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James 3:1-18

Lesson 4

Summary Sentence: Our tongues need to be under God’s control

Central Idea: Our tongues are instruments for Good or evil

Introduction Benjamin Franklin, in his famous Poor Richard’s Almanac,  once wrote “Since God gave us two ears and only one mouth, it is obvious He meant folks to listen more than they speak”.  And this is clearly James’ sentiment in 1:19 when he says “be quick to hear and slow to speak”. But James did not draw his ideas from American folk wisdom. He found these same concerns expressed in Scripture. Some 2700 years before Ben Franklin lived, Solomon wrote in Proverbs 10:19  When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise. (NIV). And Solomon’s father David pleaded  in Psalm 141:3 - Set a guard over my mouth, O LORD; keep watch over the door of my lips. Throughout the scriptures, and in our own daily experiences, we see again and again that our tongues, though small, have great power – the power to comfort or confuse, to soothe or to hurt, to bless or curse, even to heal or destroy. This is the whole focus of James 3, which culminates in the victorious truth that we can become mature in our speech by opening our hearts to the wisdom of God and placing our tongues under His control.  Tonight we are going to look at three different keys that James gives us. They are found in – 

James 3:1-2       
 The Weight of our words 

James 3:3-12
 Taming the tongue

James 3: 13-18
The Key to mature Speech

 As we look more closely at these three keys, we can see that our tongues may be instruments for either good or evil. Its our choice!

The Weight of our Words (James 3:1-2)

In James’ day, teachers had a position that was highly respected. Both in the Jewish world, where rabbis sat in the seats of honor in the synagogues, and in the Greek world, where philosophers were the teachers and companions of kings, teachers were honored and respected. And apparently, some people in the Jerusalem church were presenting themselves as teachers in order to enjoy the privileges of the role, but did not recognize the seriousness of the responsibility they were assuming. They were not choosing their words carefully, and were failing, or refusing, to apply the principles of Christ in their own lives. Perhaps they were promoting their own ideas rather than God’s word. Perhaps they were sincere – really trying to be good teachers, but still leading others astray out of ignorance. 

My friend Joseph Ela, who grew up in Cameroon, once told me of a cult in the remote reaches of Cameroon which practiced human sacrifice. Missionaries heard of this cult and traveled for days to find them and bring them the word of God. They were astounded, when they arrived, to find that these folks had, long ago, had a missionary living among them. He had preached to their grandfathers and many had converted to Christ. He had begun a translation of the scriptures into their language, but had died with only a small portion completed.  What portion was it? Genesis 1:1 thru 22:10. Their knowledge of God had over the years, been eroded, and teachers arose within the tribe who, having never heard the old missionary speak of Jesus, began to teach only what was in their book. They ignorantly focused on a small fraction of the Truth of God, with the result that it  became horribly distorted beyond recognition. Genesis 22:10, you see,  where the old missionary’s translation ended, is the verse which has Abraham poised over Isaac’s bound body with an upraised knife.  So ignorant people were led by ignorant men to believe that the way to please God was to sacrifice their children to him. 

Brothers and sisters, Words have weight! They inspire or goad people to action. They cause people to believe things about themselves, or about God,  that may be untrue and destructive. Are we sometimes too quick to speak, to give opinions, to offer advice . . . to instruct ?  Are we guilty of trying to tell people how to solve their problems when we haven’t a clue about how to resolve our own? Are our words inspired by heavenly wisdom? Or are we careless with our words? Lets ask God for the wisdom to listen and learn more from Him than we speak or teach. Remember, our tongues can be instruments for good or for evil. Its our choice, but choices have consequences! Our tongues need to be under God’s control.

