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 James 3:1-12 
• Speech already mentioned in 1:19 and 1:26 

• Four sections: 

o 3:1-2a – teachers 

o 3:2a-6 – great influence of the tongue 

▪ Great influence 

▪ Great destruction 

o 3:7-8 – untamed tongue  

o 3:9-12 – divided tongue 

• Evil comes from thought in the soul as in Matthew 15:10-20 

o Sin nature 

o Soul 

o Thought, mind 

o Tongue 

o Words 

o Results in the world 

James 3:1 – “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we 

who teach will be judged with greater strictness.  

 
1. “not many” – me polloi – (me with the present imperative of ginesthe) indicates too many 

people were trying to be teachers, but were not qualified 

2. “judge” refers to level of evaluation in the end and day to day 

3. Teachers use tongue and people follow their words. The results can be devastating since “we 

all stumble in many ways” 

3:2 – “For we all stumble in many ways.  

------  

And if anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle his 

whole body.  

 
1. “for” indicates the explanation for 3:1 
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2. “we all stumble” refers to universal sin and the inability to escape it. So, you are failing at some 

point when you teach. 

3. “if” is first class condition, if and it is true, is an e3xception to the opening statement in thei 

verse 

4. But, no one can reach sinless perfection in speech 

 

3:3 – “If we put bits into the mouths of horses so that they obey us, we guide their whole 

bodies as well.  

 
 

 

3:4 – “Look at the ships also: though they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they 

are guided by a very small rudder wherever the will of the pilot directs.  
 

 
 

3:5 – “So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great things. 

-----  

How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire!  
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3:6 – “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.  

 
1. Notice “his” as in “his whole course of life” is not in the Greek or tne  ESV. Meaning, it is not a 

man setting his course of life on fire, but a man setting the whole cycle of existence in the 

kosmos on fire (see genneseos “of nature” referring to the whole “becoming”, “to happen”, “to 

come into being.” Or, “the course of exixtence” NAB says, “Its flames encircle our course from 

birth” 

2. “set on fire by hell” (Gehenna) speaks of the punishment for corrupt speech from the tongue. 

a. The tongue is a fire the burns through history 

b. But, the tongue itself will ultimately be set on fire in Gehenna,  

3:7 – “For every kind of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been 

tamed by mankind,  
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1. God gave man dominion over animals and all creation. And, man has demonstrated this. 

2. But, the sin nature dominates man, thus man cannot have dominion over the tongue (which 

speaks for the sin nature in man.) 

3:8 – “but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.  

 
 

3:9 – “With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the 

likeness of God. 
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3:10 – “From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things ought not 

to be so.   

 
1. Double minded of 1:5-8 will receive nothing 

2. The double tongue reflects the double mind that is not committed to God 

3. Double minded is not faith. Likewise, double tonged is not the tongue of a believer. 

 

3:11 – “Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both fresh and salt water?   

 
 

3:12 – “Can a fig tree, my brothers, bear olives, or a grapevine produce figs? Neither can a salt 

pond yield fresh water. 

 
1. The idea of fruit from trees and vines was familiar to people in this culture and who worked the 

fields. 

2. The use of illustrations like this was common in the day being used by Jesus, but even 

Epictetus (50 AD-135 AD), a Greek Stoic philosopher who was born into slavery and lived in 

Rome, said:  

“How can a vine be moved to act, not like a vine, but like an olive, or again an olive to act, not 

like an olive, but like a vine? It is impossible, inconceivable.” 
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3. Jesus said in Matthew 7:15-20 – “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's 

clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes 

gathered from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? So, every healthy tree bears good fruit, but 

the diseased tree bears bad fruit. A healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree 

bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 

Thus you will recognize them by their fruits.” 

4. We have the disadvantage of having two natures at this time: 

a. Fallen in Adam, the sin nature, nothing “good” 

b. Alive in Christ, born again, righteous, indwelt by Holy Spirit 

5. Paul dealt with this personally and theologically in Romans 7:14-24 -  

“For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin. For I do not 

understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. Now if I 

do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is good. So now it is no longer I who do it, 

but sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. 

For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. For I do not do the 

good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want, it 

is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. So I find it to be a law that when I want to 

do right, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being, but I see in 

my members another law waging war against the law of my mind and making me captive to 

the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from 

this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself serve 

the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.” 

6. Notice at the end of 3:12 James returns once more to the salt and fresh water to say:  

“Nor salt (halukos, meaning “salt”, translated “salty, bitter”) fresh to produce water.” 

a. Salt is not fresh 

b. A salt spring cannot produce water that can only come from a fresh spring. 

c. The source of salt cannot produce something fresh. 

d. Though they are both water, fresh water does not come from the same source as fresh 

water. 

e. Salt water cannot be considered fresh water. 

7. And, the next example James will move to is wisdom. There are two types: 

a. Worldly wisdom 

b. Wisdom from above 

 


