Last week, we began a three-part series on the tongue by looking at Jesus' words to the Pharisees in Matthew 12:33-37.  Those verses show very clearly that just like fruit reveal something about the tree that bore them, words show something about the heart that produced them.  The things we say overflow from our hearts, and we will one day give account for those words and be judged for them.  It is a text that reveals to us a great deal about ourselves and our words.  

Another such text is the one we will look at today – James 3:1-12.  The book of James is an interesting book because it does not seem to have nearly so much of a logical flow as many of the other letters in the New Testament.  Instead, it reads much like a New Testament version of Proverbs by laying out instructions and exhortations regarding a number of important issues that concern us as human beings – and, in particular, as Christians.  

One such issue that occupies a central place in the letter is the issue of the tongue.  As we saw last week, James emphatically declares, “If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person's religion is worthless” (James 1:26) – highlighting the seriousness of controlling our tongue.  But then, after an extended discussion on the need to demonstrate our faith through our works, James returns to the issue in 3:1-12.  In short, he makes clear – much as we saw in Matthew 12 – that the tongue is extremely important.  More specifically, it is important because it has the power to produce terrible wickedness.  And those of us who follow Christ should take this seriously and do everything we can to control our tongue and evidence the new hearts we have been given.  So, let us walk through the text together.

I. The tongue is an extremely important and influential instrument (3:1-5a).  

James begins simply by highlighting that the tongue is an extremely important and influential instrument – in spite of its obviously small, seemingly unimportant and uninfluential size.  James highlights this in a series of ways.  

First, he writes, “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness.  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” (3:1-2).  Clearly, these verses give very clear instruction about desiring to be a teacher, but if we understand them in their context, they also say something very important about the tongue.  James tells his readers that not many of them should be teachers because teachers will be judged with greater strictness.  But why is this the case?  It is because “we all stumble in many ways”...especially in what we say (v. 2).  The logic here is that teachers are judged with greater strictness because they use their words in a wider, broader more influential context.  In that sense, their “stumbling” has a wider, more negative effect.  This declaration about becoming a teacher is actually a strong declaration about the tongue.  The tongue is important.  Teachers use their tongues more – and to reach more people.  Therefore their stumbling is magnified, and, as a result, so is the strictness of their judgment.  The tongue is incredibly important, as seen by the fact that those who use it more will be judged more strictly.  

Then, James drives this point home with two images that serve to highlight how a small instrument can exert influence far beyond its size.  First, he writes, “If we put bits into the mouths of horses so that they obey us, we guide their whole bodies as well” (3:3).  Even though a bit is an extremely small instrument, and it might seem ludicrous to think that such a small instrument could control a full-grown horse, that is precisely the case.  He then writes, “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” (3:4).  Once again, James's point is that a rudder is an extremely small instrument, and it seems ludicrous to think that such a small thing could control a huge ship in the midst of strong winds, but that is the case nevertheless.  Both bits (in the mouths of horses) and rudders (on the ends of ships) exert influence far beyond their size.  They are both extremely important.  

And how does this relate to the tongue?  James answers by declaring, “So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great things” (3:5a).  According to James, the tongue is just like the bit and just like the rudder – it exerts influence (and thus has importance) far beyond what you might think.  The tongue – like that bit and that rudder – is extremely important.  In particular, controlling it is foundational to everything else about us.  The tongue, as we saw in Matthew 12, reveals a great deal about us by revealing our hearts.  And, according to James, the person who can control the tongue is able to control the rest of the body as well.  This is an important instrument, and we should give due attention to it.  James wants us to understand the importance of the tongue.  

II. The tongue has great power for evil (3:5b-9).

After laying out the importance and influence of the tongue, James gets even more specific by highlighting that the tongue has the ability and influence and importance to produce great evil and wickedness.  Once again, he does this with a series of vivid images.  

First, he writes, “How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire!  And the tongue is a fire” (3:5b-6a).  Just like with the previous illustrations of a bit and a rudder, there is an image here of something small that can have a much larger effect.  However, in this image, there is a further connotation that it will have a much larger – and bad – effect.  James is sharpening the image by making clear that the tongue not only has importance and ability far beyond its apparent size but that it has importance and ability for great evil that is far beyond its size.  Just like a small fire can quickly spread and ultimately destroy a large forest, the tongue can say something small and yet ultimately destroy something much larger with that simple word.  

And then James drives home his point with a series of declarations about tongue – all intended to highlight how destructive and wicked it can be.  After comparing the tongue to a fire, he says it is “a world of unrighteousness” (3:6).  This is an unusual phrase, but the point seems to be that the tongue is capable of producing all kinds of sin – not just a few isolated types or instances of unrighteousness but a whole world of unrighteousness.  There are all kinds of ways to sin with the tongue.  Moreover, James writes, “The tongue is set among our members, staining the whole body, setting on fire the entire course of life” (3:6b).  Here we see, again, the terribly evil potential of the tongue.  It has the ability, being set among our members, to stain the whole body and destroy the entire life (“setting on fire the entire course of life”).  The tongue can act in such a terribly wicked way that it destroys everything we are and everything around us.  

