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WHEN WE OPEN OUR MOUTHS  
JAMES 3:1–12 

When most of us open our mouths, our tongue, lips, and teeth work together, to produce 
sounds that are understandable – words.  

Words that are: softly whispered, loudly spoken, sometimes screamed angrily, and shared 
kindly and gently. 
The words we speak have an impact 
The writer of Proverbs highlights: “The tongue has the power of life and death…” (Prov 18:21) 
 
Some words become etched into our memories.  

� “I will not be lectured about sexism and misogyny by this man. I will not.” (Julia Gillard)  
� I have a dream, that my four little children, will one day live in a nation, where they’ll 

not be judged, by the colour of their skin, but by the content of their character.  
(Martin Luther King Jnr) 

 
But what about these:  
� “You always….”, “Whatever”, “Why don’t you do better”, “How could you”, “How dare 

you”, “ You never….”, “I hate you”  
 
What we say, why, and how we say it, matters. 
 
My mum and dad assured me: “Sticks and stones will break my bones, but words will never 
hurt me”. James would disagree! 
 
Many of us  brush our teeth and floss twice a day, but could we be doing our mouth a huge 
disservice if we aren’t also attacking the evils of the bacteria,  lurking, on our tongue. The sin 
that imperceptibly is oozing upward from our hearts.  
 
I distinctly remember when I studied at SMBC hearing a sermon from our principal, he shared 
about an invitation that he’d received for a conference – a conference specifically targeted at 
the most dangerous people in the church. It was a conference for Bible college principals. The 
most dangerous people in the church because, if they lead colleges with a lack of commitment 
to teach the truth from the Bible, it will ruin the church for generations to come. 
 
And it’s those, with a ministry of words, our teachers, and those who aspire to be teachers, 
that James offers his first warning. 
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Read James 3:1-2 
 
Teachers speak words to inspire, to correct, to encourage, to provide Biblical insight and to 
provide wisdom. 
 
Mrs Murphy, my 4th class teacher didn’t teach me from the Bible, but I remember when you’d 
ask her a question like: “Can I go and get my book from my bag”, her answer would be: “You 
can, but you may not.” It’s something I still think of, even if I don’t say anything. 
 
But James isn’t talking about our schoolteachers, he directs his warning to our Pastors, 
preachers, Bible Study leaders, kids church leaders and scripture teachers.  Teachers whose 
choice of words have the power to profoundly affect our lives   
So, beware:  
As someone, so rightly highlighted, at home group this week, once the tongue has produced a 
word and it leaves our mouth  – it’s too late – we can’t take it back. 
 
But sin is universal, it pervades all of us in one form or another, not just teachers. Verse 2, it’s 
only the perfect person, and none of us meet those criteria, that have the self-control to be 
completely free, from the sins of speech. 
And sins of speech, for us, include, email, text and posting on social media. 
Our tongues are speaking  through the words we type. They magnify and crystalise the 
contents of our hearts.  
 
As Jesus highlights: “the mouth speaks what the heart is full of.”(Matt 12:34) 
 
Our tongues are small but as James is about to warn  us – they punch above their weight in the 
power stakes.  
He warns us about the tongue’s power to control, to destroy, and its power to delight and 
condemn. And we’re going to have a look at each separately. 
 
So, firstly the tongues - Power to control (3:3-4) 
Words usually lead to doing  and if what we “do” is the authenticating benchmark of our faith, 
the person who’s able to control their tongue is not only providing evidence of their maturity 
but the way to maturity.  
 
To demonstrate the controlling power of our tongues  James illustrates with two small but 
potent instruments of directional power.  
 A small item in a horse’s mouth and a small item on a ship that make a huge difference. Our 
tongues too are small and left to run wild and with no guidance are capable of a vast amount 
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of hurt. But guided, as is a horse with a bit in their mouth and governed like a ship with a 
captain at the helm, controlling the rudder, this little part of our body can do an enormous 
amount of good. 
 
Secondly the tongues power to destroy (3:5-8) 
 
It’s terrifying to grasp that the same innocent flame that we use to light the candles on a child’s 
birthday cake, is the same flame that can take hold of vast kilometres of bushland, spread 
rapidly, and destroy with devastating consequences – wiping out communities, and taking 
lives.  
 
