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 Taming the Tongue 
 James 3:1-12 
 
Introduction (pray) 
 

A. Have you ever noticed that we tend to rank sins?  Some sins seem to us to be far more serious than 
others.  Ultimately, if we break one law we are a lawbreaker. 

 
1. On our list we might place murder, adultery, or sexual immorality at the top of the list.   

 
2. We tend to think of our speech as less important.  Jesus surprises us when he teaches that the 

words we speak may be as evil as murder and adultery.   
 

Matthew 15:10, 15-20 (ESV) “[10] And he called the people to him and said to them, “Hear and 
understand: [11] it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but what comes out of the 
mouth; this defiles a person.” ... [15] But Peter said to him, “Explain the parable to us.” [16] And he 
said, “Are you also still without understanding? [17] Do you not see that whatever goes into the 
mouth passes into the stomach and is expelled? [18] But what comes out of the mouth proceeds 
from the heart, and this defiles a person. [19] For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, 
adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. [20] These are what defile a person. But to 
eat with unwashed hands does not defile anyone.” 

 
3. Is it not a surprise that Jesus puts false witness (lies) and slander on a list with murder and 

adultery?  That seems extreme. 
 

B. Our words matter to God.  Our words reveal our heart. 
 

1. Our text [James 3:1-12] is the longest discussion on the use of the tongue (our words) in the 
New Testament.  Here we learn the tongue is a problem. 

 
2. The Letter of James is the NT version of Proverbs.  Here we find wisdom (the exercise of sound 

judgment).  What is the aim of wisdom?  The aim of wisdom is maturity. 
 

“In a word, the immediate focus of James’ teaching - one might say the same of all apostolic teaching 
- is to bring Christian believers to maturity.”  Sinclair Ferguson, Some Pastors and Teachers, p. 628  

 
3. Here at Living Hope we desire to present everyone mature in Christ.  So we say: 

 
“We proclaim Jesus Christ to everyone to present everyone mature in him.” 

 
C. To be mature means we must pay close attention to our speech.  We pay careful attention to our 

words for they reveal our heart.  My title is Taming the Tongue (read James 3:1-12). 
I. The tongue is our most troublesome muscle spiritually (it has disproportionate power). 
 

A. Did you catch the ugly description James uses for believers (to us)?  Here is quite a list: 
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1. Verse 1 - not many should be teachers (judged with more strictness due to effect). 
 

2. Verse 2 - if you do not stumble in your speech you are perfect.  The saying tells us that “to err 
is human,” meaning we all make mistakes.  No one has perfect speech (only Jesus). 

 
Ex: One of my favorite counseling moments is when someone assures me they aren’t perfect. 

 I usually can’t resist a “thanks for filling me in, I was just wondering.” 
 

3. Verses 3-5 give us three word pictures.  A small member effects the whole subject: 
 

· A horse is trained with a bit 
· A large ship is steered by a rudder 
· Verse 5: our tongue is a small member yet it boasts of great things (we are not impressive 

yet we long for credit and glory) 
· Verse 5: a large forest fire begins from a small spark 

 
4. Verse 6 - “The tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness.”  It causes trouble as it: 

 
· Stains the whole body 
· Sets our life ablaze 
· Is set on fire by hell itself 

 
5. Verses 7 & 8 - you can tame animals but you cannot tame the tongue. 

 
· It is restless and full of deadly poison 

 
6. Verses 9 & 10 - we use it positively and negatively.  We bless God but we curse people. 

 
B. For those of us who are aiming for maturity it becomes understandable that we would like to never 

say another word.  At least we consider reducing our output (ever so briefly). 
 

1. This deadly description makes some Proverbs look quite attractive.   
 

Proverbs 10:19 (ESV) “[19] Where words are many, transgression is not lacking, but whoever 
restrains his lips is prudent.” 

 
Proverbs 17:28 (ESV) “[28] Even a fool who keeps silent is considered wise; when he closes his lips he 
is deemed intelligent.” 

 
2. My mother taught me that “If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all.”  It turns 

out that line appears in the storybook Bambi. 
3. Singer and songwriter Bob Dylan was awarded a Nobel Prize for literature.  He writes, in one 

of his greatest songs, about how everything is broken.  Words matter. 
 

Broken bottles, broken plates, broken switches, broken gates 
Broken dishes, broken parts, streets are filled with broken hearts 
Broken words never meant to be spoken, everything is broken 
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Seems like every time you stop and turn around something else just hits the ground 
Bob Dylan, Everything is Broken, Copyright © 1989 by Special Rider Music 

 
C. When the prophet Isaiah describes the Lord’s appearing to him (Isaiah 6) he says “woe is me, I’m a 

man of unclean lips.  
 

