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Taming the tongue * James 3:1-12 

May 27, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I’m sure that most of us are familiar with the old nursery rhyme that goes like this – “Stick and stones 

may break my bones, but names will never…. hurt me.” 

 

We’ve probably all heard that before and it’s possible that someone has said it to you.   

 

But what do you think?  Is it true?  Is that accurate? 

 

Now I didn’t do the math, but I figure this side of the church alone represents seven hundred years of 

lived experience – what do you think?  Is it true?  Do names never hurt? 

 

No.  Words can hurt just as much as sticks and stones can.  And sometimes even more.  I’m sure that all 

of us can think of a time when someone’s words have hurt us deeply.  When I sit and listen to your 

stories and hear of the things that people have said to each other, I gotta tell you, it’s absolutely 

heartbreaking.  Words can hurt. 

 

And the sad part is, sometimes we’re the ones doing the hurting.  We speak in anger or without really 

thinking and before we know it, our loose lips sink relationships.  We need to think about how we use 

our speech.   

 

Now admittedly, this is something that you might hear on Oprah or the John Tesh radio show – but I 

would argue that it’s even more important that we talk about this in the church.  What does it mean to 

honour God with our speech? 

 

As believers, we are called to love others the way that God has loved us.  We are called to extend to 

others the very mercy that God has shown us.  And there is no more fundamental way that we do that 

than through our words.  Our words have tremendous potential to build up and they also have 

tremendous potential to destroy.  So as a follower of Jesus, how do you use your words?   

 

That’s the question that James invites us to ask this morning as we think about how we as believers use 

our words.  I invite you to join me in James chapter 3, and we’ll start right off the top at verse 1. 

 

Chapter 3, verse 1. 

 

NIV  James 3:1 Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we 

who teach will be judged more strictly. [And] we all stumble in many ways.   

 

Now this is a very specific application of the broader point that James makes in this chapter – everyone 

is accountable for their speech, but those who teach the word of God will be held to an even higher 

standard.  That may not be immediately relevant for you, but I do want you to know that it’s VERY 

relevant for me – and I do take this very seriously.  I want to be faithful in all that I say, and you can pray 

for me too, that I would be faithful in all that I teach you.   
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Now that’s a very specific application, but here’s the broader point that applies to everyone –  

 

If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect [mature] man, able to keep his whole body in 

check. 

 

Here James introduces the first of three ideas that really hold this whole passage together – If a person 

can control their tongue, then they can control their whole body. 

 

What he’s saying is this - our words are disproportionately influential.   

 

Relative to the rest of our body, the tongue is pretty small, and yet, it has tremendous influence over 

what happens in our lives.   

 

There’s an old story about a cocky young man who went into the barber shop for a shave and a haircut.  

While he was in the barber’s chair, he noticed a lovely lady there in the stop and started flirting with her.  

‘Hey gorgeous, once I’m done here, why don’t you and me go have some fun.’  ‘No’ said the lady.  ‘I’m 

married.’  ‘No problem’ said the arrogant young man.  ‘Just call your husband and tell that bum you’ll be 

out late tonight.’  ‘Tell him yourself’ said the lady.  ‘He’s the one shaving you.’ 

 

What big trouble a little tongue can cause.  It’s disproportionately influential.   

 

And James illustrates that with a series of images -  

 

 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 (James 3:1-6 NIV). 

 

He’s piling up images here to make a point.  A little bit can direct a huge horse.  A little rudder can steer 

a huge ship.  A little spark can start a huge fire.  And in the same way, our little tongues can have a huge 

impact on the course of our lives.   

 

Our words are disproportionately influential.   

 

Now if we were able to control our tongues perfectly, then that would be great!  We would say only 

wise and encouraging things and the positive impact they had on people’s lives would be even greater 

than what we said to begin with.   

 

But, we’re not always able to control our tongues are we?  And James explains why –  

 

Our words are spiritually compromised. 
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Look at verse 6 –  

 

James has just said ‘the tongue is like a fire’ and then here he says ‘the tongue IS a fire.’   

