
James 3.1-18 
Cf. Ps 120 
 
Is the whole chapter addressed to “teachers”? Perhaps, given the subject matter and development 
of the argument,  but they’re only specifically mentioned in v.1. Certainly teachers seem to be his 
primary focus throughout, being able to use words most powerfully for good or evil; nevertheless, 
what he says of teachers is – albeit to a lesser extent – true of all speech, i.e. is pertinent to all of us.. 
 
Clearly linked (by subject) to 1.19 & 26, and 2.12. 
 
3.1 warning re becoming teachers  
Speech = key for credibility and faithful discharge of ministry. 
Teachers have great opportunity and power to do good or harm. 
Judged with greater strictness (at last Judgment). 
Recalls Jesus’ words in  

Luke 12.48 “Everyone to whom much was given, of him much will be required, and from him 
to whom they entrusted much, they will demand the more.”” 
Matt 12.26f. I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless 
word they speak, for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be 
condemned. 

Add danger of giving people opportunity to teach who aren’t qualified/gifted/called to teach. 
Dangerous for the congregation. Don’t do it in any other field, so why in the church? 
  
3.2-12 the power and danger of the tongue  
vv. 2-6  
Teachers use and rely on the most dangerous of tools - the tongue => great opportunity for 
stumbling. 
James concedes that all will stumble. All the more reason to be particularly wary of who put in 
position of teacher. 
(Perhaps too also an implicit plea for mercy in judging teachers’ mistakes. None of us is perfect!) 
 
BUT more than that, to have control of one’s tongue demonstrates control of the entire body – one’s 
entire life - says James. “Whole body’ is used metaphorically for whole life, including moral life. 
BUT “body” is also used elsewhere of the Christian community. The inference is, and especially as 
James goes on to apply it, that the teacher, if teaches well, guides the whole body of Christ. If the 
small tongue of one small teacher lights a spark of division/evil, then whole body can be misdirected 
or harmed. 
 
Three analogies. First 2 = express positive/good function, so long as tongue is under control. the 3rd 
destructive power: 

1. Bit in horses’ mouth: intended for positive use, to guide an otherwise wild animal 
2.  Rudder for ship: likewise positive, to steer ship in the face of strong winds (and tides), the 

rudder keeps the ship on course. 
He concludes by reinforcing the primary point of the analogy: the tongue is small, but wields 
great power. 

Teachers have power/potential to impart knowledge, to guide, to correct (in positive way, 
overcoming instinct to follow natural desires, like horse), to build up and strengthen faith (against 
the “strong winds” of the world which buffet us).  
NB. The power of positive words – Eph 4.29 “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but 
only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear.”  



Florence Littauer, father’s store during depression, and favourite song Sinatra’s Home, Home on the 
Range  
O give me a home where the buffaloes roam 
Where the deer and the antelope play 
Where seldom is heard a discouraging word 
And the skies are not cloudy all day 
 
Home, home on the range 
Where the deer and the antelope play 
Where seldom is heard a discouraging word 
And the skies are not cloudy all day 

 
Prov 12.18 
Rash words are like sword thrusts 
But the tongue of the wise brings healing. 
Prov 15.4 
A gentle tongue is a tree of life 
But perverseness in it breaks the spirit. 

 
Tongue should control the body to serve God’s purposes, but can equally misdirect – when out of 
control.  
 

3. Spark and forest fire. 
Piero di Cosimo’s The Forest Fire 
Piero got to where he would only eat boiled eggs. He was so afraid of fire, he never cooked. He 
made one exception to that rule. He had to boil glue to seal the oils on his paintings, so he 
braved the fire for that, and while doing so he set out another pot to boil fifty eggs at a time.  
 
Prov 16.7 Scoundrels concoct evil, and their speech is like a scorching fire. 
Prov 26.21 As charcoal is to hot embers and wood to fire, 
So is a quarrelsome person for kindling strife.  
 
