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James 3:1-12

The Power, Danger, and Spiritual Significance of Our Words

We live in a word-saturated world. Many of us today are constantly bombarded with

words in a way that was unthinkable in the past. Just think about: we are surrounded by words all

day, everyday, not just by people we’re around, but from our digital devices and written words

we see all around us. Billions of books, blogs, and articles abound; nearly everyone today in our

culture can read now, a huge contrast to the vast majority of history, when most people were

illiterate. Written words abound on street signs, billboards, even on most of the walls in our

houses and buildings. Add to this our cell phones, where we have instant access to all the

information in the world on the internet, not to mention they’re constantly buzzing with new text

messages and notifications.  We constantly pass TV’s where we hear people speak, or the radio

comes on in the car. If you’re on social media, you may spend hours a week scrolling through

endless posts, reading and watching what thousands of your closest friends have said this week.

If you’re like me, then anytime you’re working in the yard or plowing the driveway, you’re

listening to a podcast or audiobook.

We live in a word-saturated world. In fact, we’re surrounded by so many words, both

written and verbal, that we probably don’t even notice it anymore - we tune it out. Where words

abound, words can become pretty cheap; they can start to lose their meaning and value. So we

might be tempted to think that our own words just don’t matter that much, that it doesn’t really

matter what we say because it’s adding to the endless cacophony of meaningless words we hear

and read all day long and then forget about in 10 seconds. But every now and then, we’re

reminded just how meaningful and important words are. It’s easy to tune out the news until you

hear the words: “A second plane has just flown into the twin towers,” or “We are now at war.”

Everything changes when you hear the three little words: “You have cancer,” or the four little

words, “Will you marry me?” Words like that make us stop and pause; they change our world

instantly. They remind us just how important and significant our words really are - just how

much power they have, how much hope they can bring, how much damage they can do. Our

tongues, the words we use and the way we say them, can do incredible, even irreparable damage,

to ourselves and to other people - especially those we love, in our families, in our church family.
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And so it’s good and right for us to stop and think carefully about our words, about the

way we speak, about whether or not the way we use our tongues is pleasing to the Lord. And just

in case we’re tempted to think that what we say and the way we speak isn’t that big of a deal,

God inspired James to write clearly and directly on this, showing us just how serious and

spiritually significant our words really are. And this isn’t the first time we’ve seen James address

this issue, is it? Think back to a month ago, the day before Halloween, when we looked at James

1:19-27. That passage began with the command to “be quick to hear, slow to speak” cautioning

us to watch our words. But then, he turned to the power and significance of God’s Word, that it

be implanted in our hearts, changing us, so that we must not just be hearers but doers of His

Word. If we’re tempted to think words don’t matter, we have only to be reminded that eternal life

and salvation comes through the words of the gospel, written down in the Bible, God’s Word of

Truth! These words change our life! And this includes the way we use our own words. This is

why James said in chapter 1, verse 26, “If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his

tongue but deceives his own heart, that person’s religion is worthless.” A reminder that our

words are significant because they reveal our hearts. And so it shouldn’t surprise us that James

comes back to this same very practical, pastoral issue here in chapter 3. He’s just finished telling

us, in the end of chapter 2, that “faith without works is dead,” that if we truly have saving faith in

Christ, then our faith will bear the fruit of good works in our lives - which sounds a lot like being

not just hearers but doers of the word, doesn’t it? And so, just as he’s done before, James now

turns to a very important category of good works in our lives: our words, our speech, taming our

tongues. And since we all speak every single day, and since we’re all sinners, and therefore all

sin with our tongues, this is a topic that is directly relevant to all of us.

Here in James 3:1-12, James zeroes in on how important our words are and how we are

(and are not) supposed to use our words as Christians. We’re reminded here that we are

responsible for the effects our words have on ourselves and others, that our words are powerful,

that they can be incredibly dangerous and destructive, and that our words reflect the spiritual

state of our heart. This passage powerfully exhorts us to tame our tongues, to repent of the sin

and evil we do with them, and to instead speak in a way that honors the Lord and reflects who

we are in Christ.

First, we see The Weightiness of Our Words.

