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Summary 

We've all heard "sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt 
me"? Yeah, that's total nonsense. We all know words hurt. The thing is, we only really 
believe it when we're the ones getting hurt. When someone says something mean to us, 
we feel it. But when we say something hurtful? Suddenly it's "just words" or "I didn't 
mean it" or "they're being too sensitive." 

Your tongue is tiny but it has massive power. Think about it like a ship's rudder. The 
ship is huge, pushed by these powerful winds, but a tiny rudder controls where the whole 
thing goes. That's what our words do. They're small but they steer our entire lives. Our 
words are like fire. A little match doesn't seem dangerous, right? But throw that match 
into a dry forest and everything burns. That's what happens with our speech. We think a 
small lie doesn't matter, or a little cutting comment is no big deal. But those small sparks 
spread and cause real damage. 

We can't fix this ourselves. You can't just try harder to watch your mouth or think 
more positively. It doesn't work that way. It's like trying to get fresh water from a 
saltwater pond. The source itself needs to change. 

Jesus is the only one who can actually transform us from the inside out. When we 
spend time with him, when we hear him saying "I love you, you're forgiven, you're mine," 
that changes how we see ourselves and everyone else. Then we can actually speak words 
that help instead of hurt. 

Before you open your mouth, spend time listening to God. Let him fill you up with 
truth and love first. Then what comes out will be worth saying. 
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The Untamable Tongue 

 

Kicking It Off 

Think of someone in your life who is really encouraging with their 
words. What's one specific thing they say or how they say it that 
makes such a positive impact? 

 

Read 

James 3:1-12 
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Discussion Questions 

1.​ Was there anything from the sermon or the passage that stuck out to you? 
2.​ We often feel deeply hurt when others speak harshly to us, yet we minimize the 

impact when we say hurtful things to others. Can you think of a time when you 
dismissed your own words as "not a big deal" even though you knew they caused 
pain? 

3.​ James compares the tongue to a small spark that can set a forest ablaze, 
suggesting that seemingly minor comments or "white lies" can have far-reaching 
consequences. What's an example from your life where small words (yours or 
someone else's) ended up having a much bigger impact than expected? 

4.​ The passage teaches that no human can tame the tongue through willpower or 
self-improvement alone. When have you experienced the frustration of trying to 
control your words through your own strength, only to fail repeatedly? 

5.​ We're called to bless those who persecute us and speak kindly even to difficult 
people, which goes against our natural instinct to retaliate. Who is one person in 
your life right now that you find genuinely difficult to speak well of, and what 
makes blessing them so challenging? 

6.​ The practice of listening to God before speaking helps us hear His truth about 
ourselves and others rather than operating from our own broken perspective. How 
might your conversations this week change if you spent time in prayer and 
Scripture before engaging with people who frustrate you? 

 

East Renton Community Church​ ​ ​ ​        ​             eastrentonchurch.org/sermons 



Small Group Leader Packet​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​                        10/12/25  

Significant Quotes from Sermon 

"When someone says a bad word to us, we're like, 'Yes, that is bad. That is violence. That hurt me. That 
destroyed me.' But when we say something bad, we're like, 'I didn't mean it. It's just words.' If we don't 
start on the same foot as Scripture that says words actually matter, there is weight to your words, this 
whole message won't make sense to you." 

"Your tongue is so broken, the words we use are taken with such a lighthearted mentality that it doesn't 
matter what I say, that your ship of your life is slowly veering off course. The answer to this brokenness of 
words is not positive self-talk. The answer isn't positivity. The answer is truth. And it's only truth." 

"Your righteousness, your salvation is inconsistent and impossible for you to be righteous. You need to 
learn that the only way and path to salvation is not through your works. It's through Christ. Jesus is the 
miracle worker. He's the one that can purify the salt pond and have it bring fresh water. He's the only one 
that can turn the fires of hell that are in your heart and in your mouth and turn it into blessing." 