1. In Romans 8:18-23, we read that creation groans and we groan inwardly.  Why?  We eagerly 
await the day when everything is made right.  Our words will change.  

 
D. For now, we have a variety of weapons to choose from when it comes to speaking words that are 

restless, deadly poison, a stain, and fire from hell itself. 
 
II. The words we use when our speech is broken (granted this list is depressing). 
 

A. Our words give away the content and direction of our heart. 
 

“Few things give a clearer indication of the state of a man’s heart than the words he speaks and the 
way in which he speaks them.”  John Blanchard, Truth for Life: A Devotional Commentary on the 
Epistle of James, p. 103  

 
1. Our words reveal, in real time, the real person.  When we said it we absolutely meant it.  Our 

words show the reality of our being.  They give us away.   
 

B. When our speech is broken (remember our heart) we go to places like this.  We speak: 
 

1. Rash words (do you think before you speak?) 
 

Proverbs 12:18 (ESV) “[18] There is one whose rash words are like sword thrusts, but the tongue of 
the wise brings healing.” 

 
2. Boasting words (who gets glory? - wise leaders don’t grab credit) 

 
Proverbs 27:2 (ESV) “[2] Let another praise you, and not your own mouth; a stranger, and not your 
own lips.” 

 
3. Angry words (tone to spouse or kids or friends?) 

 
Proverbs 17:27 (ESV) “[27] Whoever restrains his words has knowledge, and he who has a cool spirit 
is a man of understanding.” 

4. Lying words (exaggeration) - do you tell the truth?  
 

Proverbs 12:22 (ESV) “[22] Lying lips are an abomination to the LORD, but those who act faithfully are 
his delight.” 

 
5. Flattering words (insincere praise for your gain) - do you manipulate? 

 
Proverbs 29:5 (ESV) “[5] A man who flatters his neighbor spreads a net for his feet.” 
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6. Swearing and curse words (slang) - is it wise to talk like the world?  Habits? 

 
Ephesians 4:29 (ESV) “[29] Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good 
for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear.” 

 
7. Grumbling words (complaining) - are you known for grumbling or gratitude? 

 
Philippians 2:14 (ESV) “[14] Do all things without grumbling.” 

 
Ex: Me asking Beth how I’m doing with grumbling and complaining. 

 
8. Quarrelsome words (do you need the last word?) 

 
Proverbs 26:21 (ESV) “[21] As charcoal to hot embers and wood to fire, so is a quarrelsome man for 
kindling strife.” 

 
· A pastor (leader) must not be quarrelsome (The Lord’s servant must not quarrel)  
· Effective leaders have overcome a besetting sin (often words or pride) 

 
9. Gossiping words (casual conversation about people involving unconfirmed details) 

 
Proverbs 18:8 (ESV) “[18] The words of a whisperer [gossip] are like delicious morsels; they go down 
to the inner parts of the body.” 

 
· Are you actively talking about others related to unconfirmed details? 
· Everyone does it (FB, Twitter, Instagram) have made this sin normal and easy 
· Take care when you discuss others (am I part of the problem or solution?) 

 
10. Slandering words (false and damaging statements about a person) 

 
Ephesians 4:31 (ESV) “[31] Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put 
away from you, along with all malice.” 

 
· Do you make false and damaging statements about others? 
· Slander can tear a church apart (go to a source, protect others) 
· One test: say it the same way as if the person was present 

C. We haven’t exhausted our options.  There are a number of ways our words reveal our heart.  This 
battle is one we will fight until our final breath. 

 
1. The fight to watch our language and tongue is worth it because let the hearer be warned.  Our 

words matter to Jesus.  Here is the teaching of our Lord and Savior. 
 

Matthew 12:36-37 (ESV) “[36] I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every 
careless word they speak, [37] for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be 
condemned.”  
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“But this battle for vocal holiness is a long-running one, and it needs to be waged incessantly, daily, 
hourly.”   Sinclair Ferguson, Some Pastors and Teachers, p. 630 

 
2. What is our hope?  Is there good news?  Our text exhorts us toward wisdom but we have 

very good news for this fight. 
 
III. Prepping for the fight 
 

A. Though James writes about wisdom he doesn’t lose sight of his half-brother Jesus Christ. 
 

1. In chapter 2, as he addresses partiality, James writes: 
 

James 2:1 (ESV) “[1] My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Lord of glory.” 

