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Tam ng the Tongue

James 3:1-12

PRAYER: Father, we do again thank you for the incredible gi

your Son, we thank you for the most precious gift t
the one that you were willing to give. Lord, we ju
that this month, and we just thank you for it. We
for the gift of your word, Lord, we cannot understa
without understanding your word, and so | thank you
as well, and | pray for your Holy Spirit who accomp
word. | pray that you would give us the presence o
we again look into James, into this, again, challen
pray that you would by your Holy Spirit's power giv
to not just to see it, not just hear it, but to aga
permanent part of our lives. And we pray this in J

Amen.

Well, James is returning once again to the issue of
our reading this morning. This is James 3, verses
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We all stumble in many ways. Anyone who is never a
they say is perfect, able to keep their whole body

we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them
turn the whole animal. Or take ships as an example
are so large and are driven by strong winds, they a
very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go.
tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes gr
Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a sm
tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the pa
body. It corrupts the whole body, sets the whole ¢
life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell. A

animals, birds, reptiles and sea creatures are bein
been tamed by mankind, but no human being can tame
is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With th

praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse hu
have been made in God's likeness. Out of the same
praise and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this

Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the s
brothers and sisters, can a fig tree bear olives, o

bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh

It's a long passage about the tongue, but the first
James is aiming at in this passage is me. He says:
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that we who teach will be judged more strictly.

made me think. It was about 33 years ago, | was si
Sunday school class not 500 yards from where I'm st
now, actually right down that way, and | was listen
Sunday school teacher go over the story of the unju
as most of you know, the story involves a steward w
he's going to be fired, and so realizing that, he a

of his soon to be former clients and has them favor
their bills. Well, the Sunday school teacher that
interjected at this point that he was sure that the
own private bank account from which he had made up
to his boss, because after all, the boss had commen
remember back then very politely suggesting that |
came to explaining the Bible, you're not allowed to
to make things sound either better or worse, and |
steward having a separate bank account kind of soun
something that was made up. To his credit, the Sun
teacher acknowledged that he had a real problem wit
A few months later, he had to go out of town and he
me if | would substitute teach his class. Well, it
substitute Sunday school class that started me on t
find myself now today standing here in front of you
tell you how many times I've thought about this pas

and wondered how in the world | wound up being a te
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scriptures, particularly since | made a commitment
the very beginning when | was first saved that | wo
he asked me to do as long as it didn't involve publ
And | say that to point out from personal experienc
that God wants to use, he will equip for that use.
certainly don't believe that | sought out the gift

God gave me this task just as he has given every si
in this body a unique gift designed for this body's
But it also doesn't mean that I'm not aware that th
sacred responsibility with a considerable downside.
who teach will be judged more strictly.

who points this out. Jesus himself said in Matthew
truly | tell you, until heaven and earth disappear,
smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, wil
disappear from the law until everything is accompli
anyone who sets aside one of the least of these com
teaches others accordingly will be called least in
heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these com

called great in the kingdom of heaven."

So Jesus warned about the careless use of the tongu
teaching but even in simple conversation. In Matth
"I tell you, on the day of judgment people will giv

every careless word they speak, for by your words y

to God right at

uld do anything
ic speaking.

e that anybody
You see, |

of teaching, but
ngle one of us

edification.

is is a very

It says: We

And it's not just James

5:18: "For
not the

| by any means
shed. Therefore
mands and

the kingdom of

mands will be

e, not just in
ew 12, he says:
e account for

ou will be



justified, and by your words you will be condemned.

Well, James this morning seems to take this warning
under a microscope, and over and over again James r
us that the most difficult to control part of every

the tongue. So difficult that James could say that

and put it
epeatedly warns
one's body is

those mythical

people who have completely mastered the tongue, wel [, they've
mastered their entire body. He says: We all stumble in many
ways. Anyone who is never at fault in what they sa y is perfect,
able to keep their whole body in check. Well, no one except the
Lord Jesus Christ could make a claim like that. Ja mes is just
acknowledging the enormity of the problem of contro lling the

tongue, and this is not the first time he's brought
up. We've seen before, James 1:19, he says:

brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to s

this subject

So then, my beloved

peak, slow to

wrath; and in James 1:26, he says: If anyone among you thinks he

is religious, and does not bridle his tongue but de

heart, this one's religion is useless.