 

6 The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, 

sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell. 

 7 All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have been tamed by 

man, 8 but no man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison (James 3:6-8 NIV). 

 

James is piling up images here to make a point.i  The tongue is a fire, the tongue is the focal point of evil 

in the body, the tongue is the corrupter of people, the igniter of lives and the ignited by hell.  There is a 

sense in which the tongue is a weak link in our armour and it’s one that the devil can exploit without too 

much trouble.  He might have a hard time getting us to steal something or murder someone – our 

defenses are pretty strong there – but the tongue – ahhhh – that’s a place where we can sneak in some 

evil under the radar.   

 

It never ceases to amaze me when I listen to people out in the real world – parents cutting down their 

kids, spouses yelling at their partners, children teasing each other on the playground – James says ‘that’s 

not ‘just the way people talk’ – that’s hell creeping into our lives.  And our culture doesn’t help us at all.  

I can’t watch TV anymore because dialogue is so often limited to people being needlessly mean to one 

another, in order to create conflict, in order to create entertainment.  Again, culture says ‘that’s just the 

way it is’ and James says ‘no, that’s hell invading your speech.’  ‘That’s a spiritual poison subtly working 

to undermine an otherwise godly believer.’   

 

Our words are spiritually compromised.   

 

Now, when our words are spiritually compromised and disproportionately influential, we’ve got a 

problem.  Our words are apt to do more harm than good – and James would probably put it like this -  

 

Our words are absurdly inconsistent.   

 

Verse 9 – 

 

9 With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in 

God's likeness. 

 10 Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be. 

 

There’s a fundamental inconsistency there, isn’t there?  To bless God with one side of your mouth and 

curse others out the other side – that just doesn’t make sense.  It’s like honouring God but the 

slandering people God loves – that just doesn’t make sense.  I think that verse 9 gives us a helpful, 

practical question – when you’re about to say something mean to someone, catch yourself and say – 

‘wait, would I say this to God?  Because I’m about to say it to His image bearer.  I’m about to say it to 

someone that He cares deeply about.’   
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James picks it up in verse 11 -  

 11 Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? 

 12 My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce 

fresh water (Jam 3:9-12 NIV). 

 

He’s showing us the absurd inconsistency of a fig tree bearing olives and saying ‘it’s just as ridiculous for 

a person who has trusted in Jesus to speak hatred to another person.   

 

Given the way that hell can creep into our words and given the oversized impact that they have, our use 

of language can be absurdly inconsistent.   

 

But, James says, ‘Brothers, THIS SHOULD NOT BE’ (verse 10).  

 

The fact that he’s talking to ‘brothers’ means that he is specifically talking to people who have 

experienced the redeeming grace of Jesus.  They have been called children of God by the source of all 

blessing – it makes then no sense that they would go out cursing.   

 

If you have trusted in Jesus, then God has lavished endless blessing on you; it makes no sense to then go 

out cursing.  God has lavished His blessing on us and our speech should reflect it.   

 

Now for whatever reason, James just makes the point in the negative – don’t use words to hurt people – 

don’t use your disproportionately influential yet spiritually compromised words to curse others; but if 

we go to Paul, we see the same point flipped into the positive – DO help people with your words.  Go 

over to Ephesians 4:26 – I think that this is the perfect partner to James – the other side of the coin as it 

were – Paul says: 

 

29 Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building 

others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen (Eph 4:29 NIV). 

 

Do you see how that fits with James?  If God is your Father, then guard against the subtle creeping in of 

Hell and use the disproportionately influential power of your words to build up other people.  THAT is 

speech which is consistent with the grace and character of God.  I mean, what did we say in our call to 

worship?  I don’t pick these things at random; they’re there for a purpose – how does God use HIS 

words? 

 

By the word of the LORD were the heavens made, their starry host by the breath of his mouth. (Psalm 

33:6).   

