
WITH CONTROL 
James 3:1-18 

  
 In this day of “social media” almost everyone has an opinion about anything and 
everything and they want to “share” that opinion with anyone and everyone who will listen to (or 
read) what they have to say.  There are some good ideas and also some really bad ideas that 
being tossed about in an apparent effort to influence the thinking or opinion of others.  In a 
general sense, sharing ideas and opinions with others to inform or influence could be called 
“teaching.”   
 In the time in which the Gospels and the Epistles that make up the New Testament were 
being written, many of the Jewish Christians scattered about the world were engaged in their 
own versions of social media such as writing letters, one-on-one discussions, and even more 
formal sharing of ideas in public gathering places.  They were a “religious” people and what they 
shared with other people was impacted by their world view and their understanding or lack of 
understanding of what was happening during this transition period of the rapid growth of the 
church.  We know from Paul’s letters to several of the churches that some of these teachers had 
opinions and ideas that were incorrect and these false teachings were having a negative impact 
on the Christians and the various churches where these teachers were active.   
 James was aware of the problem and devoted a significant portion of his letter to warn 
people to exercise care when taking on a role of “teacher” in their interactions with others.  
Apparently, many of the Christian Jews were thought by the Gentiles to be more informed or 
knowledgeable about “religious” things because of their familiarity with the Old Testament 
Scriptures.  Consequently, their opinions were sometimes given more weight than was deserved 
and when they spoke they would tend to take on the professorial tone of a teacher.    
 Most of us know from our own personal experience that our tongue gets us into trouble.  
We joke about the person who has “foot-in-mouth” disease.   We can see from the political arena 
the damage that an inappropriate word can do.  In our day of “political correctness” we find that 
even innocent (in their intent) remarks can get us into deep trouble by using inappropriate 
comparisons and stereotypes as we attempt to make a particular point in some conversations.  All 
of us would do well to be careful in what we say, lest we do offend someone else.  Jesus warned 
us that we would give an account of even the idle words we speak.  Sometimes that accounting 
comes in this life. 
 In writing about the need for Christians to exercise control in our lives James focused on 
the judgment that results from not exercising control, the potential dangers such lack of control 
can create, the need for consistency in our conduct of life and then he contrasts wise behavior 
with just following the natural instincts of selfish ambition. 
 
When Teaching the Truth – 3:1-2 
1 Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we will incur a stricter judgment. 2 For 
we all stumble in many ways. If anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to bridle the 
whole body as well.  James 3:1–2 (NASB95) 
 While the focus of James was certainly directed toward those Jewish Christians who 
found themselves in the role of “teacher,” all of us can learn from the cautions given regarding 
whatever we say.  Sometimes we are not careful in what we say and don’t think about the 
influence we may be having on others.   
 The emphasis in the first part of this chapter is about the importance of what we say.  It 
would be appropriate to start with those who are known by what they say.  Those in a teaching 



