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3 1 Not many of you should become teachers, my fellow believers, because you 
know that we who teach will be judged more strictly. 2 We all stumble in many 
ways. Anyone who is never at fault in what they say is perfect, able to keep their 
whole body in check. 
3 When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn 
the whole animal. 4 Or take ships as an example. Although they are so large and 
are driven by strong winds, they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the 
pilot wants to go. 5 Likewise, the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes 
great boasts. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. 6 The 
tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the 
whole body, sets the whole course of one’s life on fire, and is itself set on fire by 
hell. 
7 All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and sea creatures are being tamed and have 
been tamed by mankind, 8 but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless 
evil, full of deadly poison. 
9 With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human 
beings, who have been made in God’s likeness. 10 Out of the same mouth come 
praise and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this should not be. 11 Can both fresh 
water and salt water flow from the same spring? 12 My brothers and sisters, can a 
fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce 
fresh water. 
This is the Word of the Lord.  

Brothers and sisters in Christ,  

Church unity sometimes crumbles. Brother stands against brother. Father 
and mother against children. Friend against friend. Differences tear us apart rather 
than our common faith in Jesus holding us together. What does this have to do 
with what James is saying about the tongue? Everything.  

We have learned from James that his readers didn't always act Christianly 
or Christ-like toward one another. True, they had run for their lives together but, as 
we have seen, they didn't always treat each other with the kind of dignity Christians 
should show to one another or unbelievers for that matter. Instead, they mistreated 
the poor for personal gain. Although only a few years earlier they had run for their 
lives because of their faith in Jesus Christ, they were now dividing. In fact, disunity 
or lack of unity in the church had become a real problem. You see, sin is a 
persistent parasite that damages even the church.  

James has told these Christians that faith without works is dead. Or "Add to 
your faith good works." Speaking is an action. So, James says, "you can do good 
works by what you say." 
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It might be easy for you to remember all the cutting words that another 
person has spoken to you. No doubt, everyone of us can think of someone who 
has said something mean to us. It hurts. And it is so hard to forgive and to treat 
that person with love.  

However, James' concern is not with the other person. But with his readers. 
He doesn't want us to think about how to change the people who hurt us, but how 
we can stop hurting people ourselves when we use our tongue to kill. Jesus told us 
to first take the log out of our own eye before removing the speck from our 
brother's eye. He said that calling someone a fool is a form of murder. Therefore, 
let us attend to the word of our Lord and the words of our tongue. 

How we are to tame the tongue that so often divides us as it divided James' 
friends. The tongue has the potential to tear us apart—not just churches but 
families, friends, coworkers, marriages, even countries. Every kind of people unit 
can be divided by the misuse of words. So, let us consider how to put our faith to 
work by controlling what we say.  

The Disproportionate Power of the Tongue  

First of all, then, let us consider the disproportionate power of the tongue. If 
you are disproportionately strong, that means you are small but you are as strong 
as a much larger opponent. Your strength is way greater than other people your 
size. Well, the little tongue in your mouth might be small, but it can hurt people who 
are much bigger than it. James wants to drive home how amazingly hard it is to 
control the tongue. It's only a few inches of muscle in your mouth, but I think we all 
are surprised at what sometimes comes out of our mouth. I know I am.  

Some years ago, Patsy and I visited someone and I noticed a devotional 
book they had and I said, "Oh are you enjoying that devotional?" The lady said 
something like, "Yes, very much." Then I said, "Oh we have it too, but I thought it 
stank!" Right away I thought to myself "Dumb thing to say." I obviously hurt her 
feelings but the words were out and could not be retracted.  

We can hurt someone or insult them without even meaning to just by letting 
words slip out of our mouths. James makes that clear in v.2 when he explains that 
we all stumble. He goes on to say, "If anyone doesn't stumble in words, he is 
perfect." That's James' way of saying, "Everyone does it. If you don't, you're 
perfect. And no one is perfect so we all do it. Me too," James would say. He's 
keenly aware of his own sin in this regard. That's perhaps why he introduces this 
section with a warning to teachers whose job it is to use their mouth a lot. James 
wants his readers to know that he's choosing his words carefully because when a 
teacher teaches, people listen. So, he had better be sure that he teaches what 
pleases God. In the same way, we all must be careful that what we say pleases 
God and helps, not hurts, our neighbours. 
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The tongue is so small but disproportionately powerful. James says, "It's like 
the small rudder on a huge ship. The ship might be fifty or many more feet long, 
but a small, flat piece of wood or steel makes the boat go where you want. And 
sometimes, like a poor captain on the ship who steers the craft on to a sandbar, 
each person sometimes speaks hurtful words that makes our lives go in the wrong 
direction. Our words crash like a misguided ship into a sandbar and hurt all those 
in the line of our words.  

