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James 
Part 5 

James Chapter 3 
Pastor Charles Price 

 
If you have got your Bible with you I am going to read from the Book of James and Chapter 3.  
We have been looking into the Book of James over a number of weeks and I am going to read 
the whole of Chapter 3 because there is a linear development that if we extract just a few verses 
we will lose the general picture. 
 
So if you have got a Bible and can turn to James Chapter 3, or one of the Bibles that are in the 
seats there, you will find it easier to follow along with me. 
 
James 3:1: 
 

“Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we 
who teach will be judged more strictly. 
 
“We all stumble in many ways.  If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect 
man, able to keep his whole body in check. 
 
“When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the 
whole animal. 
 
“Or take ships as an example.  Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, 
they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go. 
 
“Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts.  Consider 
what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. 
 
“The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body.  It corrupts the 
whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell. 
 
“All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have 
been tamed by man, but no man can tame the tongue.  It is a restless evil, full of deadly 
poison. 
 
“With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have 
been made in God’s likeness. 
 
“Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing.  My brothers, this should not be. 
 
“Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? 
 
“My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs?  Neither can a salt 
spring produce fresh water. 
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“Who is wise and understanding among you?  Let him show it by his good life, by deeds 
done in the humility that comes from wisdom. 
 
“But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or 
deny the truth. 
 
“Such “wisdom” does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the 
devil. 
 
“For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil 
practice. 
 
“But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, 
considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. 
 
“Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness.” 

 
This last week Hilary and I saw a program on TVO one evening called “The Mysteries of the 
Human Voice.”  It made the point that everyone’s voice is as unique as their fingerprints and 
that, through it, we communicate, not just through vocabulary but through tone, through gesture; 
we express our deepest emotions, we build friendships with our voice, we express our love.  And 
we follow instinctively things that our voice knows what to do. 
 
For instance, if you are talking to a baby, we sort of automatically go into a high pitch.  You 
know, we say, “Hello, little baby.  You are beau-u-utiful.”  We stress our vowels too to babies. 
 
“Oh, look you are smiling at me.”  Because babies only hear a high pitched voice.  You don’t 
say, “Hello, baby, you are beau-u-utiful.” 
 
It is instinctive in us. 
 
This program looked at creating artificial speech for people who are unable to talk; their vocal 
chords have been damaged or are unable to function.  And whereas it is a lot better now than it 
was in Stephen Hawking’s day, and you probably heard him speak in that low monotone voice 
that his machine reproduces what he has fed into it, but it does it in the exact same monotone and 
you don’t know what his emotions are behind the words, unless he uses words to describe them. 
 
And it was saying that only the human voice conveys in its communication the emotion and the 
mood and the state of the heart of the speaker. 
 
Oratory is a powerful mechanism.  It has changed the world more than military might.  Oratory 
gives people vision and motivation and it gives confidence to armies.  They may fight the actual 
battle but unless someone is behind them motivating them with rhetoric and oratory that gets into 
their hearts, a lot doesn’t happen. 
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Hitler was a brilliant orator.  He actually is a good example of James 3:6 where he says, 
 

“The tongue is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body…it corrupts the whole 
person and sets the whole course of his life on fire.” 

 
And it was Hitler’s eloquence, not his ideology, that set Germany aflame in the 1930’s and into 
the 1940’s.  He didn’t really have an ideology other than the superiority of the Arian race and 
disgruntlement about the Treaty of Versailles which ended the First World War. 
 
But it was his speech.  Now I don’t speak German but I have heard Hitler in German and you can 
see the power of his ability as an orator. 
 
John Kennedy said of Winston Churchill, when Churchill was made an honorary citizen of the 
United States in 1963; he said Churchill mobilized the English language and sent it into battle. 
 
It was a competing of orators. 
 
Martin Luther King, especially his “I have a dream” speech sparked a civil rights movement that 
transformed race relations in the USA. 
 
I used to have a recording of some of Martin Luther King’s speeches – “I have a dream”, but in 
particular the one he gave after receiving the Nobel Prize in Oslo and came back to Harlem in 
New York and he made a speech there. 
 
And when I was on a long drive in my car, I would often play these speeches and they would 
move me to tears.  Such was the power of his words. 
 
Abraham Lincoln gave the Gettysburg Address, one of the shortest addresses ever given.  It 
lasted less than two minutes, 272 words, and it has become the most enduring memory and 
benchmark of American history.   
 
