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FCCOE; 7/12/20; James 3:1-12; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Series: Faith that Makes a Difference 

“Faith that Speaks” 

Introduction: If you’ve been able to track with us this summer through our virtual worship, you know 

that we’ve been working our way through the letter of James, the leader of the early church in 

Jerusalem, and one of the half-brothers of Jesus. Writing with a true pastor’s heart, James wants the 

faith of his readers to make a difference, in both their lives as well as in the lives of their neighbors. So 

we’ve heard him address a faith that perseveres, a faith that listens, a faith that grows, a faith that 

shows no favoritism, a faith that works, and last week, as James laid out for us the remarkable faith of a 

prostitute named Rahab, a faith that risks. Each week we’ve seen how James has gotten us thinking 

about how faith intersects with and responds to issues in our current world and national experience. 

As James has sought to get us thinking about how we live the faith we profess, he draws our attention 

this morning to the fact that a lot of our living is comprised of talking! Do you have any idea how many 

words you speak in an average day? I remember coming across a study that the journal, Science, 

undertook to determine who is more talkative – men or women. Any guesses?! Before the study began, 

it was thought that women spoke around 20,000 words in a day while a mere 7,000 came from men. But 

in actual fact, researchers discovered that men averaged 15,669 words a day and women 16,215. The 

women still have it, but the difference is statistically insignificant. 

What is significant is not only the volume of words we speak as human beings, but also how we use all 

of those words! Words are powerful. Do we use them to heal or to hurt, to encourage or control, to lift 

up or to tear down, to educate or to deceive, to unite or to divide? Let’s hear how James gets us thinking 

about both the power of the tongue as well as its taming. [READ 3:1-12] 

I. The Power of the Tongue (vv. 1-6)  

 A. To a physician, the tongue is merely a two-ounce, two-inch by four-inch slab of mucous 

membrane enclosing a complex array of muscles and nerves which enable us to chew and taste and 

swallow. Without our tongues, we would starve. Equally, the tongue is also a major organ of 

communication. It enables us to articulate different sounds so that we may speak to one another. In this 

regard, the tongue is a wonderful gift, enabling a mother to sing her baby to sleep, or a crossing guard to 

warn children of oncoming traffic, or an ambassador to negotiate a peace treaty. 

 B. But the tongue can also be powerful in a negative way. James highlights teachers to make his 

point, warning that those who enter a profession that uses a whole host of words will be judged more 

severely than others. Why? I think it’s because the influence of what a teacher says can be enormous. 

Many of you have experienced this. One encouraging word, or one well-explained truth spoken into a 

student’s life from a trusted teacher and that student’s life can be changed. But one critical comment or 

one falsehood planted, and the consequences can be enormous.  

 C. Teachers in the first century, when not many folks could read, played a particularly 

noteworthy role in both society and the church. It is not surprising that it was a sought-after position of 

influence. Perhaps politician would be a close parallel in our own day. Rarely a day goes by when we 

don’t hear one of our political leaders seek to influence people or events by what they say. 
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Unfortunately, much of it, like we heard in our Psalm of Approach (which James very well may have had 

in mind), is manipulation and falsehood and boasting, people unwilling to be held accountable, and 

seeking to accomplish their own selfish agenda. They say: “We will lie to our hearts’ content. Our lips are 

our own—who can stop us?” This is a fairly damning, and timely, accusation (Ps. 12:4)! The tongue can 

be used, in other words, not only to help and to heal and to unite, but to harm and control and divide.  

 D. We should also note that the impact of words can be subtle. The words, “You deserve a break 

today” have led to the ingestion of countless Big Mac’s and Fries that have been a major contributor to 

child obesity. “Make no payments for 12 months” are words that have led far too many people to take 

on and struggle with oppressive levels of debt. And words, heard when we are young, from teachers or 

coaches or parents, can play in our heads like a bad tape that just won’t shut off: “You are lazy. You are 

worthless. You are stupid. You’ll never amount to anything.” In point of fact, James doesn’t let any of us 

off the hook when he goes on to say that we all stumble in the use of our words. And when you recall 

that Jesus calls us to teach others about him (Ma. 28:20), we all should be watching our words carefully. 

 E. James illustrates the power of the little tongue by comparing it to a bit that can turn a large 

horse, or a rudder that can steer a huge a ship, or a spark that can ignite a great forest. The rabbis 

compared the tongue to an arrow: “Why not another weapon, a sword, for example?” one rabbi asks. 

