The Book of James

Lesson 6: Taming the Tongue -- James 3:1-12

Think of the smallest things that steer the largest. A bit in a horse's mouth, a piece of metal
smaller than your hand, turns the whole animal. A rudder you could lift with one arm directs a
ship the wind would otherwise scatter. And a tiny flame, no bigger than a match head, can
blacken a whole hillside before the sun goes down. James gathers these images for one
purpose: to make us take seriously the little muscle behind our teeth that we use without
thinking all day long.

The tongue is small, he says, but it makes great boasts. It sets the course of a life the way a
rudder sets the course of a ship. And it can burn. James does not soften the picture. The tongue
is a fire, a world of unrighteousness, set on fire by hell itself, capable of staining the whole body
and setting the entire course of our existence ablaze. Most of us can name a relationship, a
reputation, a marriage, or a friendship that was scorched by words, sometimes only a few of
them.

Then he says something that should humble every one of us. Human beings have tamed lions
and birds and creatures of the sea, but no one can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of
deadly poison. With the same mouth we bless God our Father and curse people made in His
likeness. Out of the same spring come fresh water and salt water, and James says, plainly, my
brothers, these things ought not to be so. A fig tree cannot bear olives. A heart at peace with
God cannot keep pouring out poison.

This is why James opens with a warning to teachers, who will be judged with greater strictness,
and to all of us who stumble in many ways with our words. The tongue is the truest test of
maturity in the whole letter, because it reveals what is really in the heart. So we come to this
passage not to despair over a muscle we cannot control, but to bring our speech, and the heart
behind it, to the only One who can tame what we cannot, and to let Him make the spring fresh.

Group Discussion: Why do you think words have such disproportionate power to wound or to
heal, far beyond their size? Share an example, without naming names, of how a few words once
changed the course of a situation for good or for ill.

Personal Reflection: Replay your speech over the last few days, the things you said out loud,
typed, or texted. What pattern in your words is God inviting you to look at honestly this week?

Read James 3:1-12

Study Questions



10.

James warns, “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that
we who teach will be judged with greater strictness” (v. 1), then adds that “we all stumble in
many ways,” especially in what we say (v. 2). What does this teach about the weight of our
words, the responsibility of those who teach God's word, and our shared struggle with the
tongue?

Where do you most often stumble with your words, gossip, exaggeration, harshness,
complaint, flattery, or something else? Name your most characteristic sin of speech
honestly.

Using the images of the bit in a horse's mouth and the rudder of a ship (vv. 3-5), James
shows that something very small directs something very large. What is he teaching about
the power of the tongue to set the direction of a whole life?

Think about the overall direction your words tend to steer your relationships and your own
heart, toward life and peace or toward conflict and bitterness. What course are your words
currently setting?

James calls the tongue “a fire, a world of unrighteousness,” that “sets on fire the entire
course of life, and is set on fire by hell” (vv. 5-6). What does this vivid language teach about
the destructive potential of speech and the spiritual source behind reckless words?

Recall a time your own words started a fire, in a relationship, a family, or a group. What did
you learn about the cost of careless speech, and what would it look like to make peace
where words have burned?

James observes that no human being can tame the tongue, calling it “a restless evil, full of
deadly poison” (vv. 7-8). If the tongue cannot be tamed by human effort alone, what does
this drive us to depend on, and how does real heart change make controlled speech
possible?

Where have you tried and failed to control your words by willpower alone? What would it
mean to bring your speech, and the heart behind it, to God for the change you cannot
manufacture yourself?

James points out the contradiction that “with it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we
curse people who are made in the likeness of God,” concluding these things ought not to be
so, for a spring cannot pour both fresh and salt water (vv. 9-12). Why is it such a serious
inconsistency to praise God and demean people made in His image, and what does our
speech reveal about the true state of our hearts?

Look back across the whole passage. James holds up our words as a mirror of the heart and
calls us to let God make the spring fresh. Name one specific way Jesus is calling you to
surrender your speech to Him this week.

Now or Later



Reflect on these passages: Matthew 12:33-37, the mouth speaks from the overflow of the
heart, and we give account for our words; Proverbs 18:21, death and life are in the power of the
tongue; Ephesians 4:29, let no corrupting talk come out, but only what builds up; Psalm 141:3,
set a guard over my mouth; Proverbs 15:1, a soft answer turns away wrath; Colossians 4:6, let

your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt.