He hadn’t even prepared it; it was off the cuff, but he defined what democracy is.  He spoke of it 
being government of the people by the people for the people.  And that has become the standard 
definition of democracy since then. 
 
Now I am saying all this because James in this chapter writes about the power of the tongue.  
The wagging within your mouth is an incredibly powerful instrument.   
 
And I want to talk about two things which I think James talks about.  I want to talk about the 
speaking of words, first of all.  And then we will talk about the source of words. 
 
By these speaking of words, we are going to look at what he says about how we speak them, why 
we speak them, when we speak them, what they do. 
 
He begins by talking to those who teach.  He says there in Verse 1, 
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“Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we 
who teach will be judged more strictly.” 

 
It is of course a great privilege to teach, to pass on ideas and thoughts and truths to other people.  
But it is also a very precarious business.  And we do it primarily through our words. 
 
Today in the Peoples Church most of what we have to offer is words.  We have sung words this 
morning.  We have spoken words.  We are listening to words.  And those whose words we listen 
to or whose words we sing, carry a high risk as teachers and communicators. 
 
Later in Verse 9 he says, 
 

“With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have 
been made in God’s image.” 

 
Now he may be talking more generally here but it certainly applies also to those who teach and 
preach in the Christian church.  I have heard preachers praise God in one minute and curse 
people in the next, feeling that is part of their responsibility. 
 
Some almost feel that the flip side of praising God is cursing men and are those who cheer on 
those who will curse men.  And I get e-mails regularly from people who say I should be a lot 
more dogmatic in exposing things that are wrong.  People love us to be judgemental in that way. 
 
But those who feel free to judge others must be extremely careful because Jesus said in Matthew 
7:1, 
 

“Do not judge, or you too will be judged.  For in the same way you judge others, you will 
be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.” 

 
So if we feel at liberty to judge others we will be judged ourselves in the same way and to the 
same measure and with the same lack of mercy. 
 
So be careful when we get on to our high horses in judging others.  Jesus said that our ministry is 
not judging.  He said of Himself, “I did not come to judge the world but to save it.  And He goes 
on to say that there is a judge and there is a judgement day, but it is not yet. 
 
But those who teach are going to be judged more severely than others.  Why?  Because by the 
power of the spoken word, you can lead people up a cul-de-sac and lead them into a mess or you 
can lead them to life and liberty and freedom. 
 
But he is then realistic in Verse 2 because he says, 
 

“We all stumble in many ways.  If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect 
man, able to keep his whole body in check.” 
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We are at fault.  We do stumble.  We do say the wrong things.  James says only a perfect man 
keeps his tongue fully in check, and there are not many perfect men around.  You normally have 
a two or three week period of being that on your honeymoon and then it all kind of disintegrates. 
 
You know, according to the University of California, men speak 7000 words a day.  Women 
speak 20,000 words a day.  That’s about three times as many. 
 
Men talk to communicate something.  “Hey, Greg, can I borrow your pen?” 
 
That’s it. 
 
Women talk to express themselves and to convey and receive feelings and all kinds of things.  
That’s why we have to be good listeners as well as good talkers. 
 
But you know if only the perfect man says the right thing all the time, then of course we are all at 
fault, James says, in some way. 
 
And let’s be balanced about our use of words and others’ use of them, the fact that others 
sometimes use them poorly as well as we use them poorly. 
 
There is an expression in the Book of Job where Job is responding to Eliphaz, who has been a bit 
angry with him, and Job says there [Job 6:25,26],  
 

“How painful are honest words, but what do your arguments prove?  Do you imagine to 
reprove words and the speeches of one that is desperate, and which are as wind?” 

 
He says, “My words are desperate and they are like wind.  Don’t weigh every word seriously.  
Let them blow away with the wind.” 
 
Because sometimes when we are caught in a situation, you know, we use words that we wouldn’t 
otherwise have used.  You get into an argument with your spouse or your kids or with somebody 
else and you say things that later you wish you hadn’t said and they heard things that you wish 
they hadn’t heard.   
 
But if you have heard that from someone, treat it like wind; let it blow away.  That’s what Job 
says. 
 
“I said angry things to you.  I am a desperate man.  Don’t you see how deep is the hole I am 
finding myself in?  Well, don’t come back too hard on me; my words are as wind.” 
 