I. The Weightiness of Our Words: A Caution to Those Who Would Teach (3:1-2)
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James begins the passage with a cautionary word of warning in v.1: “Not many of you

should become teachers, my brothers.” This verse is a warning that we should not be hasty in

either becoming a teacher or letting someone else teach either. James has spiritual teaching about

God and the Bible, especially in the church context, in mind. This makes it clear that the biblical

expectation is that not everyone in the church will be able to teach; instead, the biblical

expectation is that only a few should be given this responsibility. But that cuts against our

modern sensibilities, doesn’t it? We’re modern Americans, after all; we don’t like to be told that

we can’t do something. Nor do we like to make general, sweeping statements like this, where

only a select few are allowed to to teach. We might think, “Doesn’t that sound elitist?” So we

might be tempted to think that everyone in the church should be allowed to teach - or, at the very

least, we might think that every Christian should eventually get to the point of being able to

teach, if they are spiritually mature enough. But this warning is even more narrow than that: “not

many” Christians should become teachers, nor should they be expected to. To teach others,

especially in a spiritual context, is a weighty thing indeed.

But why is this the case? James immediately gives two reasons backing up his warning.

First, he says, in the rest of verse 1: “For you know that we who teach will be judged with greater

strictness.” We’re all responsible for what we do - and that includes what we say; we’re all going

to have to get an account before the Lord one day. And this is especially true for when someone

teaches others with authority, especially with spiritual authority. James gives a second reason for

this as well, in v.2: “For we all stumble in many ways. And if anyone does not stumble in what

he says, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle his whole body.” In other words, we all sin in

many different ways - and this certainly includes our words - and if anyone doesn’t sin with his

words, then he must be a perfect man, sinless in everything he does! But the point he’s making is

clear, isn’t it? We know that person doesn’t exist (except for the man Jesus). We all sin - and

therefore, every single one of us sins with our words. And if we’re going to be teachers, which

requires a lot of talking, then this provides even more opportunities to mess up with our words -

only it doesn’t just effect us, but those we’re teaching. When we teach in the church, we’re

teaching on spiritual matters, about GOd, the Bible, the gospel, and spiritual life and death are at

stake - this is especially true of preaching from the pulpit, but it’s also true of when we teach

Sunday School, a small group, or any teaching in the church. If we lead others astray by

teaching them false things about the Bible, leading others into false beliefs, wrong ideas, and
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immorality, then we are responsible for that. It’s one thing to lead ourselves astray (we’re

responsible for that, too), but it’s even worse if we lead others astray - and we’ll be held

accountable for that to an even greater degree. Greater positions of teaching come with greater

degrees of responsibility and accountability as well. Just think how damaging false teachings can

be. But even a careless word by a teacher who means well can easily lead someone astray into

having a wrong idea about God, the gospel, and the Bible - and it just might cost them their

souls.

Therefore, we gravely need to take the warning of v.1 to heart: not many of us should be

teachers. We should not assume that everyone is able to or should be able to teach others in the

church context. Teaching is a spiritual gift - all Christians have gifts of the Spirit, but we all have

different gifts. This doesn’t mean that those who can teach in the church are better than those

who can’t - it just means we’re different, and we all need each other’s gifts. But it also means

that teaching on spiritual things is different than just being a good communicator. Someone may

be a great math or English teacher, maybe great at giving speeches - but that doesn’t

automatically mean they have the spiritual gift of teaching on spiritual matters in a church

context; that requires spiritual maturity. Now, this obviously doesn’t mean someone must be

morally perfect to be a teacher, because then no one would be qualified! As James has just

reminded us, “We all stumble in many ways.” But someone must be spiritually mature, being

sound in the faith, doctrine, and Christian character, in order to teach in the church. But again,

this doesn’t mean that just because someone is spiritually mature that they should therefore teach

- as James has also just told us, “Not many of you should be teachers.” So this means that you

shouldn’t feel guilty or “less-than” if you’re not spiritually gifted to teach; that’s normal, for both

new and old Christians alike. If you don’t have a desire to teach, or the thought makes you

nervous, then don’t feel any pressure to teach! There’s nothing wrong with that. And if you do

desire to teach in spiritual contexts, that’s a good thing! But this passage also tells you to be

cautious, to not be hasty, to humbly seek the counsel of others to see whether or not you should

teach, and if so, in what contexts.