But this time not just analogical but metaphorical: the tongue is a fire. It can wreak havoc on 
the whole body, both the one of which it is a part and the body of Christ. False teaching and 
abusive methods lead to conflict and division within the body, “a fractured and fractious 
community” (McKnight). 
 
One small word, one rash statement, can stain the whole community.  
 
More than that, the extent of its damage can be far-reaching and permanent – “setting on 
fire the entire course of life”. 
 
Source of fire = Gehenna – fire pit outside of Jerusalem, a symbol of judgment, everlasting 
fire. It is this destructive force that inspires/directs the evil tongue – it is the pilot! 
 

Ironically the lying/abusive tongue, which is set alight by the fires of hell, will itself be finally 
destroyed by the fires of hell. 

 
In v. 2 had warned against stumbling. Teachers stumble when: 

• Own life doesn’t add up (see Paul’s warnings in Rom 2.17-23; 1 Cor 3.10-15; 9.27. 

• Say inappropriate things – e.g. swear, lewd jokes,  



• Speak in a way that is boasting/egotistical, driving own agenda. Prophets even more 
susceptible to this. 

• Danger of humour. Doriani, “Humour is a dangerous gift. It pleases the crowd, but 
can easily wound or mislead. Too many laughs come at someone else’s expense.” 

 
Key to how we use tongue = alluded to in 4b – the ship’s rudder is directed by “the will of the pilot”. 
Cf. Jesus teaching on what comes out of the mouth – Mark 7.20-23 and esp. Matt 15.18 “But what 
comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person.” 
 
 
 
vv. 7-8 
The uncontrollability of the tongue. In the end James adjudges it negatively as uncontrollable, as evil 
 
The hardest thig in universe to tame/control. Only way to do so is to control the pilot – the intention 
of the heart must be good: holiness and love. 
 
vv. 9-12 
The contradictoriness of the tongue.  
 
Like fire, the tongue “may cook a meal or burn down the granary” (Africa Bible Commentary) – 
praise God and condemn God’s people. 
 
May curse and bless – the same tongue can do both. 
 
Sir 28.12 
If you blow on a spark, it will glow; 
If you spit on it, it will be put out; 
Yet both come out of your mouth. 
 
Can both bless God our Father, yet curse the brother and sister made in his image. 
Irony: it is the breath which God breathed int us that enable us to do both. 
 
Stresses the unnaturalness of this: it is not something nature can do. First example: 

1. Spring: pours out either fresh OR salty, but not both 
2nd, 3rd and 4th: natural things cannot only produce what they are: 
2. Fig tree: figs (NOT olives) 
3. Grape vine: grapes (NOT figs) 
4. Salt pond: salty water (NOT fresh water) 

Likewise, a teacher should not be able to hurt and destroy, or curse. 
 
BUT emphasise 10b “My brothers and sisters, these things ought not to be so.” Unnatural AND 
avoidable. 
 
Takes real wisdom to control the tongue – cf. 1. 19.  
 
3.13-18  wisdom and understanding from above v’s wisdom from below 
Presumably some of James’ readers were boasting of their wisdom. His response (as with faith) = 
prove/show/demonstrate it. 
 



Wisdom isn’t simply a head quality, but must be outworked practically. Show your wisdom by your 
deeds. 
 
What inspires wrong speech, esp. in teachers, is bitter jealousy and selfish ambition. 
 
Leads James to talk about two types of wisdom (as he has already 2 types of faith – faith that is talk 
only, claimed, and simply confessional v’s true faith which is inseparable from its working out, esp. in 
obeying the two great commandments).  
 
Like true faith, true wisdom is from above and makes one a friend of God. 
 
As previously with faith, James first question relates to what sort of behaviour wisdom produces. He 
wants evidence of true wisdom. Anything claiming to be wisdom which does not produce what Paul 
describes as “the fruit of the Spirit” is not wisdom in James’ eyes. 
Cf. Matt 11.19  “Yet wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.” 
 