But how can the tongue be capable of so much destruction?  How can it cause that much damage?  According to James, it is because the tongue itself is “set on fire by hell”.  The tongue itself is inherently wicked – just like the rest of every human being.  At our very core, we are broken and sinful.  Later on, James declares that the tongue is “a restless evil, full of deadly poison.  With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God” (3:8b-9).  James is declaring the same thing as Paul: human beings are, by nature, rebels and sinners, and this demonstrates itself in their tongues.  Remember, when Paul wanted to tell the Romans how every human being is under the power of sin, he wrote: “Their throat is an open grave; they use their tongues to deceive.  The venom of asps is under their lips.  Their mouth is full of curses and bitterness” (Rom. 3:13-14).  The tongue has such terrible potential for evil because it is inherently wicked – even going so far as to praise God while cursing people made in His image.  It is an instrument that loves wickedness because, in human beings, it is fueled by a heart that loves wickedness.  It is “set on fire by hell.”  

And James also makes clear the desparation of the situation by declaring: “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” (2:7-8a).  Not only does the tongue wield incredible influence for evil, but it cannot be changed or tamed by any human being.  Once again, even though the tongue is far smaller than many animals that man has been able to tame, no man has been able to tame it.  Because it is attached to the overflow of the heart and no man can change the heart, it is impossible to change (tame) the tongue.  

Before moving on to the final section of the text, we must stop and understand the seriousness of James's declaration.  Just like Matthew 12:33-37, this text pushes us beyond the tongue and the mouth to the issue of the heart.  At the end of this section, James makes clear that the tongue will produce what is in the heart by pointing to the same reality as Matthew: fruit reveals the tree (3:11-12).  Ultimately, the problem with the tongue is the problem with the heart – it is, by nature, in rebellion against God and refuses to submit to Jesus Christ.  As James declared, no human being can tame the tongue.  The only hope for gaining control of it is to receive a new heart from the Lord that desires to obey.  Every human being needs to repent of their sins and believe in Jesus Christ in order to be delivered from the slavery of sin and enabled to obey.  It is only when there is a new heart and a new Spirit that wants to obey God that the “overflow of the heart” will be good.  No man can tame the tongue (or the heart), but God can change it in a moment.  

If you see in your life a tongue that is not tamed at all, recognize that it is connected to a heart that is not tamed either.  Understand that you are a sinner under the wrath of God.  But also understand that Jesus Christ died on the cross and was raised from the dead so that you could be free.  Repent and believe.  You will be saved, and you will be made new.  You cannot tame yourself; only God can.  

III. Christians should be using their tongues differently (3:10-12).  

And for those of us who are Christians, we just need to keep reading James's letter – which was written to believers, who presumably had already experienced the new birth and been given a new heart.  James closes this section on the tongue with a very clear declaration to believers.  After highlighting the wickedness of the tongue by declaring that it can bless God while also cursing people made in His image, James writes, “From the same mouth come blessing and cursing.  My brothers, these things ought not to be so” (3:10).  As those who are “brothers” - those who have repented and believed in Jesus Christ, we should not use our mouths to both bless God and curse others.  Such a reality “ought not to be so”.  It is wrong. 

But why?  James goes on to say, “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?” (3:11-12).  In the end, we should be producing fruit that is in keeping with the change that has happened in us.  If we are not, then we need to reexamine if our heart has truly been changed.  A good heart will produce good fruit, and a bad heart will produce bad fruit.  

If you are here today, and you have repented of your sins and trusted Jesus Christ to save you, I would urge you to honor the Lord with your tongue.  As James has said, your tongue is incredibly important and influential.  Specifically, it has incredible potential for wickedness and evil and destruction.  But Jesus Christ has redeemed you, and you are a new creation.  Put off the old man, and put on the new man – use your tongue for good.  You have been appointed to bear much fruit, so do what you can to produce such fruit.  It is not fitting to praise God and use the same tongue for evil.  We should guard it.  

Conclusion

As we come to the table, I invite everyone here who has repented of their sins and placed their faith in Jesus Christ to take of the bread and the cup.  If you have not repented and believed, do not take this.  If you do so, you will be eating and drinking judgment on yourself by eating and drinking in an unworthy manner.  This meal is a demonstration of trust in Jesus Christ to save us from our sins.  You do not trust Him, so do not take it.  Instead, I would urge you to repent and believe so that you might be saved.  

But for those who have repented and believed, please eat and drink with us.  Remember that Jesus Christ died and was raised so that you might be set free from sin and God's wrath against that sin.  Jesus paid the penalty for everyone of your sins – even the sins of the tongue.  At the same time, let the glory of what Christ has done sink into your heart so that you follow Him in grateful, obedient faith.  Love Him because He has first loved you.  Let us rejoice together as we eat and drink.  Amen.  

