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5]& INTRODUCTION

In this letter, James keeps emphasizing the relationship between faith and works. Our faith in
God is not some abstract doctrine to study in church. It must be lived out in daily life too. So far
James tells us how our faith helps us navigate trials, overcome temptations and remove bias. He
focuses on speech in our passage today. He first brings up the topic in 1:26 — If anyone thinks he
is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person's religion is
worthless. Language is a basic way for communication. James begins chapter 3 by cautioning his
readers not to aspire to become teachers. People set a high expectation for them. At that time,
Jewish rabbis were well-respected in the society. Before printing was invented, teachers used
spoken words to convey knowledge. The Old Testament was a major teaching material. It was
expensive and sacred, and most people could not afford nor access it. Those who could read and
teach were seen as wise guys. People followed their advice. Words carry meanings. You do not
need to be a teacher to realize that. The things you say reveal what is in your heart. Strangers get
a first impression of you from your appearance. They can know you more by the way you talk.
They will come to some initial conclusions about you. For example, whether you are a sincere
and trustworthy person. The question is, what shapes your character? James tells us that our faith
in God should control our speech. To put it in another way, our words must be consistent with
God’s Word.

fi#Z¥E EXPLANATION
1. 7% 751\ Decide Our Path

Our speech is important because it can decide our path. James uses two examples to illustrate
that. The first object is the bit of a horse. A bit is a metal ring put across a horse’s mouth. It is
connected to a strap. When a rider pulls the strap to one side, the bit will be steered to the same
direction. When the bit turns, so will the head of the horse. Then the animal will know where its
master wants to go. The second illustration is the rudder of a boat. At that time, a boat was either
powered by rowing the oars or by the wind caught on a sail. A boatman can control the direction
of the vessel by adjusting a rudder at the tail. A bit weighs less than half a pound. That is very
light compared to a 1,000-pound horse. A common aircraft-carrier has two rudders. Each of them
is over 100,000 pounds. You may think that is a lot. It is actually a very small fraction when you
consider that the whole ship is above 200 million pounds! Turning a small device will decide the
path of a bigger object. You may not ride a horse or cruise on a boat. Most people drive cars. You
can change the path of your vehicle by rotating the steering-wheel. A tongue is less than three
ounces. But this small organ can decide our path too. James brings up a negative effect of our
speech in verse 5: So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great things... To boast
is to brag about yourself. For example, sometimes we exaggerate personal accomplishment. You
tell people that you invented a product for your company but you omit the fact that that it was a
team effort. People will conclude that you are either good at making things or good at making
things up. It may fool others for a season. Before long, they will find out that you are not telling
the whole truth. It happens all the time in the political arena, especially during the election



season. Candidates will announce big plans, hoping that voters will support them. In the end,
people get disappointed if those officials do not fulfill their promises. Politicians make excuses
that they do not have the right resources or manpower, or they may blame others for their
mistakes. Boasting is a common tactic in marketing too. A glass-cleaner says it is the world’s
best on the can. I wonder if the manufacturer really tests all the brands in the world. A
disinfectant claims that it can kill 99.9% of all the germs. It does not say what the remaining
0.1% it cannot get rid of. Manufacturers boast about their products to attract customers. Words
convey more than information. They build trust between people. We all heard the expression
“honesty is the best policy” before. Jesus teaches us in Matthew 5:37 — “Let what you say be
simply “Yes” or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from evil.” The context is about making
oaths. At that time, people swore by God’s name to affirm what they said. Jesus cut to the chase
by saying that we do not even need to make a vow if we tell the truth. Sometimes, we try to
protect ourselves by telling half-truths. We are afraid to lose face or even our job. We do not
want to hurt people’s feelings. But are we not concerned about hurting God’s heart? Honest talk
should be a signature of God’s children. Paul makes it clear in Ephesians 4:25 — Therefore,
having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are
members one of another. It is part of Paul’s old-self versus new-self lesson. Those who are in
Christ have taken off their former sinful nature, and they have put on God’s righteousness. As a
result, they must reflect God’s nature in their actions. The Holy Spirit is the spirit of truth. He
lives in believers. Therefore, they must speak the truth. We should seek the wisdom of the Holy
Spirit before opening our mouths. For example, we ask God for courage to admit our mistakes
and make apologies. We ask Him for boldness to speak against sins. If we care more about God’s
glory then we will have less concern about personal gain or loss. Truthful speech will lead us to
the right path God desires.