Like the burning furnace of the unstoppable flames of an Australian summer bushfire so too 
the tongue is a pathway of destructive evil used by Satan. 
 
The more we fuel put on the fire, the hotter it gets, and the faster and further it spreads it.  So 
too evil words can burn and hurt, breaking hearts and ruining reputations. 
 
Verse 6 stands out and surprises me.  
 
Read James 3:6 
Think for a moment about what James is saying about the capacity of our tongues to sin.  
It’s not as if our mouths are the inlet for sin. Sin’s attack and invasion comes  through our eyes 
and ears. 
But our tongues do become the outlet for sin. More concerning is what James highlights about 
our tongue, that it, “is itself set on fire by hell” .  
No wonder our tongues have enormous power to destroy. Our tongues, the words we say, 
uncontrolled, can become, the deceptive, and destructive agent, and  mouthpiece of Satan.   
 
But not just through harmful words but also inconsistent and worldly words. 
In Matthew 16, Peter in one breath, says: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God”. 
Then a little further on, after Jesus has just explained: “…he must suffer, be killed, and be 
raised to life”, the next words out of Peter’s mouth are: “never Lord! This shall never happen 
to you.” 
 And what does Jesus say to Peter?  
“Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the 
concerns of God, but merely human concerns.” 
 
I feel for Peter because his words might have even been well intentioned, but they’ve ended 
up being unhelpful and untrue. 
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Thirdly the Power  to delight and condemn (3:9-12) 
 
At its best our tongue is a delightful flowing stream of pure water, bringing life wherever it 
flows, but at its worst, a salty, bitter, inconsistent, and deadly source of condemnation.   
 
Read 3:10-12 (and when doing so answer the questions)  
Our God and sovereign creator ensures, each plant bears the fruit according to its kind. A fig 
from a fig tree, a grape from a vine, an olive from an olive tree. 
It’s the same with salt water, and fresh water. 
So too with our tongues:  
Bitter words – bitter heart ; critical words critical - critical heart; unloving words a heart that 
doesn’t know the love of Jesus. Gentle, kind, loving other person-centred words, words of 
charity - A heart captivated by the love of Jesus.  
 
So, what not to do  
 
 Well, if we’re to take notice of James, it certainly doesn’t mean we can say anything we like to 
anyone. 
 
I was listening to a podcast recently and the man being interviewed referenced the incident in 
the offices of the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo in Paris about 7 or 8 years ago. You might 
remember several employees of the magazine had been murdered in retaliation because of 
some insulting cartoons of Muhammad, published by the magazine.  
Whilst not wanting to justify the murders, he made the point that whilst he thought Charlie 
Hebdo had the legal right, to publish the offensive cartoons, they had a moral duty of restraint, 
because the cartoons did no good. In effect the magazine had used the cartoon as a 
mouthpiece to provoke and offend rather than a mouthpiece of reconciliation, seeking to build 
and foster relationships with French Muslims.  
 
 
The church father - John Chrysostom puts it this way:  
“No matter how just your words may be, you ruin everything when you speak with anger.”  
 
James says:  What we say, why we say it, how we say it, and to whom we say it matters.  
 
Therefore, what do we do? 
 
Recently a friend suggested something very simple that I’ve taken up doing: 
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Does anyone brush their tongue?  
 
So, here’s the suggestion:  In the morning when you brush your teeth also brush your tongue 
and use it as a prompt to pray that God might help you to be self-controlled through the day 
when you speak and then in the evening when you brush your teeth brush your tongue and 
bring to mind how you’ve spoken during the day and ask God  to cleanse and heal any 
mistakes.  
 
If that doesn’t appeal – please still Pray…  
Pray especially pray for Simon – he’s already dangerous. But he’s about to become even more 
dangerous.  In his new role he will have the solemn privilege of impacting not only our current 
generation in the Sydney diocese but also the generations to come – pray for his heart, and the 
words that are formed and produced from his heart and that he would be, daily overwhelmed 
by Gods holy righteousness, grasping the miracle of salvation and his need and dependence of 
the transforming power of the Holy Spirit to shape his heart and the words that originate from 
it. 
 