Basically we're going to see this third time out ta

tongue, James is devoting almost an entire chapter
devastation produced by the tongue. And the three
discusses here is, number one, the seriousness of t

tongue, the scope of that sin, and the solution to
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tongue. The seriousness, the scope, and the soluti

And first off he talks about the seriousness of the

tongue. He says:

make them obey us, we can turn the whole animal. O

an example. Although they are so large and are dri
winds, they are steered by a very small rudder wher
wants to go. Likewise, the tongue is a small part

it makes great boasts. Consider what a great fores

by a small spark. He's saying figuratively and literally, the

tongue is not given the respect it deserves for the
can do. The tongue is a small part of our bodies a
takes great pains to point out that small parts of
have great effects on them. | mean, a small bridle
horse, a small rudder can control a ship, and that'
true. Figuratively speaking, we view the sin of th
small and as inconsequential as the organ that prod
that's a mistake, because this sin is so pervasive
part of our culture, we think the sins of the tongu

well. We have a hard time taking them seriously.

You see, we have a great pantheon of sins in the ev
church, and often times we are not remotely on the

God is. At the very top of our list, | would sugge

on.
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sins followed close behind those are sins of addict
anything involving a public scandal. A porn-addict
going to jail for tax evasion would be about the ve
list for what we consider a grossly sinful life-sty
would consider that the very bottom of the barrel.
have a very different bottom, judging by his word.
to minimize the grievous nature of those sins, but
that kind of public sin is not likely to gloss over

he's got huge problems.

You know, the late Chuck Colson, he was one of the
men in the world before the Watergate scandal sent
he'd be the very first one to tell you, it was the

ever happened to him. | mean, that scandal strippe

pretense that his life was going fine, and it force

ion, followed by
ed adulterer

ry top of our

le, and many

But God might
And this is not

a person who has

the fact that

most powerful
him to jail, and
best thing that
d him of the

d him to see his

sin for what it was and to cry out to God for help. That's why
Jesus says in Mark 2:17: "Those who are well have no need of a
physician, but those who are sick. | did not come to call the

righteous, but sinners, to repentance.”

You see, the sins of the tongue, on the other hand,
forms of spiritual cancer. You never realize how s
until immense damage has been done both to you and

your tongue. 1 Timothy 5:24 says this. It says:

are like many
erious they are
to the victim of

Some men's sins



are clearly evident, preceding them to judgment, bu

t those of some

men follow later. You see, a porn-addicted adulterer going to jail

for tax evasion would expect his sins are preceding
can use that exposure to convince the sick one that
sick. But a person who is just as seriously ensnar
the tongue, he can very often find that his or her
follow too late to make a difference. Very often t
scrutiny at all because the sins of the tongue are

culture winks at.

So how do | know that God takes it that seriously?
God's main complaint about us. It's in Romans 1.
out this lengthy indictment of mankind for the sins
from the one great sin that man is guilty of, and t
suppressing the truth in unrighteousness. This is
his indictment. In Romans 1:18, he says:

revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and un
men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, bec
known of God is manifest in them, for God has shown
Well God then goes on to describe this downward spi
is in where his conduct grows continually more and
God progressively abandons him and the culture that
him. Three times it says God gives them up, and ea

becomes more and more debased, until eventually he
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bottom. And Romans 1:28 describes that bottom. It
since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God
a debased mind to do what ought not to be done. Th
with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousn
They are full of envy, murder, strive, deceit, mali

are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, h
boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents
faithless, heartless, ruthless. Though they know G
those who practice such things deserve to die, they

them but give approval to those who practice them.

We look at this terrible, terrible list, and God ha

says this: And
gave them up to

ey were filled

ess, malice.
ciousness. They
aughty,

, foolish,

od's decree that

not only do

s 21 different

expressions of a debased mind in that list, a mind that's been
abandoned by God, and almost half of those sins lis ted there
involve sins of the tongue. God says they are full of envy,

strive, deceit, maliciousness, all sins of the tongue. He says

they are gossips, slanderers, insolent, haughty, bo astful; again,

sins of the tongue.