"You can love people because you are loved. Before you go and fight your battles and let your tongue go 
wild and untamed and start these fires and start destruction, take a moment to pray, take a moment to 
spend time with the Lord and hear, don't talk. Hear what He has to say about you. Because when you hear 
what He has to say about you, He says, 'I love you. You're beautiful. I made you. I know you. I know your 
name.'"  
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Sermon Notes 

James 3:1-12 
Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who teach 
will be judged with greater strictness. 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. 
3 If we put bits into the mouths of horses so that they obey us, we guide their whole 
bodies as well. 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. 
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! 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. 7 For every kind of beast and bird, 
of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by mankind, 8 but no 
human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 9 With it we 
bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of 
God. 10 From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things 
ought not to be so. 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. 
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Outline 

1.​ SMALL BUT MIGHTY (James 3:1-5) 
a.​ Teachers face greater judgment 

i.​ Not many should become teachers (v.1) 
ii.​ Will be judged with greater strictness because words matter 
iii.​ Teaching God's Word carries serious responsibility 

b.​ The tongue's disproportionate power 
i.​ We all stumble in many ways (v.2) 
ii.​ If anyone doesn't stumble in speech, he is perfect/complete, able to bridle 

whole body 
iii.​ Small member that boasts of great things (v.5) 

c.​ Biblical illustrations of small things controlling large things 
i.​ Bit in horse's mouth guides the entire animal (v.3) 
ii.​ Small rudder directs massive ships driven by strong winds (v.4) 
iii.​ The tongue similarly directs the course of life despite its size 

2.​ DEADLY AND UNTAMABLE (James 3:5-8) 
a.​ The tongue as fire 

i.​ How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire (v.5) 
ii.​ The tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness (v.6) 
iii.​ Even "white lies" are small sparks in dry conditions 
iv.​ Stains the whole body, sets on fire the entire course of life 

b.​ Connection to hell and the devil 
i.​ The tongue is set on fire by hell (v.6) 
ii.​ John 8: Devil is father of lies, no truth in him 
iii.​ Our broken words show allegiance to the father of lies 
iv.​ In our flesh, closer connection to devil's lies than God's truth 

c.​ Accountability for our words 
i.​ Matthew 12:36: Give account for every careless word on judgment day 
ii.​ Justified or condemned by our words, not just actions 
iii.​ Every kind of beast can be tamed by mankind (v.7) 
iv.​ But no human being can tame the tongue (v.8) 
v.​ It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison 

3.​ INCONSISTENT AND IMPOSSIBLE (James 3:9-12) 
a.​ The contradiction in our speech 

i.​ With same mouth we bless God and curse people made in His image (v.9) 
ii.​ From same mouth come blessing and cursing (v.10) 
iii.​ These things ought not to be so 

b.​ Natural impossibilities illustrate spiritual truth 
i.​ Does a spring pour forth fresh and salt water from same opening? (v.11) 
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ii.​ Can fig tree bear olives or grapevine produce figs? (v.12) 
iii.​ Salt pond cannot yield fresh water 
iv.​ If source is contaminated, output will be contaminated 

c.​ Christ is the only solution 
i.​ Self-reform and positive thinking cannot fix the problem 
ii.​ We are salt ponds that cannot produce fresh water on our own 
iii.​ Only Jesus can purify the salt pond and make it yield fresh water 
iv.​ Transformation comes through His power, not ours 
v.​ Romans 12:14, 1 Peter 3:9, Ephesians 4:29: Commands are impossible 

without Christ 
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Notes 

There's a curious tension in how we think about words. On one hand, we've all been 
told that "sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me." On the 
other hand, most of us can recall with painful clarity the cruel things people have said to 
us, sometimes decades ago. The memory of being called names, mocked, or verbally 
torn down often outlasts physical injuries by years. So which is it? Do words matter, or 
don't they? I believe we've arrived at a dangerous place in our culture where words have 
become simultaneously ubiquitous and devalued. Anyone can post a video, write a 
comment, or broadcast their thoughts to millions of people with minimal effort. The age 
of information has made words cheap. We can say anything, to anyone, at any time, 
often while hiding behind anonymity. And yet, despite this flood of language, or perhaps 
because of it, we've convinced ourselves that words don't really matter. It's just talk. It's 
just the internet. People need to toughen up and not be so sensitive. But what if we're 
wrong? What if words carry far more weight than we're willing to acknowledge? And 
what if our casual approach to speech is doing more damage than we realize, not just to 
others but to ourselves? 