ministry (or even those in the secular teaching profession) need continual reminding of the 
significant influence and the accompanying responsibility this influence carries with it.  You can 
readily see that this could apply to anyone in a position of leadership.  If a governor, president, 
pastor, deacon, or a Sunday School teacher does (or says) something that is not appropriate, then 
the impact of such statements can be harmful.  The harm that James (as well as Paul) was 
apparently concerned about was that the wrong ideas or doctrinal errors being advanced by such 
“teachers” would lead others away from the truth and limit the freedom and blessings that God 
intended for those who embrace the truth of the Gospel.  Another legitimate concern and one that 
we see today among various leaders is that everyone seems to be much more critical of those in 
leadership than if someone else had said or done the same thing. The criticism or judgment is 
even more harsh if the leader had been known for speaking against similar things for which he 
was found to be doing.  
 James gave a strong warning that even teachers who know what to do and know the 
consequences of doing what is wrong are subject to making mistakes.  Add to this the probability 
that the teacher had likely condemned others who have made such mistakes in the past and we 
see a good reason for us to not be critical of others.  We have a tendency to criticize or find fault 
with everyone who is not exactly as we are since we tend to use ourselves as a standard of what 
is “right.”  Even if we live exemplary lives in all things we do, there is a good possibility that we 
will say something that will be wrong (or interpreted in a manner other than what was intended). 
 Is it fair to hold those in leadership to a higher standard than we would hold others?  You 
may have mixed opinions about this.  Can you think of other Scripture references where this idea 
is stated?  (Several references speak to this: Mark 12:40 and Luke 20:47 speak of Jewish teachers 
who offer long prayers for show and take advantage of the poor would receive greater 
condemnation.  A more general statement was made by Jesus in the latter part of  Luke 12:48 
that would apply to everyone.)  
"From everyone who has been given much, much will be required; and to whom they entrusted much, of him they 
will ask all the more." (Luke 12:48, NASB95)  
 If a person does control his tongue, then this is an indication he has the ability to control 
his whole person since controlling the tongue is much more difficult than controlling other 
actions in our lives.  You may be thinking that you know exceptions to this.  A person could be 
very careful in what he says and not so careful in other areas of his life.  However, just having 
the ability to exercise control does not guarantee that he will carry out what he is able to do.   
Therefore, the outcome in what we do may fall far short of what we could have done.     
 The importance of what we say applies not only to interactions with others, but it also 
applies to ourselves.  We have likely heard the expression, “What you say is what you get.”  The 
Bible teaches us to make a good profession of what we believe will happen.  Usually people talk 
about all their fears of the bad things that might happen to them.  These can become predictions 
since we sometimes subconsciously focus on the obstacles rather than on the way over or around 
the obstacles.  If we tell ourselves we can’t do this or we can’t do that, then it is likely that we 
will stop trying the first time we prove ourselves correct.  Our problem is that we believe what 
we say.  
 
When Influencing Others – 3:3-6 
3 Now if we put the bits into the horses’ mouths so that they will obey us, we direct their entire body as well. 4 Look 
at the ships also, though they are so great and are driven by strong winds, are still directed by a very small rudder 
wherever the inclination of the pilot desires. 5 So also the tongue is a small part of the body, and yet it boasts of great 
things. See how great a forest is set aflame by such a small fire! 6 And the tongue is a fire, the very world of iniquity; 
the tongue is set among our members as that which defiles the entire body, and sets on fire the course of our life, and 



is set on fire by hell.  James 3:3–6 (NASB95) 
  Bits, rudders, tongues and matches!  What do these four things have in common?  The 
commonality I see is “leverage.”  We can think of leverage as “using a small effort or small 
amount of resources to accomplish a large result.”  Another word that comes to mind is 
“potential.”  Of course potential can work for benefit or for detriment.  The four examples that 
James used go from neutrality (bits and horses, rudder and ship) to potentially bad (boastful 
tongue creating a poor image for a person)  and then to disaster (a spark causing a forest fire).   
 Just as a fire can spread and do great damage to everything around, the tongue can defile 
our entire person.  
 A person can put a bit in a horse’s mouth and use that horse to plow a field, provide 
transportation to help someone, or can be used in war.  The ship’s rudder can direct a vessel that 
is carrying food and passengers or it can direct a boat load of pirates.  Fire can be destructive, but 
who would want to give up the great benefits of fire for cooking our food and warming our 
homes.  In the same way, words can injure and really hurt others, but they can also inspire and 
motivate others to greatness.  Moses told the children of Israel as they were preparing to enter the 
Promised Land.  

 I call heaven and earth to record this day against you, that I have set before you life and death, blessing 
and cursing: therefore choose life, that both thou and thy seed may live:  Deut 30:19 

 So, what does all this have to do with those who would presume to be teachers?  We can 
start with a positive example of Bob Pierce who in 1970 saw the poverty and suffering of 
children on the Korean island of Koje-do and started what eventually became Samaritans’ Purse 
Ministry.  Years before that Bob “stumbled across some courageous women (in China) who were 
living among lepers and orphans, sacrificing everything to share the love of Jesus Christ. 
Through their selfless love, God gave Pierce a vision for ministry.”  A little spark started a big 
beneficial fire.  We can find many negative examples of what has happened.  One such negative 
example that most of us know about is what happened around 600 A.D. when a person name 
Muhammad lit a spark that started a destructive fire that has plagued the world ever since.   
 
