what I mean.  The ship’s rudder and the horse’s bit don’t actually 
have the control - but they do the intended work of the one who is controlling them.  The same is true about an 
animal that is “tamed”.  They learn to follow the instructions of their master.  James says that the tongue cannot 
be tamed by any person. 

Scripture tells us that the thing that actually “controls” the tongue is the overflow of the heart:

Matthew 12:33-34 (NLT) - "A tree is identified by its fruit. If a tree is good, its fruit will be good. If a 
tree is bad, its fruit will be bad. 34 You brood of snakes! How could evil men like you speak what is good 
and right? For whatever is in your heart determines what you say.

Matthew 12:34 (ESV) - You brood of vipers! How can you speak good, when you are evil? For out of the 
abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.

So if you want your words to change, your heart needs to change.  And no person can bring about genuine heart 
change - only God can work that.  So while no person can tame the tongue, God can (and desires to) change our 
hearts which will bring about heart change.

“James does not simply say that the tongue is untamable, but that it cannot be subdued by any power resident in 
mere human nature or possessed by a mere human being.  Beyond this he does not go, but he may feel that the hint 
is plain enough.  On the day of Pentecost (Acts 2) a different fire other than the fire of hell (James 3:6), 
descended from heaven to kindle new powers and give new speech to the human tongue” (Ibid, pg. 124-125)
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James 3:9-12 - 

Ouch? This is a convicting truth from brother James - but a needed one.  James makes his most direct appeal in this 
section by saying “my brethren, these things ought not to be this way.” (v. 10b).  We’re not supposed to have both 
blessing and cursing coming from our mouths.  It’s one or the other.

Q - “Cursing” is more than just foul language.  Do you agree with this?  Why or why not?

Ephesians 4:29 - Let no unwholesome word proceed from your mouth, but only such a word as is good for 
edification according to the need of the moment, so that it will give grace to those who hear.

Great questions for us to ask before we speak is “will these words edify the person I am about to speak to?”  “Will  
these words corrupt the person I’m about to speak to?”  While we can always justify harsh words under the guise of 
“I was just being honest” - how we speak is often as important as what we speak.  We can package confronting 
truth in a kind and humble tone.  We can share a concern WE  have with someone while being caring.  There are 
moments when we speak a rebuke or correction, and we all need to improve how we speak in those moments - but 
there are also a lot of everyday opportunities to be mindful of what and how we speak.

And remember, the reason “why” we speak what we speak is because of what’s happening in our hearts.

One final note on this.  James is also pointing towards the hypocrisy of many who think that they can honor God and 
dishonor people.  James notes how we “bless” our Lord (Jesus) and our Father (who is in heaven) and yet “curse” 
people who are made in the image of God (v. 9).  Many of us would never dare speak a word against God or use the 
name of Jesus as a “curse” word, yet we don’t think it a big deal to talk badly to/about another person.

“We think of Jesus (who is the image of the invisible God) and count it a shame if his glory is despised or his 
name used dishonorably.  We write to the papers to complain of blasphemy on radio or television.  But the same 
glorious image of God in other people we hardly think of and rarely hesitate to speak ill of” (Ibid, page 126) 

And this brings us towards the concluding point of chapter 3.  Our heart, words, and actions are all united to 
make us who we really are.

James 3:13-18 - Checking The Fruit Of Your Tree

It could be argued that we could save these final verses for an additional study, looking at the different kinds of 
“wisdom.”  However, I am inclined to include them in this conversation because they strongly support the current 
point of the first 12 verses of chapter 3.

Evidence of you being a wise person (an honorable reputation to desire) is not found in how much you know, how old 
you are or an act you perform - it’s found in the whole package of who you are.  Here’s how Eugene Peterson 
summarizes the end of James 3:
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13-16 Do you want to be counted wise, to build a reputation for wisdom? Here’s what you do: Live well, live wisely, 
live humbly. It’s the way you live, not the way you talk, that counts. Mean-spirited ambition isn’t wisdom. Boasting 
that you are wise isn’t wisdom. Twisting the truth to make yourselves sound wise isn’t wisdom. It’s the furthest thing 
from wisdom—it’s animal cunning, devilish conniving. Whenever you’re trying to look better than others or get the 
better of others, things fall apart and everyone ends up at the others’ throats.

17-18 Real wisdom, God’s wisdom, begins with a holy life and is characterized by getting along with others. It 
is gentle and reasonable, overflowing with mercy and blessings, not hot one day and cold the next, not two-
faced. You can develop a healthy, robust community that lives right with God and enjoy its results only if you 
do the hard work of getting along with each other, treating each other with dignity and honor. (Eugene H. 
Peterson, James 3:The Message)

That’s what James was calling for in the 1st century church and it is what Jesus is looking for of the 21st century 
church - a people that think like Jesus, act like Jesus, sound like Jesus, love like Jesus and don’t think that one 
part of that sentence is any less important than the other.

Our words are very powerful.  The main context of James’ letter is that the negative words we speak will affect the course 
of our life and our relationships with people.  Words have power and how and what we speak to and over people’s lives (and 
our own lives) can bring destruction and chaos.  James speaks about this with directness and sobriety because we need to be 
serious about the words we speak.  Don’t justify evil or hurtful words by minimizing them.  Saying “I didn’t mean to say 
that” isn’t actually true, because we speak what comes out of our hearts.  We just didn’t mean for someone else to hear it! 
So James wants to get our attention to realize that the words we speak are powerful. Instead of trying hard not to say bad 
stuff, ask God to work in your heart to bring about change and realize what’s happening on the inside so what comes out 
can change.  No more blessings and cursings - my brothers and sisters, these things ought not to be this way.

Instead, let’s end by remembering, in contrast, that it is also true that the positive, truth and life-giving words we speak 
are powerful.  This is true about the gospel message in particular - a SPOKEN message that God has infused with saving 
power (Romans 1:16) and it is also true about words of love, words of encouragement, words of truth, words of instruction.

If God works life-change in our heart, the overflow of our hearts will BE life changing words. Consider the lyrics of the 
song entitled “Words” by Hawk Nelson as our concluding statement:

They've made me feel like a prisoner, They've made me feel set free
They've made me feel like a criminal, Made me feel like a king
They've lifted my heart, To places I'd never been
And they've dragged me down, Back to where I began

Words can build you up, Words can break you down
Start a fire in your heart or Put it out

Let my words be life, Let my words be truth
I don't wanna say a word, Unless it points the world back to You

My brothers and sisters, things ought to be just like that.
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