Consider how we typically respond when someone says something hurtful to us 
versus when we say something hurtful to someone else. When we're on the receiving end, 
we know exactly how much it hurts. Words can devastate us, send us home crying, or 
change how we see ourselves for years. But when we're the ones speaking, suddenly 
everything changes. We didn't mean it. It was just a joke. We were angry. It's not that 
serious. They're being too sensitive. This double standard reveals something important: 
we instinctively know that words have power when they're directed at us, but we 
desperately want to believe they don't have power when they come from us. Why? 
Because acknowledging the weight of our words means accepting responsibility for the 
damage they cause. The book of James offers an image to illustrate this power. James 
compares the tongue to a ship's rudder. Think about that for a moment. A massive ship is 
pushed by strong winds, powered by forces far greater than any human could generate. 
Yet this enormous vessel is guided by a tiny rudder. A small adjustment to that rudder 
can change the ship's entire direction. Similarly, the tongue is a small member of the 
body, yet it has the power to direct the entire course of a life. James also compares the 
tongue to a bit in a horse's mouth. A horse is a powerful animal, full of strength and 
muscle. Yet with a small piece of metal in its mouth and gentle tugs on the reins, that 
massive creature can be controlled. The implication is clear: small things can have 
enormous impact. The tongue, though small, wields disproportionate power. 

Perhaps the most striking image James uses is fire. He writes that the tongue is a 
fire, a small spark that can set an entire forest ablaze. In a dry season, it doesn't take 
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much. A tiny match, a small ember, can grow into a conflagration that destroys 
everything in its path. We might look at a little spark and think it's harmless, no big deal. 
But under the right conditions, that insignificant flame becomes catastrophic. This is how 
James views our speech. We tell ourselves that a little white lie doesn't matter, that a 
small cutting remark is harmless, that our sarcastic put-down was just a joke. It's not a 
big deal. But James insists it is a big deal. These small fires we're starting with our 
mouths, these little sparks of hatred, bitterness, mockery, and dishonesty, they spread. 
They cause destruction. They burn down forests. And here's what makes this particularly 
sobering: James connects the fire of the tongue directly to hell itself. He writes that the 
tongue "is set on fire by hell." This isn't just poetic exaggeration. The suggestion is that 
hell will be characterized by exactly this kind of linguistic chaos, a place where nothing 
can be trusted, where every word is a lie, where bitterness and hatred flow unchecked 
from every mouth. The fires of uncontrolled, malicious speech create a kind of living hell. 
When we speak carelessly, when we lie casually, when we tear others down with our 
words, we're not just being impolite or having a bad day. We're participating in 
something hellish. We're bringing a piece of that chaos and destruction into the world. 

Jesus himself emphasized the seriousness of our words in a way that should give 
us pause. He taught that on the day of judgment, people will give account for every 
careless word they speak. Not just our actions, but our words. Every single one, including 
the ones we thought didn't matter. Most of us operate with the assumption that what 
really matters is what we do, not what we say. If we perform good deeds, if we help 
people, if we live morally upstanding lives, surely that's what counts. But Jesus insists 
that our words also carry weight in the eternal scheme of things. He says that by our 
words we will be justified, and by our words we will be condemned. Why does God care 
so much about our speech? Because God is a God of truth, and we are creatures who 
traffic in lies. From the Garden of Eden onward, humanity's fundamental problem has 
been our willingness to believe and speak lies. The serpent's lie to Eve, "You will not surely 
die," set in motion the entire tragic history of human sin. And we've been following in 
those footsteps ever since, speaking untruths large and small, deceiving others and 
ourselves. Jesus identified the devil as "the father of lies," someone in whom there is no 
truth at all. When we lie, we're speaking the devil's native language. We're showing our 
allegiance. This is an uncomfortable truth, but it's one we need to face. Our casual 
relationship with truth, our willingness to shade the facts, our comfort with "little white 
lies," these reveal something about who our father is. And it's not God. 