In Proverbs 18:21 Solomon says, 
 
 “The tongue has the power of life and death.” 
 
With words we can make people laugh and with words we can make them cry.   
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With words we can encourage and with words we can discourage.   
 
With words we can build up; with words we can tear down.   
 
With words we can uplift; with words we can condemn.   
 
With words we can refresh people; with words we can intimidate people.   
 
With words we can build marriages; with words we can destroy marriages.   
 
With words we can develop friendship and with words we can break friendship. 
 
Words are powerful. 
 
My mother said to me as a boy, “Sticks and stones may break my bones but words can never hurt 
me.” 
 
And I appreciate that she meant well saying don’t take it too seriously – sticks and stones will 
break your bones but words won’t hurt you because they are here and they are gone.   
 
It’s not actually true.  Words can hurt you for life because words work inside us.  And what is 
done in us is far more powerful than what is done to us. 
 
Proverbs 12:18 says, 
 
 “Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing.” 
 
There are many of us who perhaps feel we have been damaged by the reckless words of 
someone, usually someone we trust – that’s why they have such power – maybe a parent or 
teacher or a spouse or a friend or a brother or a sister.  And because we trust them, their words 
are especially powerful and they have been destructive. 
 
I remember one sentence – just one sentence – said about me by someone I trusted to somebody 
else when I was 12 and it was extremely painful.  And Hilary says I have been trying to prove 
them wrong ever since because subconsciously those words have been driving underneath.  It 
was like a sword that pierced into me. 
 
Many of us know what that is.  Many of us have experienced that. 
 
James gives three illustrations of the power of words.  He likens it to a bit in a horse’s mouth, to 
a rudder on a ship and to a spark that sets a forest ablaze. 
 
First of all in Verse 3 he likens it to a bit in a horse’s mouth.  When we put bits into the mouths 
of horses to make them obey us we can turn the whole animal.  A bit works by exerting pressure 
on the sensitive part of the mouth of a horse and a slight touch will turn it. 
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Now most of us don’t ride horses these days.  We didn’t come here on a horse, so it’s a bit of a 
foreign illustration perhaps but most of us know the steering wheel of a car.  It has the same 
effect.   
 
It used to amaze me as a child that turning the wheel of a car so slightly would take the car 
around the corner.  And I used to think it’s amazing – the wheel’s hardly turning and we are 
going around, you know, the bend on the road. 
 
Sometimes you see those old films where people are in a car and they are talking and they are 
driving like this, that would be all over the place if you were driving like that – just a little touch, 
a little touch; a little word can turn a whole horse is his illustration. 
 
I have a book about Winston Churchill at home called “The Power of Words.”  And you can read 
in it how a whole situation can be turned around by words.   
 
In May, 1940 when Hitler was running all over Europe and he had conquered Norway and 
Denmark and Holland and Belgium and was invading France, and within a few days he would 
occupy France, the British government collapsed at that time.  And Churchill was asked to form 
a coalition government. 
 
Hitler had plans to conquer Britain in weeks.  Once France was gone, all his might would come 
against the British Aisles and he was much better equipped than Britain was. 
 
On the day of his appointment, Winston Churchill spoke to Parliament and spoke to the nation 
and he said this: 
 
 “I have nothing to offer but blood, sweat and tears, but we will go on to the end.” 
 
And that galvanized the whole nation, not only Britain but Canada too, which had been in the 
war right from the beginning.  And it was broadcast throughout the Commonwealth countries 
and people said, “Yes, we will pay that price.” 
 
And it created a whole new steel sense of intent into the hearts of people who otherwise were 
feeling “how are we going to survive?”  Just a word, like a bit in a horse’s mouth, can turn the 
whole thing. 
 
And he says it is like a rudder in Verse 4.   
 

“Take ships as an example.  Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, 
they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants it to go. 
 
“Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts.” 

 
Massive ship; tiny rudder – again we are more familiar with aircraft today; they also have 
rudders. 
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I discovered this week when I was researching this that the longest investigation into an air crash 
in history in 1994 following a US aircraft airlines flight crash, it took four and a half years to 
investigate, discovered that it was the rudder that was at fault.  And that led to the whole redesign 
of rudders for Boeing aircraft. 
 
Just a little thing destroyed lives. 
 
The rudder in James’ day was just a small part that led to the life or death of the ship – in our 
day, to the life or death of the plane.  In both cases, the tongue is like a rudder; it can bring life 
and bring death by the things that we say. 
 