James also says that the tongue is like a small bridle in a horse's mouth. But 
when you pull on the reins attached to the bridle you can steer that big horse 
wherever you want him to go. But if you let go of the reins, the horse will go where 
it wants and probably where you don't want to go. That's the same with the tongue. 
If you don't control it somehow, you'll say things that you wish you hadn't. It is small 
but powerful. That’s the disproportionate power of the tongue.  

Due to its disproportionate power, secondly, James teaches us about the 
destructive power of the tongue which we’ve already hinted at.  

The Destructive Power of the Tongue 

Are our tongues really so destructive? Who hasn't wished, like I have, that 
he could get his words back once they are out? We can't! How much of the hard 
feelings that exist between Christians are simply a result of biting, spiteful, hurtful 
words spoken without an ounce of love? How long does the pain last? An hour, a 
day, a week? You know for yourself the pain that words can cause, the long-lasting 
negative effects they can have.  

There’s no denying that sometimes hard words need to be spoken, but not 
harsh words. A hard word means a word of truth spoken in love for the good of 
someone. Sometimes the truth hurts. However, harsh words are uncalled for. Most 
of you don't have to dig very deep to recall a harsh word spoken to you by a fellow 
believer who didn't see things the way you did. But what did you say in response? 
You see, we can't change other people, but we can allow the Holy Spirit to change 
us and our vocabulary.  

Do we, for example, hurt our children by the things we say? I don’t actually 
remember this happening to me but my older siblings told me many times. 
Apparently, when I was a small boy, we lived on a busy street and my dad warned 
me not to cross it alone but I didn’t listen. Now, perhaps your child has just crossed 
a busy road, taking his little sister with him. One way to correct him is to say, "Oh, 
you dumb kid. I can't believe you'd be so foolish to go and do that. Get over here 
so I can give you a good kick in the pants." On the other hand, the Spirit-controlled 
way to get your disappointment across might be to say, "Son, I'm not very happy 
with the way you did that. You could have hurt yourself or your sister. That isn't 
safe. I love you and want you to be safe. That’s why I told you to stay on this side 
of the street. But because you disobeyed my clear instructions, I now need to 
discipline you."  
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The first way not only shows dissatisfaction with bad behaviour, but also 
sends a message of disdain or almost hatred. The second shows dissatisfaction 
with an action but also love. The first uses biting words which are dangerous and 
destructive to the child's character. The second way does not attack the child but 
still registers disapproval of bad behaviour.  

Sometimes it just takes one word to blow a situation up. That's what James 
warns us about in v.5b: "Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small 
spark." Vv.6-8 make clear the extent of damage that can be done by the tongue. In 
the middle we read, "It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life 
on fire...." And God says corruption does not belong in the life or mouth of his 
people. 

The destructive power of the tongue lies in its being a servant of the heart. 
And consequently this tongue can go out and spread all kinds of character 
destroying "stories" that do not honour God. We only have to look to the book of 
Proverbs to find all the different ways the tongue can be used to destroy people; 
things such as thoughtless chatter, lying, boasting, name calling, gossiping, and 
rumours. It is so true that malicious words and wrong stories are harder to stop 
than a raging forest fire. As v.8 states, words can be used like "deadly poison." We 
need to be keenly aware of that each time we open our mouths.  

So, if our tongues can do so much unbelievable damage, how will we stop 
this small but wild little member of our body? Jesus said in Mt.15:11, "What goes 
into a man's mouth does not make him 'unclean,' but what comes out of his mouth, 
that is what makes him 'unclean.'" And likewise, v.18 says, "the things that come 
out of the mouth come from the heart, and these make a man 'unclean.'" Our 
words reveal what’s in our heart.  

Adoph Hitler called the Jews and others garbage and marched them off to 
concentration camps and incinerators. Words have power because they reveal the 
corruption in our heart that leads to action. James, like Jesus, is just making clear 
that if you have a "fire" breathing mouth, the problem is in the heart. You need a 
heart transplant. Here’s what Jesus said:  

Lk 6:43 “No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. 
44 Each tree is recognized by its own fruit. People do not pick figs from 
thornbushes, or grapes from briers. 45 A good man brings good things out of 
the good stored up in his heart, and an evil man brings evil things out of the 
evil stored up in his heart. For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of. 