At this point, you might be thinking, "Okay, I get it. Words matter. I need to watch 
what I say. I need to think before I speak. I need to be more careful." And while that 
sounds reasonable, James has bad news: it's impossible. James writes bluntly that "no 
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human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison." He notes 
that humans have tamed every kind of animal, from birds to reptiles to sea creatures. 
But the tongue? Untameable. It's a hopeless task. This might seem like a strange thing to 
emphasize. Why tell us that words matter and then immediately say we can't control 
them? Isn't that just setting us up for failure and despair? 

Yes. And that's exactly the point. 
The problem with a moralistic reading of James (or any biblical text about 

behavior) is that it tempts us to think we can fix ourselves through effort and willpower. 
We can try harder. We can develop better habits. We can train ourselves to be more 
positive, more careful, more controlled in our speech. And while these things might 
produce some superficial improvements, they can't solve the fundamental problem. 
James points out the inconsistency that proves this: "With the same mouth we bless our 
Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. From 
the same mouth come blessing and cursing." This shouldn't be possible. As James says, 
"Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both fresh and salt water?" Can a fig 
tree produce olives? Can a saltwater pond yield fresh water? The answer is no. If your 
source is salt water, you're going to get salt water. You can't produce fresh water from a 
contaminated spring by trying really hard or having good intentions. The source itself 
needs to be changed. 

This is where the message shifts from depressing to hopeful. The point of 
recognizing our inability to tame our tongues isn't to drive us to despair, but to drive us 
to Christ. We're supposed to fall on our knees and cry out, "God, I need your help. I can't 
do this on my own. I need Jesus." Jesus is the miracle worker who can purify a salt pond 
and make it yield fresh water. He's the one who can take the fires of hell that are in our 
hearts and mouths and transform them into blessing. But this happens through his 
power, not ours. The only way to participate in this transformation is to submit to his 
power rather than relying on our own. This is the heart of the Christian gospel. We're not 
called to be better people through self-improvement. We're called to recognize our 
brokenness and need, and to receive the transforming work that only Christ can do. 
When Jesus saves us, he doesn't just forgive our sins, he begins to make us new. He 
starts to change us from the inside out, including how we speak. The Holy Spirit, living 
within believers, is the source of true blessing that flows from our mouths. When we 
speak words of life, encouragement, truth, and love, it's not because we've mastered our 
tongues. It's because the Spirit is speaking through us. This is why Paul can command 
believers to "let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for 
building up." It's not an impossible standard if the Holy Spirit is at work. 
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So what does this look like practically? How do we move from being people whose 
tongues are "set on fire by hell" to people whose words bring life and blessing? The key is 
learning to speak the words God is speaking to us. And that requires spending time with 
him, listening rather than just talking. Before we rush out into the world with our tongues 
blazing, before we let loose with criticism or anger or bitterness, we need to pause and 
hear what God has to say. What does God say about us? He says, "I love you. You're 
beautiful. I made you. I know you. I know your name. I have a plan for you. I want you 
to experience the joys of life. I've saved you from the grave. You're going to be with me 
for eternal life." When we hear and receive these words, when we let them sink into our 
hearts, something changes. We begin to see ourselves and others differently. The 
command to "bless those who persecute you" seems impossible until we understand this 
dynamic. How can we bless our enemies? By first receiving God's blessing ourselves. We 
can love others because we are loved. We can forgive others because we've been 
forgiven. We can see the image of God in difficult people because God has opened our 
eyes to see ourselves as his image-bearers, despite our flaws. This is why prayer is so 
crucial. When someone bothers us, annoys us, or even persecutes us, our natural instinct 
is retaliation. We want to strike back, to defend ourselves, to make them hurt the way 
they've hurt us. But if we take that person to God in prayer before we speak to them, 
something changes. We might start our prayer with frustration, "Lord, why is this person 
being such a pain?" But as we pray, God responds, "I love that person deeply. I care 
about them." And suddenly our perspective shifts. God reminds us that we're no better 
than our enemies. We're all broken. We all need grace. And if God can love us in our 
mess, he certainly loves them in theirs. This doesn't mean we excuse harmful behavior or 
pretend everything is fine. But it does mean we can't curse people that God loves. We 
can't tear down those Jesus died for. 