You see, James' culture had only the spoken word fo
the tongue. We have print, we have audio, we have

including 3D to express the evil of the tongue. We

effect destroy someone with our tongue on Facebook.

within our power. And these are sins that our cult
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Different cultures have different sins which are ty
culture. Ours has entire industries devoted, devot
of the tongue, and whether it be Hollywood or TV en
magazines or gossip sites on the Internet, our cult
sins of the tongue, and the church which often mirr

has failed to point out how serious those sins are.

Listen to what James says. He says:

small part of the body, but it makes great boasts.
great forest is set on fire by a small spark. The
fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body.
whole body, sets the whole course of one's life on
itself set on fire by hell. All kinds of animals,

and sea creatures are being tamed and have been tam
but no human being can tame the tongue. Itis are

full of deadly poison.

James here is telling us what God views or how God
of the tongue, and part of the reason why we don't
seriously is because we don't fully grasp the scope
the tongue. And the reason why we don't grasp the
sins of the tongue is because they are ubiquitous,
virtually everywhere, and because they are everywhe

effect, nowhere. If TMZ and People or Us or Glamou
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ors of culture

Likewise, the tongue is a

Consider what a
tongue also is a
It corrupts the
fire, and it is
birds, reptiles
ed by mankind,

stless evil,

views the sins
take these sins
of the sins of
scope of the
they are

re, they are, in

r or National



Enquirer are foreign to you, then you are actually
but you probably don't use the checkout lines at th
store. If you watch TV for entertainment, you are
sins of the tongue showcased and spotlighted as hip
enlightened. And the net effect of that constant b
that we continue to see things from the world's per

of from God's, and subsequently when we hear what G

quite blessed,

e grocery

going to see the
, as funny or as
ombardment is
spective instead

od's perspective

on the sins of the tongue is, we find it jarring, w e find it
foreign, perhaps oppressive.
And he says: The tongue is also a fire, a world of evil among th

parts of the body. It corrupts the whole body, set
course of one's life on fire, and is itself set on

We think, | mean, isn't this a little excessive? B
one who is left wounded and bleeding by the sins of
is us. And that's not to say that God wasn't wound
of the tongue. Envy and strive and deceit and mali
what drove the Pharisees in the relentless quest to
arrested, tried and executed. Gossip and slander a
haughtiness and boasting is also what also drove th
collectively use their tongues to shout, "Crucify h

with their tongues: "May His blood be on us and on

But, you see, the difference between God and us is

s the whole

fire by hell.
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never a helpless victim of the sins of the tongue.
right into what he knew was going to be his executi
was not only the sacrifice, he was the sacrificer.

the high priest but he was also the Lamb of God sac
high priest. Jesus willingly went to the cross to
perfect life for our sins so that by faith, we coul
perfection. And that's not what a victim does. Vi
into a death sentence they know is awaiting them, b

Jesus did. And even before he arrived in Jerusalem

Jesus walked
on because he
He was not only
rificed by the
offer up his

d have his

ctims don't walk
ut that's what

, Jesus said in

Mark 10:33: "See, we are going to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man

will be delivered over to the chief priests and the
they will condemn him to death and deliver him over
Gentiles. And they will mock him and spit on him,
kill him. And after three days he will rise."”

victims say. Jesus' tongue spoke only the truth.

by those whose tongue spoke only the opposite. But
for the sins of the tongue is not because his son w
it's because we are. God's hatred for the sins of
from his love of those who are victims of the tongu

us.

Just take a second or two and think back on some of
painful memories you have ever had either recently

the way back to your childhood. My guess is that t
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of any painful memories you have can trace themselv
way to a sin of the tongue. Such is the scope of t
tongue. It's breadth covers our whole lives from ¢
death; its depth is so hidden that God has to const

to us. You see, we look on the outside, we look at
product, and that is, the words of the tongue thems
invent myths to excuse them. "Sticks and stones ma

but names, well, they'll never hurt me." Who are w

God sees our words far differently. He sees them a
product of a process that starts not in our tongues
brains, but actually in our hearts, and we don't se
we've been led by our culture to diminish the serio
sins of the tongue. We are so surrounded by these
presented as hip or funny or at the very least, har

