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Lesson Text 

James 3:1-12 (NIV) 

1 Not many of you should become teachers, my fellow believers, because you know that we 

who teach will be judged more strictly. 2 We all stumble in many ways. Anyone who is never 

at fault in what they say is perfect, able to keep their whole body in check. 

3 When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole 

animal. 4 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. 5 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. 6 The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the 

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

on fire by hell. 

7 All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and sea creatures are being tamed and have been tamed 

by mankind, 8 but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly 

poison. 

9 With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, who 

have been made in God’s likeness. 10 Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My 

brothers and sisters, this should not be. 11 Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the 

same spring? 12 My brothers and sisters, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? 

Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water. 

Introduction 

Chemistry, Character, or Something Else? 

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, more and more advocates of the “It’s not your 

character; it’s your chemistry” school of thought have emerged. This is the next round of the 

old “nurture vs. nature” debate, also known as “environment vs. heredity.” The question is 

why we behave as we do. One side says behavior is learned (this is the 

Today’s Lesson Aims 

 Learning Fact: To list James’ metaphors about the tongue (speech). 

 Biblical Principle: To emphasize the urgency and the importance of speech. 

 Daily Application: To praise and honor God and to encourage with our words. 
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character/nurture/environment side). The other says behavior is hardwired from birth (this is 

the chemistry/nature/heredity side). 

This issue has profound implications. For example, researchers on the chemistry side of the 

debate argue that most addictions are caused by a deficiency in dopamine, a natural “feel-

good” brain chemical. Therefore, the preferred treatment, they say, is to change one’s 

chemistry rather than build one’s character. 

The issue is complicated, (or is it)? However, there is evidence for each position in various 

contexts. But the idea that behavioral issues do not stem from a lack of learned self-control 

tends to lessen responsibility for doing or saying what we should not. But James points to 

another, deeper cause. 

Lesson Background 
Time: about A.D. 45 
Place: Jerusalem  
 

The author identifies himself as James, “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” 

(James 1:1) and was a prominent leader in the Jerusalem church in its early days (Acts 15:13; 

Galatians 1:19). 

James intended audience is Christians of Jewish background. In this current lesson James 

draws heavily on figures of speech. Figures of speech add interest and excitement to writing, 

and chief among these are metaphors.  

A metaphor takes an idea and imposes it on an unrelated but familiar idea to help explain 

the qualities of the original. For example, rather than refer to a particular car’s color as 

“gray,” we might say it is “battleship gray.” This does not mean the car has any of the size or 

armament of a warship. The use of the word battleship as a metaphor for a shade of gray 

helps us visualize how the car appears.  

James uses a variety of word pictures, including metaphor. These are drawn from life 

experiences shared with his readers. This style of writing is vivid, and James chose his 

figurative language carefully to help the readers better understand the urgency and 

importance of his topic. 

What Do You Think? 

 How do (or should) methods of reconciliation change, if at all, after damage caused 

by the tongue becomes enormous? 

 What counsel would you offer someone who is looking for help to tame his or her 

tongue? 
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 What specific steps can we take to uphold the image of God in others when we’re 

tempted to vilify them instead? 

 How do you go about using your tongue in a way that you would want others to 

emulate? 

  As we close this chapter, let us suggest that you start using the “Twelve Words That Can 
Transform Your Life.” If you use these words and sincerely mean what you say from your 
heart, you will find that God will use you to be a blessing and encouragement to others. 
There are only twelve of them, but they work. 

"Please" and "Thank you." When you use these three words, you are treating others like 
people and not things. You are showing appreciation. 

"I'm sorry." These two words have a way of breaking down walls and building bridges. 

"I love you." Too many people read “romance” into these words, but they go much deeper 
man that. As Christians, we should love the brethren and even love our enemies. “I love you” 
is a statement that can carry tremendous power. 

"I'm praying for you." And be sure that you are. When you talk to God about people, then 
you can talk to people about God. Our private praying for people helps us in our public 
meeting with people. Of course, we never say “I'm praying for you” in a boastful way, as 
though we are more spiritual than others. We say it in an encouraging way, to let others 
know that we care enough for them to meet them at the throne of grace. 

  Yes, the smallest but largest troublemaker in all the world is the tongue. But it does not 
have to be a troublemaker! God can use our tongues to direct others into the way of life, and 
to delight them in the trials of life. The tongue is a little member, but it has great power. 

  Give God your tongue and your heart each day and ask Him to use you to be a blessing to 
others. 

Points To Ponder 

1. Words carry weight – what we say can affect others for a very long time (James 3:1-4). 

2. Ignoring the need to maintain control of one’s speech is risking self-destruction and 
eternal destiny (vs. 5, 6). 

3. We should make every effort to control our tongue because uncontrolled speech also 
destroys others (vs. 7, 8). 

4. We should use our words to praise God and to encourage others (vs. 9, 10). 

5. An apple tree can only produce apples. So what do your words reveal about you? (vs. 11, 
12) 
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  On a scale from 1 to 10, how do you rate on how well you have tamed your tongue? This 

further counsel from wise Solomon may help: 

  “Do not be quick with your mouth, do not be hasty in your heart to utter anything before 

God. God is in heaven and you are on earth, so let your words be few” (Ecclesiastes 5:2). 

  We will never regret harsh or hurtful words if they are never spoken. 

Prayer 

  Heavenly Father, we claim You as Lord of our lives, but too often we withhold one area from 

Your control. We have hurt others, disappointed You, and embarrassed ourselves in our 

speech. Give us the strength and wisdom to control our tongues so that You are pleased with 

every word we say, type, or text. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 

Thought To Remember 

 Problems of the tongue are problems of the heart. 

Anticipating The Next Lesson:  Next week's lesson is “Faithful Disciples,” and relates to the 

occasion (miracle) when God used one His faithful servants (the Apostle Peter) to raise 

Tabitha, a faithful disciple of Christ, from the dead. Study Acts 9:32-43. 