“Because,” he is told, “if a man unleashes his sword to kill another man, and that man pleads for mercy, 

the sword can be returned to its scabbard. But an arrow, once it is shot, cannot be returned.” We may 

never have shot an arrow, but who among us hasn’t hit “send” when we should have hit “delete?” The 

consequences of our words can be like igniting a blaze that becomes difficult to control and put out. We 

can now see a bit more clearly where James was coming from when he wrote earlier in this letter: “My 

dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak...” and, 

“Those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their tongues deceive 

themselves, and their religion is worthless” (1:19, 26).  

II. Taming the Tongue (vv. 7-12)  

 A. Now, the good news is that the tongue is not all bad. We can use it to curse, observes James, 

but we can also use it to praise, to praise God directly, or to praise him in how we use our words to care 

for others. Paul spells this out for us in his letter to the Ephesians: “Do not let any unwholesome talk 

come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs that it 

may benefit those who listen” (Eph. 4:29). So how can we tame the tongue? How can we keep a tight 

reign on this “restless evil” that is “full of deadly poison,” as James puts it, and use it to heal instead of 

harm? 

 B. Taming the tongue begins with understanding where our words come from. As James 

explains when he concludes this section, a fig tree cannot bear olives, nor can a grapevine bear figs, nor 

can a salt spring produce fresh water. By using these analogies James seems to be going to the heart of 

his brother’s teaching when Jesus says that it’s what is going on inside us that really directs our tongue: 

“Out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks” Jesus taught (Ma 12:33). “Each tree is recognized 

by its own fruit . . . A good man brings up good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and an evil 

man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For the mouth speaks what the heart is full 

of” (Lk. 6:44f) This simply but frighteningly means that when harmful or manipulative or deceitful or 

controlling or cursing words come from my mouth, that the issue is a deep one; it’s an issue of the heart. 

The tongue is a barometer of what is lurking there. It’s like a bucket in a well that dips down deep and 
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then scoops up and dumps out what my heart is harboring, usually not just on the ground but on 

someone else!  It also means that if the “apples” of your tree are rotten that you can’t just buy a bushel 

of fresh ones, get out your nail gun, and staple them to your branches. The tree is alive and healthy now, 

right? Wrong! It’s got to begin deeper. 

 C. If the problem, then, is in our heart, then it is Jesus who we need to have go to work there. 

Remember, Jesus came not to give us a pep talk but to bring us power! The gospel (good news), Paul 

reminds us, is the power of God that brings new life to everyone who believes (Ro. 1:16). Such power 

comes out of the fact that Jesus has come and taken on our flesh. He has lived our life, died our death, 

and risen to bring us this new life which comes into play through the gift and work and power of his 

Spirit. It’s a renovation project that he’s all about, the renovation of our heart. But he won’t force 

himself upon us. We need to invite him in. We do so by using our words to speak the truth about who 

we are, about our sinfulness, and about our need for him. These words are often called confession. By 

naming the truth, we say that we are willing to have him go to work on us.  

 D. Of course, it helps if, along the way, we make room for him to work. Imagine hiring a 

carpenter to come into your home in order to put in new windows, which you’ve acknowledged that you 

desperately need. But then imagine that you have all sorts of furniture piled up in front of each window, 

making it very hard for that carpenter to take out the old and put in the new. Better if, as the carpenter 

works, you start to move some furniture to make space for him to work. So, then, there are ways to 

make space for the Spirit who enters our hearts to do his work. 

1. At the end of a day, reflect back on all that you can remember having said. What would you have said 

differently if you could? For what words to you need to ask for and receive God’s forgiveness, and the 

forgiveness of the recipients of those words? 

2. How about going for 24 hours without saying anything negative? When you notice that you are about 

to, why is that? What do you learn about yourself? What happened because you said nothing? In what 

kinds of situations do you need to join with David in praying: “Set a guard over my mouth, LORD; keep 

watch over the door of my lips” (Ps. 141:3)? 

3. How about going for 24 hours, o maybe an entire weekend, “fasting” from words by not saying 

anything at all? What was it like to live without the use of words? What was it like when you finally start 

talking again? Did you use your words any differently?  

4. Find someone to share your struggle over words. Consider saying, for example, “I am addicted to 

criticism,” and ask them to pray for you, that you might bring one positive thing to each conversation 

that you have. Ask them to hold you accountable. 

5. Reflect on the love that Jesus has for you. Read the “red letters” in the gospel accounts, the words he 

wants to speak to you. Spend some time in thanks and praise—the Psalms are helpful here—for who he 

is and who he is making you to be. Ask him to keep doing the work that would enable your words to 

help and to heal, to build another up instead of tearing him or her down.  

“May the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, be pleasing in your sight,  

O LORD, our Rock and our Redeemer.”  - Ps. 19:4 