This has particular implications for how we think about and speak about the 
church. It's become culturally acceptable, even fashionable, to bash the church. And yes, 
the church has flaws. Real, serious, undeniable flaws. Churches and church leaders have 
hurt people, failed people, and fallen short of Christ's standards in countless ways. These 
failings deserve acknowledgment and, where appropriate, confrontation. But there's 
something troubling about the casual contempt with which many people, including 
Christians, speak about the church. The church is the bride of Christ. She's imperfect, yes, 
but she's loved by Jesus. When we tear apart other believers, when we mock and criticize 
and gossip about other churches, when we speak with contempt about the body of 
Christ, we're not just pointing out legitimate problems. We're cursing what Christ loves. 
The calling of the church is to speak the words of Christ to a broken world. But too often, 
what flows from Christian mouths is not blessing but criticism, not truth but gossip, not 
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love but judgment. We become the very thing we're supposed to combat. We start fires 
instead of putting them out. For the church to truly be salt and light in the world, we need 
to learn to speak differently. Not with fake positivity or forced cheerfulness, but with the 
authentic blessing that flows from hearts transformed by Christ. When unbelievers enter 
our communities, they shouldn't encounter judgment and contempt. They should hear the 
voice of Jesus saying, "I love you. I forgive you. I want relationship with you for all 
eternity." 

This all points to a simple but challenging practice: before you speak, listen to God. 
Before you let your tongue loose, spend time hearing what God has to say, both about 
you and about the person you're about to address. Open Scripture. Pray. Wait. Listen. 
What you'll discover is that God's words are often different from the words that naturally 
spring to your mind. Where you want to criticize, God wants to encourage. Where you 
want to condemn, God wants to restore. Where you see an enemy, God sees someone 
made in his image, someone he died for. This isn't about positive thinking or self-help 
techniques. It's not "name it and claim it" theology. The power isn't in our words 
themselves, but in aligning our words with God's truth. When we speak truth about who 
God is, who we are in Christ, and who others are as image-bearers, our words carry 
weight not because of our eloquence but because they echo divine reality. The tongue 
remains small. Words remain just vibrations in the air. But they can guide the ship of our 
lives and the lives of others. They can start forest fires or bring healing. They can curse or 
bless. They reveal whether we're children of the father of lies or children of the God of 
truth. We are terrible saviors. We can't save ourselves, and we certainly can't save others 
through our own wisdom and effort. But we can point to the true Savior. And that work 
begins with learning to speak his words, words of life and truth and love, to a world that 
desperately needs to hear them. When we've spent time with Jesus, when we've heard 
his voice speaking truth and blessing into our hearts, then and only then can we go out 
and speak his words to others. That's when our small tongues can guide ships toward 
safe harbor rather than crashing them on the rocks. That's when our words can heal 
rather than harm, build up rather than tear down, bless rather than curse. The challenge 
isn't to try harder to control our tongues. The challenge is to surrender them, along with 
everything else, to the one who can actually do the impossible work of transformation. 
Only then will fresh water flow from the spring. 
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 Blog 
     We've all done it. We've all come to church on Sunday morning singing "Bless the 

Lord, O my soul" with genuine emotion, only to find ourselves Monday morning tearing 
someone down with our words. We praise God with our mouths, then we use those same 
mouths to gossip about our neighbor, criticize a coworker, or speak harshly to our 
children. The contradiction is glaring. Yet we do it constantly. James 3:1-12 confronts this 
inconsistency. 