 

He created with His words.  He used His words to give life. 

 

Knowing that, let me give you an image to take home.   

 

How do you use words?  As weapons?  Or as wheelbarrows? 
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Right?  Words can be weapons.  Set on fire by hell itself.  Deadly poison, restlessly evil.  You know, 

sometimes I drop off the kids at school and I hear kids talking to each other in the playground and I think 

‘sticks and stones can break my bones but words are just as painful.’  Words can be weapons, used to 

hurt and to kill. 

 

But words can also be wheelbarrows.  What do you use wheelbarrows for?  Building things, carrying 

things, getting rid of garbage.  We can use our words the same way - for building up, for helping people 

to become all that they can be.  That’s the way God used His words towards us and it makes sense for us 

to do the same.   

 

So let me ask you – tomorrow you’re going to go back out into ‘the real world’ and you’re going to 

interact with people who think that sarcasm is no big deal.  That gossiping and complaining is no big 

deal.  That tweaking the details so that you look better and the other person looks more guilty is no big 

deal.   

 

How will you use your words?  As weapons, set on fire by hell itself, or as wheel barrows, motivated by 

the love of God?   

 

Let me wrap up with one very practical question that I think will be helpful to all of us: ‘is what I say 

consistent with what I believe?’  ‘Does my speech reflect my faith?’   

 

Sometimes we get out into the world and we just talk, we just say whatever comes into our minds, and I 

think that that’s probably the time that we are most spiritually compromised.   

 

I remember back in third year university, I had my tonsils out and it was a big mess.  Back in the hospital 

twice after the surgery – it’s no fun having your tonsils out as a grown up.  But it taught me an 

interesting lesson. 

 

I remember sitting at the dinner table and my brother or sister said something snarky to me and I was 

about to lash back at them, but I had to stop and think about what I was going to say, because to say it, 

would literally hurt – me.  When it hurts to talk, you have to stop and say ‘is this worth saying?’  ‘Is this 

really what I want to say right now?’  ‘Is this really consistent with what I believe?’ 

 

I think as believers, we need that moment of pause to say – wait – is this really consistent with what I 

believe?  Do these words reflect the words of love and acceptance that God has spoken to me? 

 

How will you use your words?  As weapons?  Or as wheelbarrows?  
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We can sometimes have a habit of talking without really thinking about what we’re saying and I think 

that’s when we are most spiritually compromised.  I remember back in third year university, I had my 

tonsils taken out and it was a real mess – I was back in the hospital twice after the first surgery – and I’ll 

tell you – getting your tonsils out as a grown up is REALLY painful.  But I remember, there were times 

when I wanted to say something mean to my brother or sister, but it hurt too much to talk.  I had to 

think carefully and choose what I was going to say, what was really worth saying.  And I think that we 

need to apply that in our faith lives as well – pausing to say – wait, is this really consistent with what I 

believe about the love of God?  Is what I’m about to say consistent with the way God has treated me? 

 

And that leads into the second question – based on verse 9 – ‘with the tongue we praise our Lord… and 

with it we curse men … made in His image.’  I think we need to catch ourselves before saying something 

mean and ask ourselves – ‘wait, would I say this to God?  Because I’m about to say it to someone made 

in His image.’   

 

I think that when we ask ourselves those questions – is this consistent with what I believe? And would I 

say this to God?  We’ll avoid using words as weapons.   

 

And instead use words as wheel barrows to build others up according to their needs.   

 

29 Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building 

others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen (Eph 4:29 NIV). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BENEDICTION 

9 For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 10 He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him. 

 11 Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing. 

 (1Th 5:9-11 NIV). 

 

  

i 34 You brood of vipers, how can you who are evil say anything good? For out of the overflow of the heart the 
mouth speaks. 
 35 The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in him, and the evil man brings evil things out of 
the evil stored up in him. 
 36 But I tell you that men will have to give account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have 
spoken (Mat 12:34-36 NIV). 

                                                           