The bottom-line application is this: we should be very careful, as a church, who we let

teach and preach - not only in the pulpit, but in Sunday School classes and small groups as well.

Just to state the obvious: I’m not a neutral party in this discussion; I’m a pastor, I preach and

teach in the church weekly. I take this verse very seriously; this is a weighty responsibility, with
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eternal consequences. This is one reason why I spend the majority of my time every week in

studying the Bible and preparing sermons and lessons as carefully as I can. And we should all

feel that weightiness when it comes to the preaching and teaching ministries of the church.

And let me also just make a broader application from these verses as well: while the main

thrust of this is aimed at spiritual teaching, it does remind us that we bear a weighty

responsibility before God for all of our words, especially anytime we hold any kind of position

of leadership, authority, or influence. If you’re a husband, you’re the head of your home - and

that makes your words all the weightier, bringing a stricter judgment for us. If you’re a parent,

we are responsible for how we speak to our children, what we teach them, and so forth - that’s a

weighty responsibility, bringing stricter judgment. If you’re a boss, a mentor, a teacher, a leader

of any kind - you should feel a weighty responsibility for your words. And this is because our

words are powerful - which brings us to point number 2.

II. The Power of Our Words: Words Powerfully Shape Us and Those Around Us

(3:3-5a)

Next, James drives home for us just how powerful and influential our words are by giving

us two illustrations, in vv.3-4. Both these illustrations are teaching us the exact same principle:

both involve a small, seemingly lesser object exerting an outsized influence and power over

something that is far larger and seemingly greater. The first example is of a bit that bridles a

horse, in v.3: “If we put bits into the mouths of horses so that they obey us, we guide their whole

bodies as well.” We don’t need to get lost in trying to press the metaphor too far; the point is,

simply, that a tiny bit in the mouth of a large, powerful horse can tame it, guide it, control it.

Second, we see the example of a small rudder guiding a large ship, in v.4: “Look at the ships

also: though they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are guided by a very small

rudder wherever the will of the pilot directs.” Again, the point is the same. And now, in verse 5,

James brings the point home by comparing this principle to the tongue, a tiny little member

compared to the rest of of our bodies: “So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of

great things.”

Our words can be incredibly powerful. Our words can have an outsized influence on other

people and on our own lives as well - for good or ill. Words can easily influence, shape, direct,

and guide someone, sometimes far more than we even realize. We may be tempted to treat words

flippantly, to not give them much thought, but just think about how words have changed your life
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dramatically. Have you ever heard the words, “You’re hired!” or “You’re fired!”? THose words

change things dramatically, don’t they? Just consider how powerful are the three little words; “I

Love You.” They can change just another date into a marriage proposal; they can diffuse a tense

situation - just think of a marital spat, where husband and wife of getting angry with each other,

when one of you turns to the other and says, “Honey, I love you.” That can diffuse the situation

quickly, can’t it? Or think of when a child disobeys, and the parent rightly disciplines him, but

then, after spanking him, picks him up, holds him tight, and says, “Son, I love you. I forgive

you.” That’s powerful, isn’t it? It makes a world of difference.

And if you’re a Christian, then you know that it was by hearing the very words of the

gospel that changed your life forever - not just in this life, but for all eternity! It’s through

hearing the words of the gospel that salvation comes - by hearing that we have sinned against the

holy God, but that in His mercy, Christ lived, died, and was raised so that whoever repents and

puts their faith in Him will be forgiven and raised to eternal life! These are gloriously powerful,

life-changing words, aren’t they? And it’s through hearing and reading the Word of God that He

strengthens our faith, holds us fast, and grows us into spiritual maturity.