Taming the Tongue (James 3:3-12) 

With graphic imagery and striking contrasts, James painted a picture of the destructive forces releashed through an uncontrolled tongue. Using parallels from his day, he tells us of  - 

· the power of the tongue (Like a bit in a horses mouth, or the rudder of a ship) 

·  the difficulty of taming the tongue on our own (like a great fire, or taming a wild animal) 

· and the hypocrisy of a Christian whose tongue is as yet untamed (like praising God and cursing men out of the same mouth, or fresh and salt water coming from the same spring, or a plant that bears the wrong kind of fruit) 

There is no passage in the Bible that convicts us of the importance of taming the tongue than does James 3:1-13. 

James 3:7-8 says “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.” I get a kick out of watching how much effort we put into training animals. I’ve seen Elephants play soccer.  Last Christmas, I heard barking “Jingle Bells”. Chimpanzees are taught to speak sign language, and there are porpoises at Sea World who can shoot baskets better than I can. But far more difficult  - and more essential – than any of these things, is the priority of taming the tiger in our tongues. If we do not bring our speech habits under the control of the Holy Spirit, our tongues will be “full of deadly poison”. (3:8) In regions of south America lives a little snake named the “Bima” snake. English speakers call it the “two-step” snake, because if it bites you, you seldom take more than two steps before you die. Its venom can paralyze the nervous system just that fast. Words can be like that. They have the power to kill a relationship – paralyse love – poison minds – destroy faith – stain purity – and deface reputation. 

Sometimes, even if we take our words seriously, we allow small criticisms and morsels of gossip to slip out here and there, thinking little of it at the time. But we need to ask God to help us change. The Apostle Paul expressed it well  in Ephesians 4:29 “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 impart grace to  those who listen.”  Our tongues are instruments for good or evil. What choices are we making? 

The Key to mature Speech  (James 3:13-18)

I decry the poor vocabulary of Americans. Our language is shrinking – if you don’t believe me, listen carefully and count the number of times you hear “Like” rather than the appropriate preposition or adverb. Count the number of Expletives used as adjectives. Americans are becoming inarticulate.  And because I enjoy the being able to convey my emotions, ideas and thoughts accurately, I work at my vocabulary. I fall into the trap of thinking that if only I had  better words - more knowledge -  my speech would come out perfectly.  

But more important than knowledge is wisdom – the ability to apply my knowledge. Wisdom is gained through experience. It is the expression of a changed life!  If our thoughts are controlled by the Wisdom that comes from heaven, then our thoughts and emotions will be filtered and shaped into words that bless and encourage others. 

Our lives operate much like computers. The way a computer is programmed determines how it will function. The programs within the system determine the output. There is a phrase for it – it is called GIGO: an acronym for “Garbage in, Garbage out”. That holds true in the lives of Christians as well. The key to our words is found in our hearts. Words are shaped by motives, and the tone of our words sometimes communicates much more than the words themselves. Our Lord said, “Out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks”. 

What fills your heart?  Let me suggest that for the Christian, that acronym also holds true, but with one major difference. GIGO, for us, should mean “Godliness in, Godliness out”.  

That’s our goal! And it comes when we receive the wisdom that comes down from above. How do we do that? Paul said that it is found in Jesus, “in whom are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge”. In 1 Corinthians 1:30, he says “God has made Jesus our wisdom”.  If we have surrendered our lives to Him, we are saved by grace, and He lives within us. So isn’t it pretty foolish to look for wisdom from the world? The more we become His, the more His wisdom becomes ours! Our tongues can be instruments for good or evil. If we belong to Jesus, We can choose the Good!

Conclusion We may have spent most of our Christian lives, trying without success to control our tongues. The book of James has reminded us this evening of the importance of speaking words that help, not harm. No doctor – no counselor – no speech teacher – can change our hearts – the source of our words. But Jesus Christ can. It is OK to feel helpless, so long as we come to Him for help!  Our tongues can be instruments for good or for evil. 

Serious question: What would  those who know you best say about  your tongue? 

Lets Pray: Lord help us to be mature in our speech. We are willing to give our tongues into your control. Help us to choose to have you be Lord over every word we say. When we forget, may we quickly seek your forgiveness and restoration. Amen

