A Religion Not Empty
James 3:1-12 — A Divine Control of the Tongue

  James has expounded on a “pure and undefiled religion” by discussing favoritism and faith with works (1:27 w/ 2:1-26).  Now James wishes to expand on an uncontrolled tongue (1:26) by highlighting the dangers of the tongue, especially for the teacher.  James heaps comparison upon comparison to carry along his argument.  We quickly agree with James if we examine our own lives and the world around us.
The Tongue Governs Our Course

James begins his discussion of the tongue by comparing it to the bit of a horse and the rudder of a ship (v3-5a).  Though each is a small object in comparison to the entire body, each controls the course of the much larger object.  So also the tongue.  The tongue can “boast great things” because the course of our life is largely determined by our use of the tongue, for good or for ill (e.g. career, family, friendships, community, relationship to God).
The Tongue is a Destructive Force
Left to ourselves, the tongue does not just determine the course of our life in some undetermined manner; the tongue is a destructive force (v5b-6).  Just as Smoky the Bear tells us a spark can burn down a forest, so also James tells us our tongue, as a reflection of our unrighteousness and inner pollution, can destroy our life (Matt. 15:11, 18-19).  Our life becomes a foretaste of the destruction we face in Hell (Gehenna).  The tongue produces havoc seemingly out of proportion to its size.  So take heed.
The Tongue Cannot Be Tamed (By Us)

We need to get our tongue under control (v7-8).  However, James tells us that though we have dominion over the earth and the animals (Gen. 1:26-28), we do not have dominion over our own tongues.  We are humbled by our own inability to control the overflow of our own evil and poison (Rom. 3:13, 14).
The Tongue Reveals Our Inner Man

For those whom God has given a new birth (1:18) and who receive the implanted Word (1:21), it must be different.  We are now the ones who “bless our Lord and Father” (v9), pour out sweet water (v11), and produce the fruit of righteousness (v12).  We must not be ones who curse people made in the image of God (Genesis 1:26), pour out bitter water, and yield salt water.  We must not be double-minded (1:8).  In those cases where we do, we must repent as people not pleasing the Lord.  And if we persist, we must remember that those producing salt water show themselves to be saltwater springs (v12).
The Tongue Limits Our Teachers


Though arguably a separate section, James’ introduction of teachers is probably a specific application of his warning about the tongue (v1-2).  For teachers, who speak more often and are held to a higher standard among God’s flock (Luke 12:48), the tongue is particularly dangerous.  Though we all stumble with regards to the tongue, teachers must strive in the power of God to not stumble.  Because teaching is fraught with danger, not many should seek the responsibility (the teaching office was one of honor and prestige in the 1st century and would have had many unqualified people desire it).
Application

1. We must realize the power of the tongue, both for good and for evil.  Words often do hurt more than sticks and stones.  Our tongue will reflect our inner person.  Use prayer to control it.
2. Though ‘cursing’ had a more imprecatory tone in the 1st century (Matt. 5:22; Luke 6:28), we are not honoring God when we curse someone made in God’s image, apart from telling them the curse of sin as revealed in God’s Word.  Only the Spirit’s power will allow us to control our tongue.