Words are powerful and meaningful. They shape minds and change hearts. Therefore, we

should take great care with how we speak, seeking to use our words in ways that please God and

build one another up in Christ! But it also means we must take great care to guard and control

our tongues, because it means that our words have an incredibly powerful potential to cause

great damage and destruction, both to ourselves and others. Which leads us to our third point:

III. The Destructive Danger of Our Words: In Our Sin, Our Words Can Cause Great

Destruction  (3:5b-8)

We see this clearly in the rest of v.5 through verse 8. First, James gives another

illustration, but this time, it’s clearly to drive home how powerfully dangerous and destructive

our words can be. He says, “How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire!” We’ve all seen

the videos of wildfires raging out of control, burning down every tree or house in it’s path - and it

can all start from just a tiny little spark. And so it is with our tiny little words - they can burn the

world down. James connects the dots for us in v.6: “And the tongue is a fire, a world of

unrighteousness. The tongue is set among our members, staining the whole body, setting on fire

the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell.” Because we’re sinners, our words unleash a

world of unrighteousness - not only do they reveal the unrighteousness in us, but they spark more
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and more sin and unrighteousness into flame all around us. Our words can destroy our lives if we

let them, ruining our relationships, condemning us to misery, ruining our reputation, ruining the

reputation and lives of others. Have you ever spoken something that you didn’t mean, that you

didn’t think through very well, and you regretted it as soon as you said it? Maybe something you

said in anger that you wish you could take back, but it did irreparable damage to a relationship?

A careless word, a harsh word, a slanderous word, a lying word, a hateful and malicious word -

no matter how small or quick it may be, it can ruin your life and grievously wound those you

know and love just like that.

And James doesn’t mince words: he tells us that when we speak like this, when we use

our tongues to spark into flame wildfires of unrighteousness, it’s because they are “set on fire by

Hell.” Sinful words are demonic - they come from Satan. You might be tempted to think that’s

just hyperbole, but it isn’t. The vast majority of the time we see Satan attacking and tempting

people in Scripture it’s through twisted, unrighteous words. Just think of the Garden of Eden,

with the first temptation, where he called God a liar. Satan is the father of lies. He’s the accuser,

the temper, the deceiver. When we use our words like Satan does, we shouldn’t be surprised

when it sets our worlds on fire and leads to more and more unrighteousness, destruction, and

spiritual death.

And this isn’t just a problem for some people, but for all of us - because we’re all sinners,

and we all have unrighteousness in our hearts. Nor is this just a potential danger for us some of

the time - no, another reason why our tongues are so dangerous is because they are nigh

impossible to control! James makes this point in verses 7-8: “For every kind of beast and bird, of

reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by mankind, but no human being can

tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.” Mankind has learned to capture lions

and sharks, even to tame wolves, elephants, and whales, but no one - meaning not one of us in

this room - has learned to fully master, control, and tame the tongue. Everytime we talk, our

words pose the potential danger of popping off like an unseen landmine and blowing up

whatever conversation we’re in. Our tongues are a restless evil; our words are so often dripping

deadly poison, sometimes causing damage we aren’t even aware of.

Since this directly applies to each and every one of us here today, that means this calls all

of us to examine our own tongues: how do your own words cause damage and destruction in

your life and to other people - whether intentionally in your sin, or even unintentionally at times?
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James doesn’t give us specific examples here, but the rest of the Bible is full of them. We’re

warned against lying and speaking falsehoods. We should not slander other people, tearing down

their reputation. We should not gossip about people, or spread rumors. We should not flatter or

manipulate. We’re prone to thoughtless, careless babbling. In our anger, we so quickly tear each

other down with our words; we’re so often harsh and abrasive instead of gentle in our rebukes.

We should not be double-tongued and hypocritical - saying one thing, but meaning another, or

going back on our words.

Men, there’s some ways we’re particularly prone to sin in our words. Let us not boast and

brag in our arrogance. Do not insult, cuss out, shout down, or yell at people in your anger and

frustration - especially not your wives and children. Let us not grumble and complain about our

wives, but speak honorably about them - to their face, in public and private, and especially when

our wives aren’t around.

Ladies, with all the respect in the world, there are some ways you’re particularly prone to

sin with your words as well. You should take great care not to nag your husbands or speak

disrespectfully to them, or about them; in public or in private, show respect to your husband with

your words, especially in how you speak about him to other ladies when he isn’t around.

Parents, let us take great care with what we say to our children, and how we speak to

them. We must instruct and discipline, but let us do so in love, not with angry, harsh, belittling

words - for who knows what scars that may leave upon them for the rest of their lives?