     James begins his discussion of the tongue with a warning to teachers. "Not many 
of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who teach will be 
judged with greater strictness." This warning tells us something important about the 
early church. People were eagerly pursuing teaching positions. Teaching was respected, 
influential, and carried authority. But James pumps the brakes. He includes himself in the 
warning, "we who teach," because he knows the danger. Teachers shape how others think 
about God. They influence entire communities with their words. One false teaching can 
lead many astray. One careless word from a position of authority can cause 
immeasurable damage. This is why teachers face stricter judgment. 

     But before we who don't formally teach breathe a sigh of relief, James pulls us all 
into the conversation. "For we all stumble in many ways." The Greek word for stumble, 
ptaio, means to make mistakes, to sin, to fall short. It's in the present tense, indicating 
ongoing reality. This isn't about occasional slip ups. This is about our constant struggle 
with sin. James then makes a remarkable statement. "If anyone does not stumble in 
what he says, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle his whole body." The word "perfect" 
here is teleios, meaning mature or complete. James is saying that the person who has 
mastered their tongue has mastered everything else. Why? Because the tongue is the 
hardest thing to control. 

     This should create both humility and urgency. Humility because none of us have 
arrived. We all know the sting of regret after harsh words. We all know the shame of 
gossip. We all know the weight of lies. Urgency because our words matter more than we 
think. James gives us three vivid illustrations to show just how much our words matter. 
First, he points to a bit in a horse's mouth. A small piece of metal controls a powerful 
1,200 pound animal. The bit doesn't overpower the horse. It directs through strategic 
leverage. Second, he points to a ship's rudder. Large merchant ships, some 180 feet long 
in James's day, were driven by strong winds. Yet a small rudder determined their 
direction. The pilot's will, not the wind's force, decided the ship's destination. Third, he 
points to a forest fire. One small spark could destroy entire forests in the Mediterranean 
climate. Once started, it became impossible to stop. 
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     These three illustrations share a common theme. Small size, disproportionate 
impact, directional control. Your tongue is small. It weighs about two ounces. But it 
directs the course of your entire life. Think about it practically. One conversation can end 
a friendship. One lie can destroy a career. One moment of gossip can split a church. One 
harsh word can wound a child for decades. The tongue's power is real and devastating. 
But it's also positive. One word of encouragement can save a life. One truth spoken in 
love can restore a marriage. One gospel conversation can change an eternity. Where is 
your tongue steering you? Where is it steering your relationships, your family, your 
church? 

     James doesn't stop with the tongue's power. He moves to its deadly nature. "And 
the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness." Notice he doesn't say the tongue is like 
a fire. He says it is a fire. The tongue represents an entire system of evil, what James 
calls "a world of unrighteousness." It stains the whole body. It sets on fire the entire 
course of life. And here's the most disturbing part. It is "set on fire by hell." The Greek 
word is Gehenna, referring to the Valley of Hinnom, a place associated with judgment. 
James is telling us that the source of the tongue's destructive power isn't merely human. 
There's a spiritual dimension to our speech. Satan is called the father of lies in John 8:44. 
He was a murderer from the beginning. His primary weapon is deception. And our 
tongues become his tools when we lie, gossip, slander, and tear others down. 

     Think about the last church conflict you witnessed. Chances are it started with 
words. Someone said something to someone else. The story got repeated. Details got 
added or changed. Sides formed. Division spread. What began as a small spark became 
a consuming fire. This happens because the tongue is fire. It doesn't just describe 
problems. It creates them. It doesn't just report on conflicts. It generates them. James is 
warning us that our words have power we often don't recognize until the damage is 
done. 