And likewise pray for all our leaders here at St Marks, for our kid’s church leaders, those who 
teach scripture, engage with children and  carers through Manly Music, those who lead our 
home groups, our ALIVE young people, our prayer time, our musos, our mission partners, who 
on our behalf share God’s message of love in other places, our parish council and wardens, our 
overseers, and our pastoral team. They, we, all have, through the words we choose  the power 
to profoundly impact lives – please pray that their words would be wisely chosen and shaped 
by a heart captivated by the love of Jesus. 
 
And pray for ourselves! We live in a fallen world and words are never far away from the tip of 
our tongues. Would our tongues be guided and governed by our loving God.  
 
Secondly would you be willing to be kept accountable … 
 
Would we be brave enough to ask someone to share with us any blind spots. Ask someone we 
trust to honestly tell us if our tongues have or are continuing to cause damage. Damage that 
we might not know, or we don’t want to admit. Are we using careless and frivolous words that 
are hurting rather than encouraging and edifying 
Would we have the courage to look at ourselves in the mirror of James and receive feedback 
and then do something.  
Would we be honest with ourselves, own our sin, ask God for forgiveness, and then 
courageously ask those we’ve hurt, for their forgiveness.  
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Would we ask God for the courage and the power to change - it’s not easy!  
 
A few weeks ago, Kath and I had a disagreement, I used two words, very carelessly: “never” 
and “always”. Sadly, my words were hurtfully. There I was about to teach on the very passage 
that warns me about the dangers of my words. My hypocrisy was like a sword cutting deeply 
into the very core of my heart. Still owning, my sin, admitting, and asking for Kath’s forgiveness 
was not easy – after all my pride kept telling me - I was right.     
 
Thirdly – a time for silence  
As the writer of Ecclesiastes teaches – there’s is :“a time to be silent and a time to speak” (Ecc 
3:7) 
 
As we grapple with the warning and the dangers that reside with our tongues, here in chapter 
3 James. The solution is not, never talk. Rather we’re to be on our guard and speak when the 
time is right. That means sometimes the wisest choice could be to be silent. 
I was at a breakfast last week and Derek Brotherson, the Principal at SMBC was sharing about 
his time serving on the mission field. He recounted a time early on when he was speaking at a 
weekend event and his wife had come along with the children. Anna, his wife, ended up 
basically spending the weekend looking after children and had very little time to speak with the 
participants. He recounted  how the power of her silence, had impacted the attendees, 
through her actions Anna had spoken. She’d communicated and modelled patience, care, and 
love for her children.   
I wonder if carefully considered silence isn’t our most powerful counter offensive to Satan’s 
schemes. With the help of God, self-control of our tongues, nullifying and rendering powerless, 
that hell generated evil, we learnt about in verse 6. 
 
Fourthly and lastly  would our words be life giving…  
In 1 Peter chapter 3, Peter urges us to always be ready to give the reason for the hope we 
have. 
James is helping us understand, that we also need to be ready, and intentional, to ensure, that 
every word that comes out of our mouth, consistently communicates, the authenticity, of the 
hope we have.  
 
Do you remember life giving words you’ve received?  
I remember my brother-in-law asking me, if I’d like to read the Bible with him. 
I remember Simon asking me, if I’d considered studying at Bible college. 
I remember not so long-ago, Andrew Spark sharing how he’d offered,  highlighted John’s 
gospels, to his colleagues. 
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I remember Peter responding to Jesus: “Lord to whom shall we go? You have the words of 
eternal life.” 
 
Brothers and sisters, words that are life giving have one source and once source alone.  A heart 
that has received and acknowledged Jesus as Lord, a heart that has acknowledged sin and has 
been freely forgiven by the grace of Jesus Christ and a heart that is continuing to be 
transformed by the powerful love of Jesus Christ.  
None of us are perfect – Jesus is!  
None of us can tame, our tongues – Jesus can!  
 
 
In the words of the Psalmist: 
Lord, set a guard over my mouth; 
    keep watch over the door of my lips. 
4 Do not let my heart be drawn to what is evil 
    so that I take part in wicked deeds 
along with those who are evildoers; 
    do not let me eat their delicacies. 

(Psalm 141:3-4) 
 