2. EHEE ] Destroy with Power

Speech can decide our path. Secondly, it can also destroy with power. James describes our words
as fire. A small spark can burn up a forest if it is out of control. Many people in the Los Angeles
area lost everything due to the recent wild fires. In 2019, a fire also broke out at the Notre-Dame
Cathedral in Paris. Some workmen were doing restoration projects. A spark was generated in a
machine. In turn, a small fire grew bigger. People watched helplessly as priceless artifacts and
architecture were consumed by the flame. Our words can destroy like a fire too. The author
explains in verse 6: And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. The tongue is set among
our members, staining the whole body, setting on fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by
hell. Our tongue can do many wicked things. The phrase “the entire course of life” was borrowed
from pagan religions. It depicts an unending cycle of reincarnation. The general idea here is
about the ups and downs of life. Our speech can lead to positive and negative outcomes
depending on how we say it. A fire has the power to destroy. But it can also bring us benefits if
we control it properly. A furnace burns gas to warm your home and a water-heater also uses gas
to boil water. Likewise, our speech can help or hurt people. Let us think for a moment the bad
use of words. We mentioned lying and boasting before. What else comes to your mind? The
following items are on my list: gossip, slander, flattery, rebuke, humiliation, ridicule, criticism
and judgment. Our tongue can really cause a lot of harm. It can destroy trust and reputation. It
can break friendships and marriages. It can end a business deal and a career. How can we
minimize and even avoid all those damages? A fire will keep burning when there are flammable



materials. Proverbs 26:20 gives a good suggestion: For lack of wood the fire goes out, and where
there is no whisperer, quarreling ceases. A fire will eventually extinguish when there is no more
wood to burn. Similarly, rumor will stop when mouths are shut. People often love to play
detectives. They see, hear or know part of the story. Then they use imagination to complete the
picture. More than likely, they assume bad things and they guess it wrong. All they have to do is
to clarify the matter with the person in question. A senior lady said to her friend who does not
have good hearing: “Someone told me the pastor has cataracts.” The second person responded:
“What? Our pastor has a Cadillac? That is flashy!” You cannot predict what will happen if the
information is not corrected on the spot. Before long, the message may become: the pastor owns
a private jet! You can be the person who starts, spreads or stops a rumor. You can be a fire-fighter
or a fire-lighter. Which role would you rather play? A common problem in communication is
miscommunication. We should avoid jumping to a conclusion before fact-checking. A simple
question to ask is: “Is that based on facts, a trusted source or is it only your personal opinion?”
James concentrates on the destructive sides of speech. Of course, there are constructive uses of
words too. We can speak positive things to encourage, comfort, praise and affirm people. One
powerful statement I learned many years ago is: “I’'m so proud of you.” Who would not like to
hear that if you say it with sincerity? We can also open our mouths to pray for people and share
the gospel to non-believers. Moreover, a genuine apology can dissolve conflicts and heal
wounds. May the Lord help us use kind words to build others up.