     But James isn't finished. He moves from the tongue as fire to the tongue as 
untamable beast. "For every kind of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be 
tamed and has been tamed by mankind, but no human being can tame the tongue." This 
statement is shocking. James references the categories from Genesis 1, where God gave 
humanity dominion over creation. We've tamed lions, elephants, killer whales. We've 
domesticated wolves into dogs, wild horses into ponies. We've trained eagles and 
handled venomous snakes. We've exercised the dominion God gave us over creation. The 
verb "has been tamed" is in the perfect tense in Greek, indicating completed action with 
lasting results. Humanity has successfully subdued the animal kingdom. 

     But we cannot tame our own tongues. The contrast is devastating. We can control 
wild beasts, but we cannot control ourselves. We've put a man on the moon, but we can't 
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stop gossip. We've split the atom, but we can't master our speech. We've mapped the 
human genome, but we cannot tame our tongues. James calls the tongue "a restless evil, 
full of deadly poison." It's like a viper's venom, spreading through the whole system, 
bringing death. This is James's point, and we must not miss it. You cannot fix your 
tongue by trying harder. You cannot control your speech through sheer willpower. You 
cannot tame your tongue through accountability alone. The problem is too deep. It's in 
your nature. 

     This brings us to the most convicting part of James's teaching. "With it we bless 
our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God." 
The same tongue. Present tense for both verbs, indicating habitual action. We keep 
blessing God. We keep cursing people. "From the same mouth come blessing and 
cursing. My brothers, these things ought not to be so." The Greek phrase here is the 
strongest moral negation James could use. This isn't just unwise or inappropriate. This 
violates fundamental reality. It contradicts the very order of creation. 

     Think about this practically. We sing worship songs on Sunday, declaring God's 
greatness. Then Monday morning we're complaining about our boss, gossiping about our 
coworker, or speaking harshly to our spouse. We pray "Hallowed be your name," then we 
use God's name in anger when traffic frustrates us. We say "I love you" to someone, then 
we turn around and say "Can you believe what she did?" to someone else. The 
contradiction is constant. The inconsistency is undeniable. And James says this ought 
not to be. Why not? Because people are made in God's likeness. This echoes Genesis 
1:26-27 directly. Every person bears God's image. When we curse an image bearer, we 
assault God's image. When we tear down a human being with our words, we attack what 
God has made to reflect His glory. 

     But James doesn't just tell us this is wrong. He shows us it's impossible. He gives 
three illustrations from nature. "Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both 
fresh and salt water?" The expected answer is no. Springs in Israel were vital water 
sources, carefully protected. A spring was either fresh or salt, never both. The water 
reveals its source. You cannot get fresh water from a salt spring. "Can a fig tree, my 
brothers, bear olives, or a grapevine produce figs?" Again, the answer is no. A tree 
produces fruit according to its nature. The fruit reveals the tree. "Neither can a salt pond 
yield fresh water." Same principle. The source determines the output. 

     These are impossibilities. They violate the fundamental order of creation. Fig trees 
don't produce olives. Grape vines don't produce figs. Salt water doesn't become fresh. 
And here's James's devastating point. The inconsistency of your tongue is just as 
impossible as these natural contradictions. Yet you do it constantly. This reveals 
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something fundamental about you. The problem isn't ultimately your tongue. The 
problem is your source. The problem is your heart. 

     Jesus said it clearly in Matthew 12:34, "Out of the abundance of the heart the 
mouth speaks." He repeated it in Matthew 15:18, "What comes out of the mouth 
proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person." Luke 6:45 records similar teaching. 
"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." Do you see the pattern? Your words reveal your heart. A bitter spring 
cannot produce sweet water because the source is bitter. A corrupt tree cannot produce 
good fruit because the tree itself is diseased. And a sinful heart cannot consistently 
produce righteous speech because the heart itself needs transformation. 

