Lesson 11 — TAMING THE TONGUE James 3:1-8

(3:1) — “My brethren, be not many masters,” — The word “masters” is most likely
referring to “teachers” of the Scriptures. Many who claim to be God-called and God-
equipped preachers or teachers are self-called and self-appointed. They have neither
the knowledge nor do they understand the seriousness of this responsibility that
involves leading people in the ways of life eternal and steering them away from false
ways that lead to eternal damnation. Unqualified, untaught, and uncalled teachers and
preachers are partly responsible for the false gospels, corrupt practices and doctrines in
churches today. They are evil instruments of Satan sowing his tares in the world (Matt.
13:24-30,36-43). We do not want to discourage men from the office of teacher, but we
must urge restraint and avoid ordaining novices. We must pray that God will call and
make known to us who should preach and teach His word (Luke 10:1, 2; Acts 13:1-3, 1
Tim. 5:22; 3:6). Teaching the word requires not only a fluent tongue, a knowledge of the
Scriptures and a sincere heart, but also an anointing of the Lord.

“Knowing that we shall receive the greater condemnation.” First, the Bible
teaches that God’s true people have already been judged for all their sins in Christ by
His death on the cross for their sins imputed to Him. They are not under condemnation
nor any degree of condemnation. They are justified, righteous in Christ because of His
blood shed to satisfy God’s justice and His righteousness imputed to them (Rom.
8:1,33-34). But, secondly, all who live and die in unbelief are condemned under the law
and will receive a just punishment for their sins. This seems to teach that false teachers
who claim to preach God’s word but preach lies will receive a greater degree of
punishment.

(3:2) — “For in many things we offend all.” James acknowledges that we are all
sinners, even though saved by God’s grace in Christ, the Lord our Righteousness. We
all stumble and fall, especially in sins of thought and sins of the tongue. Those of us
who preach and teach and those of us who are taught have many infirmities (1 John
1:8-10). The tongue, however, is a major source of offence. “If any man offend not in
word, the same is a perfect man, and able also to bridle the whole body.” As we
have seen before, the word “perfect” must be defined by its context. Sometimes it can
mean sinless perfection as when it refers to the sinless perfection of Christ and our
standing in Him based on His perfect righteousness imputed to us. But here it means
one who has grown to maturity where a particular gift of God has reached its goal. So,
If a person can learn to control his tongue so as not to cause others to stumble, in that
area, he is a mature believer. The person who has learned when to speak, what to
speak and how to speak for the glory of God and the good of the church is mature. His
actions will be in keeping with his words -- controlled by love and grace!



(3:3-5) — “Behold, we put bits in the horses' mouths, that they may obey us; and
we turn about their whole body. Behold also the ships, which though they be so
great, and are driven of fierce winds, yet are they turned about with a very small
helm, whithersoever the governor listeth. Even so the tongue is a little member,
and boasteth great things. Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth!”
James uses illustrations to show how even though the tongue is a very small organ in
the human body, it is very powerful. The horse is a big, strong animal, wild and self-
willed, but by placing a very small bit in his mouth, we can turn his whole body in the
direction we want him to go! And huge ships are moved by strong winds, yet are turned
in different directions by a very small helm. So, the tongue, even though very little,
makes great boasts, especially in those who boast of working up their own
righteousness by their works and put down others.

(3:6) — “And the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity: so is the tongue among our
members, that it defileth the whole body, and setteth on fire the course of nature;
and it is set on fire of hell.” When we use our tongues to speak evil of God and of
others, it spreads like a fire. Remember, the Scripture teaches that our words are a
direct reflection of our hearts, our inner character (Matt. 12:34-37; Luke 6:45). This
certainly holds true with false preachers and false professors who speak and endorse
false gospels (Gal. 1:6-9). It also holds true with those who constantly engage in
criticism and gossip that destroys the reputations of others.

The tongue, when moved by anger, envy, jealousy, ambition and like passions, is
like a destructive, spreading fire which destroys without partiality or pity. This small
member can destroy friendships that have stood for years. It can destroy homes and
churches that have been happy and content. It can destroy character and reputations,
plant suspicion and doubt and turn men from the truth to error.

(3:7-8) — “For every kind of beasts, and of birds, and of serpents, and of things in
the sea, is tamed, and hath been tamed of mankind: But the tongue can no man
tame; it is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison.” Man has succeeded in taming
beasts, birds, serpents and even the fish of the sea, “but the tongue can no man tame.”
No man can control it, hold it in check, or stop its bitterness and evil. No man can tame
the tongue, but the grace of God can tame, subdue, and make it an instrument for God's
praise and goodness. When the grace of God acts on the heart, it can subdue the
tongue. The first place we see this is in the preaching and witnessing of the Gospel of
God’s free and sovereign grace in and by the Lord Jesus Christ. The tongue then is
used to glorify God, exalt Christ, humble ourselves and others, and build up our
brethren rather than destroy them. By God’s grace, we are enabled to speak the words
of life (John 6:66).