Sine qua non of wisdom, for James, is that its conduct is “meek” (humble and gentle). He’s not 
assuming perfection, but talking about “a pattern of life that routinely and habitually manifests good 
works”. 
Cf. Moses – Num 12.1-3 Aaron and Miriam opposed Moses for marrying a Cushite woman: “Has the 
LORD indeed spoken only through Moses? Has he not spoken through us also?” And the LORD heard 
it. Now the man Moses was very meek, more than all people who were on the face of the earth.  
Jesus – Matt 11.29; 2 Cor 10.1 Paul entreats them “by the meekness and gentleness of Christ”. 
 
True wisdom and understanding produce: 

• Works shown in good conduct and in the meekness of wisdom (i.e. that comes from 
wisdom) 

 
Antithesis: Wisdom from below 

• Its source: 
o Earthly (evoking a moral  rather than physical category – McKnight) 
o Unspiritual 
o Demonic 

• Its nature: 
o Bitter jealousy/zeal (of the wrong type, merciless – as in jihad) 
o Selfish ambition 
o Boastful 
o False to the truth  

NB. All located “in your hearts” (v. 14) 

• Its impact: 
o Disorder and every vile practice 

 
True wisdom:  

• Its source 
o From above, i.e. from God 

• Its nature: 
o Pure 
o Peaceable 
o Gentle 
o Open to reason: reasonable in sense of teachable and persuadable, knowing when 

to hold firm and when to adjust 



o Full of mercy and good fruits 
o Impartial  
o Sincere: no contradiction between teaching and practice, purity of purpose too (no 

misguided zeal or selfish ambition) cf. Jesus condemnation of behaviour of scribes 
and Pharisees in Matt 23. 

• Its impact: 
o Peace: A harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace. 

 
True Wisdom is from above, and true to the truth (v’s false to the truth, v.14) . It springs from God’s 
word, not selfish ambition and jealousy. 
 
McKnight: The wise person lives in God’s world in God’s way with God’s people. Result = shalom. 
 
Heavenly wisdom unites people under God’s purposes; earthly wisdom divides according to the 
devil’s purposes. 
 
True peace doesn’t just happen, it requires peacemakers – wise leaders and teachers – who “sow in 
peace” see Matt 5.9. 
 
True peace can be gained only by peaceable means. Michael Ramsden: Where anger and 
resentment demand justice and righteousness, and drive action to achieve them, what remains even 
when a wrong is righted is still anger – not peace. 
 
 

 

The Forest Fire 
Poem by John Stone reflecting on Piero Di Cosimo, ca. 1505 

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford 
 
Before the least 
flame, before the blaze 
transformed this glade into a pyre 
a prehistoric fear of fire 
stalked the dark and days 
of every beast 
 
except the lion. 
Swaggering like a king, 
he may now be poised to learn 
the lessons of beef and venison. 
A possum and her young 
are set to run. 
 
Small birds discuss 
the danger. They settle and surge. 
The news is grave. Many will grieve. 
Even the lioness turns to leave. 
And from his perch, a large 
black bird conducts. 
 
The early smell 
of burning has led some birds 
to rise toward safety in the sky - 
their mothers taught them how not to die 
though none of us know their words 
for heaven or hell. 
 



A human snout 
floats in the face of a swine. 
The herdsman driving his team must know 
the truth: all are being 
driven out. 
 
Until today 
this grove was most like Eden, 
until its trees began to glow, 
until, like God, Di Cosimo 
conjured up a reason 
to take it away. 
 
Suggested Discussion Questions 
1. How has a timely, encouraging word impacted your life? Does it still hold significance for 

you? 
2. Can you think of someone you know/have known who is particularly encouraging to 

others? Why do you think this is so? 
3. Have anyone’s words ever had a devastating effect on you? Do you think they intended 

it that way, or were they simply ‘careless’ words? If the latter, how might we guard 
against careless words? 

4. How dangerous is humour? What kinds of humour are best refrained from by 
Christians? 

5. How does earthly wisdom masquerade as true wisdom? Can you think of examples of 
“the wisdom from below”? 

6. What does it mean to be a peacemaker, and to “sow in peace”? 
 
 
 