The Doubleness of the Tongue 

So, finally, let us consider then, how to deal with the doubleness of the 
tongue, as seen in vv.9-12. 

We have come across the term "double-minded" in James 1:8 and here we 
have an explanation of that idea when it comes to the tongue. There is a tight 
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connection between the tongue and the heart of a person. And that's what James 
is driving home in these verses.  

Before we go any farther though, let me remind you that James is writing to 
people he considers to be Christians. He's not questioning whether they are 
Christians or not. He's simply concerned that they sharpen their spiritual tools, that 
they mature in the faith that they already have. He’s already said none of us is 
immune to this problem. We all sin. However, he’s not letting us off the hook easily. 
He’s not saying, “Yeah, we all have this problem so don’t worry about it.” No, a 
biting and divisive tongue is a sign of a weak Christian, regardless of what all the 
other signs may be. Excellent church attendance by a person with a "God-cursing" 
mouth is not consistent. Such a person needs to seek the help of God to change 
his or her mouth and heart. We need to be changed into Christ's likeness. And that 
change starts in the heart but will be revealed in our words.  

James says that as long as the believer's mouth praises God on Sunday but 
curses a neighbour on Monday, we have more maturing to do. Now, we are not as 
familiar with water springs as James was, but perhaps we could modernize his 
analogy by saying, "can hot water come out of the cold water tap? Or can slough 
water come out of a pure cistern? No. Likewise, can an apple tree bear peaches or 
a cherry tree peaches? No!  

James wants his Christian friends to compare themselves to a spring. If it is 
a fresh water spring then it will always contain fresh water. It won't be fresh one 
second and brackish the next. The source is fresh so the output is fresh. Now, that 
leads us to consider what is the source of the output of our mouths? Our hearts! 
And what is in our hearts? Well, our mouths are the gauges that measure the 
degree to which our hearts are surrendered to Jesus. 

We need to drink deeply from the well of Jesus Christ and let his love and 
power fill us. The fuller of Christ we are, the less the dirty stuff comes out of our 
mouths. In that way the analogies James uses fall short. People are not springs 
nor trees. It is possible for us to be double-minded and double tongued, though we 
shouldn’t be. The Apostle Paul talked about his own condition in Romans 7 when 
he said, "That which I do not want to do I keep on doing." The same can be said for 
words. But that’s no reason to settle for less than God’s best.  

To clean up your mouth, you've got to let Jesus scrub your heart. Only 
Jesus can change our hearts from black to white. He forgives all of our sins, but he 
also calls us to stop sinning and gives us the strength to clean up our tongue. But 
the strength comes via the heart that is set on him.  

Christians with gossiping, lying, and otherwise impure tongues, mouths or 
words should not be content with their situation. Such talk is not pleasing to God. 
This is why James says in v.8 “But no man can tame the tongue. It is an unruly 
evil, full of deadly poison.” Now, should we be content with such a deadly weapon?  
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No! The truly grateful Christian will hate the sin that continues to pour out of 
our life. We will ask God to forgive us again and again and to help us hate our sin. 
We must pray for the power of the Holy Spirit to strengthen us. We must repent of 
unkind words immediately and ask forgiveness of God and our neighbour. We 
must pray that God will give us a righteous hatred for all that is impure. We must 
ask God for the grace and the strength to stop and think before we speak. He will 
work in us, if we are open to his help and desire his change. He is the only one 
who can help us.  

Recognize that the biting words of the tongue are a result of a lack of 
surrender to the working of the Holy Spirit in our lives. We easily yield to sinful 
temptations so we must take steps to stay away from the people or places where 
our hearts and minds pick up corruption. Rather than filling our hearts with articles, 
books, shows or videos that we wouldn't dare to read or view in public, we would 
be well-served by filling our hearts with the Word of God so that we are bit by bit 
transformed.  

Coming back to where we started now, the one way to work at building the 
loving community Jesus desires his church to be is to learn to control our tongues. 
That can only begin with Christ's help. A heart that surrenders to Jesus and seeks 
to do his will finds his control present when the temptation arises to shot from the 
lip a word-bullet that could kill. May we resolve with the help of God—given in his 
Word, sacrament and through his Spirit—to let Christ control our hearts more and 
more so that our tongues will speak only what pleases him.  