When Offering Praise – 3:7-12 
7 For every species of beasts and birds, of reptiles and creatures of the sea, is tamed and has been tamed by the 
human race. 8 But no one can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil and full of deadly poison. 9 With it we bless our 
Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in the likeness of God; 10 from the same mouth 
come both blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not to be this way. 11 Does a fountain send out from 
the same opening both fresh and bitter water? 12 Can a fig tree, my brethren, produce olives, or a vine produce figs? 
Nor can salt water produce fresh.  James 3:7–12 (NASB95) 
 There is a certain irony in all of this in that we have demonstrated our ability to tame and 
train various types of wild animals.  We recognize the danger posed by a large animal or 
poisonous insect and we take precautions to protect ourselves and others; yet we ignore our own 
tongue which can be far more dangerous when it comes to ruining the lives of people.  
 Not only is the tongue unruly, it is also very inconsistent.  How can blessings and curses 
come from the same mouth?  Jesus taught us that out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth 
speaks.  If blessings and curses are both coming from the same mouth, then only one of them is 
truly representative of what is in the heart.  It doesn’t take a genius to determine what is there!  
Can you imagine a truly good person deliberately acting badly to try to fool someone else?  No, 
but it is easy to imagine a person deliberately acting good to make a positive impression on 
another person.   
 Warren Wiersbe has observed: “The important thing, of course, is the heart; for it is “out 
of the abundance of the heart that the mouth speaketh.” (Matt. 12:34)  If the heart is filled with 



hatred, Satan will light the fire. But if the heart is filled with love, God will light the fire.”   
 The specific situation noted by James was “praising God and cursing people” which is 
nothing more than hypocrisy.  This could also be illustrated by those who speak well of a person 
when speaking face-to-face, but may speak ill of the person when they are not present.  Another 
example of such inconsistent behavior is to speak well of those who are rich and powerful and to 
speak ill of those who are poor and needy.  There may also be a problem of cardio-
schizophrenia.  Just as a city has various districts and certain areas of that city are under the 
authority of the government and other areas that are totally in rebellion to authority.  Is it 
possible that in the process of becoming transformed into the image of Christ that we have areas 
in our lives that are tamed and others that are still wild?  
 
Attitudes and Interactions with Others – 3:13-18 
13 Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him show by his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of 
wisdom. 14 But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your heart, do not be arrogant and so lie against 
the truth. 15 This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natural, demonic. 16 For where 
jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every evil thing. 17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, 
then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy. 18 And the seed 
whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.  James 3:13–18 (NASB95) 
 These various considerations of the impact of even the little things we say and do might 
lead us to think about whether or not we should be doing anything deliberately to influence the 
world around us.  The simple answer is that some should and some should not.  We would hope 
that the foolish and the ignorant should not be trying to influence what happens.  As we all know 
that is not the always the case.  James has defined for us who among us should be taking on the 
role of teacher – those who are wise and have understanding.   
 The opposite of having wisdom and understanding could be the bitter jealousy and selfish 
ambition that would be related to prideful arrogance and false teaching.  James certainly suggests 
that those who would presume to be teachers were motivated by worldly values rather than being 
called by God.  If a person’s teaching leads to disorder and strife rather than peace, gentleness, 
mercy and good fruits, then it become obvious that the source is “earthly, natural, or even 
demonic.”  You shall know them by their fruits.   
 The words we speak should reflect what is in our hearts.  If we are righteous and good, 
then it will show up that way in what we do and what we say.  Conversely, if our actions and our 
speech do not reflect what we think is in our hearts, then we need to carry out some self 
examination and face up to the truth about ourselves.  If we try to rationalize it by denying what 
is there, then we fall victim to self delusion.  Such rationalizing is the way of the world, the flesh 
and the devil which  results in our lives being filled with envy and strife.  Envy and strife 
complicate our lives. Sin of this nature brings confusion and leads to evil actions.   
 There is a better way.  We can face up to the truth and turn to God to deliver us and the 
envy and strife can be put away.  When we do that, then we find room for purity, peace, 
gentleness, mercy, impartiality, and honesty and other fruits of righteousness that God has 
provided for those who are righteous. 
 We are familiar with the general theme that postulates “We will act in accordance with 
what we believe.”  We could also postulate another truth that “what we believe is a result of who 
we are in the depths of our being.”   This, of course, brings us back to the absolute need to be 
born again of the Spirit of God that results from identifying with Christ in His death on the cross.  
It is only by dying to self that we are able to have the resurrected life of Christ as our Source.    