3. FHHHHAY Define Our Purpose

Our speech can decide our path. It can also destroy with power. Thirdly, our speech also defines
the purpose in our hearts. James describes an unfortunate but common situation. We use the same
tongue to praise God and poke others. We do that due to our human sinfulness. But James
explains that it is inconceivable by using two analogies in verses 11-12: 11 Does a spring pour
forth from the same opening both fresh and salt water? 12 Can a fig tree, my brothers, bear
olives, or a grapevine produce figs? Neither can a salt pond yield fresh water. The answer to both
questions is of course a no. A spring can only produce one kind of water, and a tree can only bear
one type of fruit. But why do our mouths give glorious talk and slanderous speech at the same
time? It is because we are good at putting on a disguise. We look professional and confident at
work. We appear as nice and godly in church. We return to our wild nature when we are home.
Your family members know which version is the real you. A family was eating at a restaurant.
The father led everyone in saying grace. Moments later, the man began to complain. He said the
meat was over-cooked and the carrots were too hard to chew. His little daughter raised a
question: “Daddy, did God hear you when you gave thanks to Him?”” “Absolutely!” The father
replied. “Did God hear you when you complained about the food?” The daughter continued.
Feeling embarrassed, the dad responded: “I think He did too.” The little girl then asked: “So
which part does God believe?” The answer is both. It is not a tongue issue. It is a heart problem.
Jesus points it out in Luke 6:45 — “The good person out of the good treasure of his heart
produces good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out of the
abundance of the heart his mouth speaks.” Our tongue is connected to our heart. The question is:
what fills your heart? Is it self-centeredness? Do you only love to talk about yourself all day? Do
you cannot wait to prove that you are right and others are wrong? Is there even a time-bomb
inside? Do you get mad quickly when people give you suggestions? Do you get defensive when
people bring up your mistakes? Is there any gentleness? Are you willing to accept others’



viewpoints when God’s truth is not compromised? Do you bear a teachable heart and eager to
learn new information? Is your heart full of God’s wisdom? Can you quote Bible verses when
people ask you for advice? Do you explain things based on God’s Word and not just from
personal opinions? We must saturate our mind with the Scriptures before we can say godly
things. It goes back to James’ reminder that we should be both hearers and doers of God’s Word.
Then we will think the truth, walk the truth and talk the truth. Some of you know the THINK
acronyms. We need to think about those five elements before we say anything. They are quite
consistent with the Bible. T stands for true. Is the content based on facts, speculations or
feelings? H is helpful. We should speak with the intent to bless others. The letter I refers to
inspiring. One way to build others up is to contribute to new ideas. N represents necessary. There
are situations where it is better to keep our mouth shut. For example, when a discussion is about
to turn into an argument, when the other party is not ready to listen or when you are comforting
someone who lost a loved-one. Lastly, K means kind. We must season our speech with love and
patience. If we do not THINK before we speak, then the content may STINK. The five negative
components are selfish, toxic, insensitive, negative and kill-joy. They are self-explanatory. Our
speech defines our purpose. Let us be intentional to glorify God and edify one another with
words. May our speech be full of God’s wisdom.

4&5m CONCLUSION

Our words must be consistent with God’s Word. Positive words can motivate people to do
beautiful things. The general manager of a large grocery store chain was conducting a training
for employees. She stated that what people say can really make a difference in others’ lives. A
young man named Johnny kept that statement in his heart. He is a bagger at a store. He was born
with disability. After talking to his father, they came up with an idea to put that advice into
practice. They typed encouraging words on a computer and printed them out every evening. On
the next day, Johnny put a slip of paper with the quote of the day into one bag. He told
customers: “I left something very special for you in this sack. I hope it will brighten your day.” A
few weeks later, the store-manager noticed something amazing happened. Johnny’s checkout line
was always the longest. Employees persuaded people to go to other cashiers. They would reply:
“That’s OK. I’ll wait because I want Johnny’s encouraging word for the day.” Some customers
even shop more often just to get an encouraging word. There were some changes in the store’s
culture too. Associates at the floral department used to throw away broken flowers. Now they
will walk to the checkout line and pin flowers onto senior ladies or young girls and make them
smile. All the positive effects are results from the constructive words Johnny shared. You can be
a Johnny at home, in the office, among your friends and in the church. Use words to build people
up and not tearing them down. Be out-spoken to praise others in public for job well-done. Be
patient and forgiving when someone made a mistake. Not just see problems but help fix them
too. Be a team-player but not a judge and an outsider.
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