     This is where the gospel enters. James doesn't give us the solution explicitly in this 
passage, but it's implied throughout Scripture. You cannot tame your tongue through self 
discipline. You cannot fix your speech through technique. You cannot control your words 
through willpower. You need what only God can give. You need a new heart. You need a 
new nature. You need a new source. The prophet Ezekiel promised this. "And I will give 
you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of 
stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you." 
This is God's work, not ours. Paul echoes this in 2 Corinthians 5:17. "Therefore, if anyone is 
in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come." 

     The untamable tongue proves we need a Savior. Our inability to control our speech 
demonstrates that sin is deeper than behavior. It's embedded in our nature. We need 
transformation from the inside out. And this is exactly what Jesus provides. Jesus is the 
only person who ever lived with a perfect tongue. He never gossiped. He never lied. He 
never spoke a careless word. Even under trial, even facing false accusations, even being 
mocked and beaten, "when he was reviled, he did not revile in return" (1 Peter 2:23). His 
words were always gracious, always true, always fitting. His speech was perfect because 
His heart was perfect. 

     But Jesus didn't just model perfect speech. He took the judgment our tongues 
deserve. Matthew 12:36-37 is sobering. "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." Every careless word. Every harsh criticism. Every 
lie. Every piece of gossip. Every bitter complaint. We will give account. But Jesus bore 
that judgment on the cross. He took the condemnation we deserve for our words. He 
died for every sinful syllable we've ever spoken. This is the gospel. This is grace. 

     Jesus rose from the dead and sent His Spirit to produce what we cannot. The 
same Spirit that empowered Jesus's perfect speech now lives in believers. Galatians 
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5:22-23 lists the fruit of the Spirit, and it includes self control. This is not self help. This is 
not behavior modification. This is Spirit empowered transformation. The Spirit changes 
us from the inside out. He gives us new desires. He produces new fruit. He enables what 
was impossible. 

     So what do we do with this? First, we must confess specifically. Don't say "I 
struggle with my tongue." Name the sin. Gossip. Lying. Criticism. Harshness. 
Complaining. Sarcasm used to wound. Be specific. Bring it into the light. Second, we 
must repent and receive forgiveness. First John 1:9 promises, "If we confess our sins, he 
is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness." God 
is not surprised by your speech sins. He knows them all. And He offers complete 
forgiveness through Christ. Third, we must ask for the Spirit's power daily. Pray Psalm 
141:3, "Set a guard, O LORD, over my mouth; keep watch over the door of my lips." This is 
a prayer of dependence. We're acknowledging we cannot do this alone. We need God's 
help. Fourth, we must practice the pause. James already told us in chapter one, verse 
nineteen, "Let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger." Between the 
stimulus and the response, there's a space. In that space, we can choose. We can pause. 
We can pray. We can think before we speak. Fifth, we must speak life intentionally. 
Ephesians 4:29 gives us the pattern. "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." Not just avoiding bad speech, but pursuing good speech. Words that build up. 
Words that fit the occasion. Words that give grace. This is active, intentional, Spirit 
empowered speaking. 

     The untamable tongue reveals our desperate need for grace. It shows us we 
cannot save ourselves. We cannot fix ourselves. We cannot improve ourselves enough to 
earn God's favor. But this is exactly why the gospel is good news. Jesus lived the life we 
couldn't live. He died the death we deserved. He rose to give us new life. And He sent His 
Spirit to accomplish what we cannot. Your tongue may be untamable by human effort, 
but nothing is impossible for God. He can change bitter water into sweet. He can make 
fig trees that were producing thorns produce good fruit. He can transform hearts of 
stone into hearts of flesh. And He can take your untamable tongue and make it an 
instrument of grace, truth, and life. This is the hope of the gospel. This is the promise of 
God. And this is what James 3:1-12 ultimately points us toward. 
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