Children, teenagers, you should speak respectfully to your parents. You should obey them

with your words, not just in what you say, but how you say it. You should honor your parents, in

public and private, and in how you speak about them when they aren’t around.

Church members, let us take great care care not to sin against each other with our words,

nor cause division among us.

And to all of us: when we do sin with our words, let us not cover it up or lie about - that

only makes it worse. Instead, let us confess it, admit it, apologize and repent. Let us confess it in

prayer to God, and confess it to one another, asking forgiveness and seeking reconciliation. For

we all stumble in many ways in our words - only Jesus Christ was perfect in all he ever said! So

isn't it wonderful that the gospel promises us that, if we come to Him in faith, God takes the

righteous words of Christ and credits them to our account? Let us praise the Lord with our

tongues and thank Him for His gracious mercy, that He forgives us for our wicked words and
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clothes us in the righteousness of Christ. Therefore, let us strive to speak in a way that reflects

this reality. Which brings us to our final point:

IV. The Inconsistency of our Words: What We Say Should Reflect Who we are in Christ

(3:9-12)

In verses 9-10,, James observes just how inconsistent and hypocritical it is for us to sin

with our words as Christians: “With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people

who are made in the likeness of God. From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My

brothers, these things ought not to be so.” It’s hypocritical for us to praise and worship God with

our lips then turn around and curse our brother, to slander and tear down a human being made in

the image of God. We shouldn’t do this - but why? It’s because these things are incompatible

with each other. He continues, in verses. 11-12: “Does a spring pour forth from the same opening

both fresh and salt water? Can a fig tree, my brothers, bear olives, or a grapevine produce figs?

Neither can a salt pond yield fresh water.” A spring or a pond can’t produce both fresh and salt

water because they are incompatible with each other - you have to pick one. A tree is identified

by the fruit it produces - fig trees grow figs, not olives, and vice versa. All of these images show

that what is produced reveals where it came from. And so it is with our words: our words reveal

our hearts. As Jesus says in Matt. 12:33-34, “Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or

make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the tree is known by its fruit. You brood of vipers! How

can you speak good, when you are evil? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.”

Our words reveal our hearts. And that’s a pretty convicting thought, isn’t it? It means

there’s a lot of junk and ugliness inside, and it’s impossible to hide it when it bubbles up and

spews out of our mouths. And this is true of all of us, because we’re all sinners. But if you’re a

Christian, you’re not just a sinner - you’re a redeemed child of God! There’s not just sin inside

you but the Spirit of God! That’s why it’s so inappropriate, so inconsistent and incongruous,

when we speak in evil ways!

Brothers and sisters, we have been cleansed by the blood of Jesus Christ; we are dead to

sin and alive in Christ! We’ve been given new hearts, we’ve been born again, filled by the very

Spirit of God! Therefore, let us not speak as though we were still dead in our sins, bearing bad

and evil fruit, but let us speak and use our words in such a way that reflects who we are in Christ

- in a way that reflects Jesus Christ Himself! So let us repent of the wicked ways we use our

words, by confessing it to the Lord - and most importantly by looking to the cross of Christ, and
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firmly believing that Jesus bore all of God’s wrath against our sin, even the millions of sins

we’ve committed with our tongues. So let us praise the Lord with our tongues, and let us ask

Him for the grace to go forth and sin no more in our words, but to instead glorify Him in all that

we say. May we always speak in a way that consistently reflects who we are in Christ - redeemed

and righteous, purely by His grace through faith in the finished work of Jesus Christ.

But maybe you’ve been convicted of the way you sin with your words today because it

reveals that you have an unbelieving heart. Maybe you know full well just how damaging and

destructive and uncontrollable your tongue is. I pray that today you would repent and believe in

the words of the gospel, words far more powerful than your words could ever be, words that can

change your life forever - not just now, but for all of eternity! The Word of the Gospel of Christ

Jesus speaks far more grace and mercy than the sin and evil that your tongue could ever speak.

Jesus Christ lived a perfect life, died on the cross for our sins, and rose again! If you repent and

believe these words, they’ll change you life - they’ll save your soul. If you have any questions

about this, please come and speak with me. Let us pray.
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