 
2. “The faith” is the gospel.  The finished work of Jesus Christ in his death and resurrection.  

This work is only for sinners.  You come to Jesus for the forgiveness of all your sins. 
 

3. This offer is made freely to all sinners everywhere.  When we see our sin (like our words) and 
we see our Savior (Jesus Christ) we run to Him for forgiveness and life (have you?). 

 
B. Our response is that our mouths are stopped (we have nothing to offer).   

 
Romans 3:19 (ESV) “[19] Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under 
the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to 
God.” 

 
Paul now points out ... that when you realize what the Law is truly saying to you the result is that 
‘every mouth shall be stopped.’  You are rendered speechless!  You are not a Christian unless you 
have been rendered speechless!  How do you know whether you are a Christian or not?  It is that 
you ‘stop talking.’  The trouble with the non-Christian is that he goes on talking....  You do not 
begin to be a Christian until your mouth is shut, is stopped, and you are speechless and have nothing 
to say.”  Martyn Lloyd-Jones in Romans 3:20-4:25, p. 19 

 
1. We start here.  Do you know this truth?   
2. We, to some degree, see the depth of our sin, the filthiness of our heart, and our need for 

mercy and grace.  We are humbled at the foot of the cross.  No more boasting. 
 

C. But then, praise God, we recognize we are a new creation. 
 

1. We may not be where we want to be but praise God we are different than we were.  We find 
different desires within and as we behold Jesus Christ we are changed. 

 
2. More, we have the Holy Spirit within who prays for us and gives us strength.  We walk by faith 

in the power of the Spirit and we bear fruit in our lives. 
 

“The mastery of it [the tongue] is one of the clearest marks of a whole person, a true Christian.  
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Tongue-mastery is a fruit of self-mastery.  It is essential to gospel ministry.”  Sinclair Ferguson, 
Some Pastors and Teachers, p. 628  

 
Galatians 5:22-24 (ESV) “22] But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, [23] gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. [24] And 
those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” 

 
D. And then we abide in the Word of God (with all the saints). 

 
1. We cling to the promises of God which are mighty to act in us.  We do this: 

 
Colossians 3:16-17 (ESV) “[16] Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing 
one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your 
hearts to God. [17] And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord 
Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” 

 
2. Fill your heart and mouth with godliness.  The principle at work in us is put off - put on.  We 

put off sin (kill it) and we put on gratitude, thanksgiving, and encouragement. 
 

Ex: Consider taking one of these and growing in grace and habits this week. 
 

3. We begin to find that over time we speak words of life (not death) to those around us.  People 
are drawn to life-giving words.   

 
Conclude 
 

A. Our speech is a problem for we all stumble in many ways.  But, God gives grace.  Our sins are 
forgiven, we live in freedom, and we begin to grow in godliness for the glory of God. 

 
1. The path and the light of the righteous grow brighter every day. 

 
2. The righteous man falls seven times but he gets back up and presses on.  In this fight, over 

time, we will find that we become mature saints for the glory of God. 
B. Some of us have been mistreated with words.  We are aware of words spoken to us that are painful 

and perhaps abusive.  We would want to bring you help (Christians shouldn’t harm).  
 

1. Be careful that in your response sin isn’t somehow justified.  We consider Jesus Christ, our 
Lord, Savior, and example.  We fix our eyes on Jesus. 

 
2. When Jesus was mistreated (reviled which means criticized or mocked) he made no reply to his 

accusers.  We are called to suffering. 
 

1 Peter 2:21-23 (ESV) “[23] For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, 
leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps. [22] He committed no sin, neither was 
deceit found in his mouth. [23] When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, 
he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly.” 
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3. We pray prayers like this: 
 

Psalm 19:14 (ESV) “[14] Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in 
your sight, O LORD, my rock and my redeemer.” 

 
Psalm 139:23-24 (ESV) “[23] Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! 
[24] And see if there be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!” 

 
C. May our speech bring glory to God.  May our words bring life to those who hear them. 

 
1. People may not remember exact words we say but they will always remember how we make 

them feel.  Spouse?  Child?  Friends?  Grace to you in taming the tongue. 
 
Pray 
 
 
Permissions: You are permitted and encouraged to reproduce and distribute this material in any format provided that you do 
not alter the wording in any way and do not charge a fee beyond the cost of reproduction. For web posting, a link to this 
document on our website is preferred. Any exceptions to the above must be approved by Living Hope Church. 
 
Please include the following statement on any distributed copy: 
By Ken Mellinger 
Website: http://livinghopechurchpa.com 

 
 
 
 