And the third thing he uses as an illustration is a spark.   
 
Verse 5: 
 
 “Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark.” 
 
Do you know I could burn this building down this morning very easily if I really wanted to?  I 
have in my hand something that just rubs the flint together creates a flame, touch to the butane, I 
get a flame and I could go and light the curtains or …a little spark of flint could burn this place 
down. 
 
One of the biggest fires in U.S. history was the great Chicago fire of 1871.  About a third of the 
city was completely destroyed.  Several hundred people were killed.  A hundred thousand people 
were left homeless. 
 
And the story is that the fire started when a lady called Catherine O’Leary was innocently 
milking her cow in her barn next to her house.  And the cow kicked over the lamp and the lamp 
set fire to the straw and the straw set fire to the barn and the barn set fire to the house.  And the 
house set fire to the street and the street set fire to the city.  And it was gone in hours.  A little 
spark. 
 
Now, says James, this is exactly what your tongue has the power to do – for good or evil.  And 
he is thinking of evil in particular here because in Verse 6 he then gives one of the most negative 
statements about the tongue you can find anywhere. 
 
He says, 
 

“The tongue is also a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body.  It corrupts the 
whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.” 

 
Phew! That is a very scary description of the tongue.  And in Verse 8, 
 
 “It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.” 
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Notice the words he uses:  it is corrupting, it is evil, it is deadly; it is poisonous.  Wagging itself 
inside our mouths is this incredibly powerful, potentially poisonous weapon. 
 
So that’s the speaking of words and what they may do. 
 
Let me talk about the source of words because in the next verses he helps us understand how to 
speak well.   
 
In Verse 7 he says, 
 

“All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have 
been tamed by man, but no man can tame the tongue.  It is a restless evil, full of deadly 
poison.” 

 
So you can train all kinds of animals.  So animal trainers are there but tongue trainers are not.  
You can train elephants to play football – I have seen them play football in Thailand.  You can 
train horses to walk on their hind legs.  You can train monkeys to ride bicycles.  But you cannot 
train the tongue. 
 
The tongue in itself is not tameable is what James is saying.  Why?  (Because he makes such a 
discouraging statement.) 
 
The reason is because the tongue is only a symptom of something else.  The tongue is not in 
itself the problem and if you focus on training the tongue, on biting your lip and all this other 
language that we use, you are not going to deal with it. 
 
It has a source.  And in Verse 10 he says, 
 

“Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing.  My brothers, this should not be.  Can 
both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? 
 
“My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs?  Neither can a salt 
spring produce fresh water.” 

 
Now he is saying what you hear coming from the tongue is only an expression of what lies 
behind the tongue.   
 
And he uses two metaphors – the metaphor of a spring from which water flows and the metaphor 
of roots from which fruit grows. 
 
Let me look quickly at those two.  First of all he talks about a spring from which water flows.  
You cannot have fresh water and salt water from the same spring.  If the water is fresh, then the 
spring from which it comes is fresh.  If the water is salty, then the spring from which it comes is 
salty. 
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When I was growing up in England we were out in the country, our house was supplied – the 
water in our house was supplied from a spring.  We were the only house who took water from 
this spring.  It was just a few hundred meters away and we never filtered it or anything; we just 
drank it.  We developed wonderful immunity. 
 
If it rained heavily sometimes dirt would kind of go down into this spring and the water coming 
out of the tap would be dirty.  But we knew that will be okay by tomorrow – just boil it extra 
hard. 
 
We did once get a frog stuck in the pipe.  We had no idea.  The water stopped and we had to go 
and eventually we found what was by then a rotting frog blocking. 
 
But the point is that if there is dirty water coming out of the tap, the spring is dirty.  You don’t 
blame the tap, you don’t try to smarten the tap, you don’t say, “We need a new tap here to 
produce some better water.”   
 
The tap only speaks the truth about the spring.   
 
And he says that is the state of our tongue.  It only expresses what comes from inside.  So in 
Matthew 12:34 Jesus said, 
 

“Out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks.  The good man brings good things 
out of the good stored up in him, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored 
up in him.” 

 
So don’t try to tame the tongue.  You can’t do it. You have got to go back to the source.  If there 
is good at the source, there is good in the tongue.  If there is evil in the source, there is evil in the 
tongue because from the overflow of the heart, that’s where the mouth speaks from. 
 