embrace the culture's view of the tongue rather tha

And secondly, as a result, we also diminish the sco
of the tongue. We are so desensitized that only fl
blasphemous profanity or over the top cursing will
react. But those are like electrified fences that
something outrageous tries to breach them. Breache
us a false sense of security that we're not the one

committing those sins. It's Lady Gaga, Madonna or
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says something that make us feel righteously indign ant that our

faith is being attacked, but actually it's an unkin d word, a joke
at someone else's expense or a cleverly disguised b it of gossip

that is far more effective at destroying relationsh ips and whole
communities than some unbeliever's profane rant. A nd again, it's
Jesus who said, "But | tell you that everyone will give an account

on the day of judgment for every empty word they ha ve spoken. For
by your words you will be acquitted, and by your wo rds you will be
condemned.” And so we've seen thus far that the problem of th e sin
of the tongue is more serious than our culture want S us to believe,
that the scope of this sin is also far greater than we would
imagine.

So what is the solution? What is the solution to t he sins of the
tongue? Well, the last time we looked at the tongu e, we looked at
James' treatment of it, we talked about two differe nt approaches
that people have. One is the outside-in approach; the other is the
inside-out approach. God's approach is always insi de-out and the
world's is always outside-in. And at it's worst, o utside-in was
illustrated by the Pharisees whom Jesus called out as whitewashed
tombs. In Matthew 23, he said: "Woe to you, scribes and

Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashe d tombs, which
outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead men's bones

and all uncleanness. So you also outwardly appear righteous to



others, but within you are full of hypocrisy and la

You see, the outside-in approach says if you want r
worthwhile, you better learn how to bridle your ton
certain very limited extent you can do that, but he
ultimately fail. You see, the outside-in approach
tongue itself as the problem. And it seeks to find
curbing the tongue from the outside. You know, a |
may attempt to impose fines for cursing as one loca
tried to do, the local church may attempt to impose
social stigma on that behavior, and in the end you
desired results if all you desire is a lessening of
coarse language and gossip. But that's not what Ja
here. James is speaking to brothers in Christ who
received Christ as Lord and Savior. God's Holy Spi
indwelt them, and he is in the process of sanctifyi

from the inside out, and James knows that the probl

tongue can never be addressed from the outside. Be

its essence an internal problem. And again, Jesus
clear in Matthew 15. He said this: And he called

him and said to them,
into the mouth that defiles a person, but what come

mouth; this defiles a person." Then the disciples

him, "Do you know that the Pharisees were offended
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this saying?" He answered, "Every plant that my he
has not planted will be rooted up. Let them alone;
guides, and if the blind lead the blind, both will

pit." But Peter said to him, "Explain the parable
said, "Are you also still without understanding? D

that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the s

expelled? But what comes out of the mouth proceeds

and this defiles a person. For out of the heart co
thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, thef

witness, slander. These are what defile a person.”

What Jesus is saying here is that the heart of man
evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality,
witness and slander. Now, the outside-in approach
a reward or sanction that will somehow curb the out
heart but of the expression of the heart which is t
That's just not going to work. That's like trying
toothache by putting an aspirin on your tooth. The
ever going to fix the toothache is to get to the in

it, and that's the decay and the rot that is inside
Same is true when it comes to the root and decay in
heart. Jesus tells us that our hearts are filled w
the solution is not a new set of rules or sanctions

limit the output of the heart; the solution is a ne

avenly Father
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Again, Ezekiel 36: I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit |

will put within you. And | will remove the heart o f stone from

your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And | wi [l put my Spirit
within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes an d be careful to
obey my rules. This is the inside-out approach. Now, the inside -
out approach says if you are one of God's own, then inside you

right now is the Spirit of the living God. Romans 8:9 says: You,
however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the

Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not h ave the Spirit

of Christ does not belong to him.

You see, it is God's Spirit and not your flesh who is actively

about the process of bridling your tongue, not from the outside but
from the inside, and not because you have to but be cause you now
want to, because God's Holy Spirit is now actively transforming you
into the very image of his Son and not just at the tongue but first
and foremost in the heart. And that's why James sa ys in James
1:26: If anyone thinks he's religious and does not bridle his
tongue but deceives his heart, this person's religi on is

worthless. James is saying, he's saying that such a person g ives
no evidence that the Spirit is in him helping him b ridle his

tongue. He's self-deceived. His religion is worth less. What

James -- all he's saying is if it walks like a duck and it swims



like a duck and it quacks like a duck, it's a duck.

applies the very same logic to unbelievers who cann

tongue, because apart from God's grace, you cannot.

tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the pa
body. It corrupts the whole body, sets the whole ¢
life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell. A

animals, birds, reptiles and sea creatures are bein

been tamed by mankind, but no human being can tame

is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.

Well, if no natural resource can tame the tongue, t
there for us? Well, our hope is in a supernatural

the supernatural resource living inside every belie
Holy Spirit. He indwells us at the moment of salva
begins the process of turning us into the very imag
We call that process sanctification, and sanctifica
progressive endeavor. It takes us from where we we
are, to where God wants us to be. And for every on
journey is unique, that journey is different becaus

different starting points.

So there's no formula to determine how many slip-up
constitute evidence that your heart is not right, b

something concrete that you should consider. When
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tongues and we are believers, we have the Holy Spir
us convicting us. That is a supernatural source of
wisdom, but it is a wisdom that must be put into pr
taught his disciples that the key to gaining spirit

the solution to taming the tongue was actually putt
practice God's wisdom. In Matthew 13:10, he says t
disciples came to him and asked, "Why do you speak
parables?" He replied, "Because the knowledge of t
kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to
has will be given more, and they will have an abund

does not have, even what they have will be taken aw

You might say God is using very ancient language to
today when we say, "use it or lose it." One commen
to this principle as a person just dabbling learnin
instrument, who puts it down and leaves it for a lo
time, and he finds after a while that the little sk
picked up has been taken away. But on the other ha
finds that the more he sticks with it, the more he
practices with it, the more capable he becomes of g
his ability to play it. And James has been telling

toughest instrument by far to master is the instrum

tongue. Again: All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and sea
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human being can tame the tongue it is a restless ev

deadly poison.

Now, the reason why James tells us to be quick to h
speak, and slow to get angry is because when it com
tongues, we need to develop the ability to listen t
put his wisdom into practice as he is convicting us

a skillful ability to listen. And listening is the

know, I've told this story many times but it bears
because it illustrates well why we don't hear the H
story is about a guy who saves up all of his money,
able to buy himself his favorite car, he gets himse
Mercedes, and he loves the car and he loves driving
one day the oil light comes on. So he takes it to
mechanic fixes it, only to have the light come ont
and he finds another mechanic who fixes it with the
results, again, after a few weeks the light comes o
finds a mechanic who fixes his oil light so that it
after a few weeks, and after a full year, he's back
mechanic because this time his engine has seized up
he's there, he asked him how he's able to keep the
coming on in the first place while all the other me
failed. And the mechanic said, "Well, it's actuall

| just unscrewed the bulb.” When it comes to sensi

il, full of
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the tongue, our culture has perfected the art of un
bulb. You see, the oil light is the convicting pow
Spirit, and it pains us to see that, it pains us to

can choose to pay attention to a red light telling
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comes to God's Holy Spirit convicting us about the
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active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it pe netrates even to
dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it jud ges the thoughts
and attitudes of the heart. | can tell you from personal

experience that | have literally heard God's Holy S pirit convicting



me through his word about the very thoughts and att
heart while | was speaking, and | confess to you th
when | know, | know I've unscrewed the bulb, when |
through the Holy Spirit's conviction and said thing
shouldn't have, and | can sense in my spirit at tha
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says: My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: E
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Father, and with it we curse human beings, who have
God's likeness. Out of the same mouth come praise
dear brothers and sisters, this should not be. Can
water and salt water flow from the same spring? My
sisters, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine
Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water.
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Listen, James here is pointing out a terrifying por
tongue. And he says no human being can tame the tongue,
correct. But God can. God can if we are willing t
can if we are willing to be quick to listen, slow t

to become angry, as he convicts us even as we are s
are willing to screw the light bulb back in. The g

you willing? Let's pray.
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s' name. Amen.