Matthew 15:18 Jesus said, 
 
 “The things that come out of a man come from the heart, and these make a man unclean. 
 

“For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false 
testimony, slander.” 

 
So that answer is not to put a lock on the mouth; the answer is a clean heart. 
 
And then he gives the other metaphor.  If that’s the spring from which water flows, it’s a root 
from which fruit grows. 
 
 “Can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs?” says James. 
 
A fruit is determined by its root.  If you plant a plum stone in your garden, you don’t wonder 
what it’s going to be when it grows.  You don’t say to yourself, “I wonder if this will become an 
apple tree.”  You know fine well it is going to be a plum tree. 
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So when it is just a little six inches out of the ground you can say to your neighbor, “That’s my 
plum tree.”  Not because you are a prophet, but because you planted a plum stone.  The plum 
stone can only produce a plum tree.  The plum tree has a plum nature; all it can do is plum. 
 
So wait long enough, you will get your plums.  Inevitably you will get your plums because the 
fruit is determined by the root. 
 
In Matthew 12 Jesus was talking to Pharisees who accused Him of being demon possessed.  In 
fact they accused Him of being possessed by the prince of demons, a man called Beelzebub.   
 
And Jesus said to them, [Matthew 12: 33-35] 
 

“Make a tree good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and its fruit will be bad, 
for a tree is recognized by its fruit. 
 
“You brood of vipers, how can you who are evil say anything good?  For out of the 
overflow of the heart the mouth speaks. 
 
“The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in him, and the evil man 
brings evil things out of the evil stored up in him.” 

 
So He said, “Well you accuse Me of being demon possessed; then you expect that out of My 
mouth is going to come demonic language.  You measure the heart by the fruit.” 
 
And Jesus then said to them.  He says, [Matthew 12: 36, 37] 
 

“I tell you that men will have to give account of the day of judgement for every careless 
word they have spoken.   
 
“For by your words you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be condemned.” 

 
Why?  Because the words are the expression of the heart. 
 
Fresh water comes from fresh spring.  Good fruit comes from a good root.  Out of the overflow 
of the heart, the mouth speaks. 
 
So what does the heart need?  Well, James’ answer is this:  James’ answer is what the heart 
needs is a good dose of wisdom.  That’s what he says in Verse 9 [13], 
 

“Who is wise and understanding among you?  Let him show it by his good life, by deeds 
done in the humility that comes from wisdom.” 

 
Then he talks about two kinds of wisdom.  In Verse 15, if you look at that verse, you will see he 
talks about wisdom that is earthly, it is unspiritual, it is of the devil.  That’s in Verse 15. 
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In Verse 17 he talks about the wisdom that comes from heaven.  So what is competing in our 
hearts and what is competing for our hearts are those things which are earthly on the one hand 
and heavenly on the other.   
 
They are unspiritual on the one hand; they are spiritual on the other.   
 
They are of the devil on the one hand and they are of God on the other. 
 
Now he describes the earthly wisdom that is unspiritual and of the devil in Verses 14 to 16. 
 

“If you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or 
deny the truth. 
 
“Such “wisdom” does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the 
devil.” 

 
Well we recognize if you have a bitter envy, yes, yes, of course, that is nasty.  Selfish ambition? 
Isn’t ambition a good thing?  Selfish ambition seems wise to us.  What do you want to do with 
your life? Seems a reasonable question. 
 
I want to do this…do you answer, “That seems a good position”? 
 
But by selfish ambition is my ambition is built around that which is furthering my interests 
whereas we will see heavenly wisdom is ambition to benefit other people. 
 
I used to say to the students at Capernwray when we would talk about these things that – and 
they were 18, 19, 20, upwards a little bit – I would say, “Do a job that is not focused on what you 
get from it; do a job that focuses on what you give through it to other people, it serves people.” 
 
You can build your own little castle in the air and it will be empty and your heart will be empty. 
 
So he says earthly wisdom is built around envy and selfish ambition in contrast to the deeds done 
in humility, the kind of wisdom humility is putting other people first. 
 
He says in Verse 16, “Where you have envy and you have selfish ambition, there you will find 
disorder and you will find every evil practice because when the motivation is me, the temptations 
are numerous to break the rules – numerous – if I can get away with it, I can cheat, I can disguise 
what I am doing. 
 
That’s because we are living as fools where the wisdom that is earthly – and James says, and 
devilish. 
 
But the heavenly wisdom, in Verse 17, 
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“The wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, 
submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.  Peacemakers who sow in 
peace raise a harvest of righteousness.” 

 
Well that sounds very similar to Paul’s list of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5, if you compare 
them.  And it sounds very similar to Paul’s list of the qualities of love in 1 Corinthians Chapter 
13. 
 
And he is saying that the refreshing water that comes from your lips will find its spring in this 
wisdom which is from heaven.  It is pure, peaceful, considerate, submissive, full of mercy, 
impartial, sincere. 
 
Where do we find this wisdom?  Well back in James Chapter 1, because James is going to refer 
to wisdom a number of times in this book, and in James 1:5 he says, 
 

“If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without 
finding fault, and it will be given to him.” 

 
Two things there:  recognize you lack it, first of all; recognize you lack it.  Recognize there are 
things in my life that give evidence of foolishness, not of wisdom.  If you don’t recognize you 
lack it, you are not going to receive it.  But having recognized that you lack wisdom, then ask 
God for it.  And he says it will be given to you. 
 
And the wonderful thing is that we find that the wisdom that God gives to us comes wrapped in a 
bundle called Jesus Christ because Paul says in 1 Corinthians 1:30, 
 

“It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from 
God – that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption.” 

 
When Jesus Christ comes to live in you, says Paul, He comes to be your wisdom as you relate 
everything in your life to Himself; you find that you derive from His nature, His character.  You 
derive from His presence that wisdom that will be expressed in terms of righteousness and 
holiness and redemption. 
 
You see Scripture never merely gives us ethical teaching about how to live.  James isn’t saying 
in this chapter, “Well, you know, some people are messing up with their tongues; here, let me 
give you some practical hints on how to use your tongue better,” and it could be said in any 
context to anybody.  No. 
 
Everywhere in Scripture the ethical outworking is always a consequence of the presence of Jesus 
Christ in a person’s life.  And the measure to which we are in relationship with Him and in 
relationship with God and drawing from Him, He is made unto us wisdom.   
 
And it is He of course who will put to death in us the selfish ambition.  He will put to death the 
bitter envy that He talked about that comes from earthly wisdom. 
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But the tongue, James is saying, is the giveaway barometer of the heart.  Salt water on the tongue 
shows salt water in the heart.  Fresh water, life-giving water on the tongue is because the heart is 
fresh and life-giving. 
 
When I was a kid when I went to the doctor (I don’t know if they still do it these days); when I 
went to the doctor, usually the first thing he would say would be, “Stick out your tongue.” 
 
Do doctors still say that?  And he would look it up and down.  Sometimes he would put a little 
wooden thing on it and press down and you almost gagged because he was looking to see what’s 
lying behind it. 
 
And apparently the tongue is a means of diagnosing all kinds of things that are going on in your 
body.  
 
If we were to say to you this morning in the light of what James writes here, “Stick out your 
tongue,” what is your tongue like?  We might diagnose an awful lot of issues that are going on 
under the surface.   
 
You cannot tame the tongue; you can only transform the heart, and that controls the tongue. 
 
And our tongues are a reason for many of us, myself included, going back and saying, “Lord 
Jesus, please build that humility into my heart, build that tenderness into my heart, that holiness 
into my heart, that Paul says is a result of Christ being made wisdom to us. 
 
Let me finish with a prayer that engages our mouth to our heart.  It’s a great prayer in Psalm 19 
where the psalmist says, 
 

“May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O 
LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer.” 

 
That’s a great prayer for us to be praying.  The words of my mouth and the meditation of my 
heart – it connects them together – be pleasing in Your sight. 
 
Will you pray that? 
 
Let’s just pray together as we close. 
 
Lord Jesus, as we have looked into Your Word this morning, as so often we find, we are looking 
into a mirror.  But thank You that it is not only a mirror that exposes.  You don’t just give a 
diagnosis of our condition, but you provide a remedy beginning with the indwelling presence of 
the Lord Jesus Christ who is made unto us wisdom.   
 
And as You get hold of our hearts as we walk humbly in dependence upon You, thank You that 
out of the abundance of the heart the mouth will speak. 
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Give us a hunger to know You more deeply and may the words of our mouths and the meditation 
of our hearts be pleasing in Your sight O Lord. 


