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War of Words 

James 3:1-12 
 
 

Do your words bless or curse?  Do they edify or do they wound?  We must understand the power of 
our words, for good or for harm.  Whether spoken, typed, or texted, our words are the most 
powerful weapons we possess.  Learn how God's Spirit can help you gain control of your words so 
that every conversation, email, post, or tweet is saturated with His Grace and Truth. 

 
Turn to James 3 

- Saving Acts 2:14-26 till next week – most famous & most contentious 
- Since that passage raises many questions... Q&A after the service at 12:30 

 
Big week for the Jennings: Twins are turning 3 this week – party yesterday 
Reflecting back on the last 3 years – so many surprises 

- Surprised to discover how often I lie to my children! 
- Was an honest man... then I became a parent! 
- E.g. what lie do we foist on our kids as the weather turns cool?... 

o The jolly man in red 
o Pretty harmless 

- Here’s another that’s not quite so harmless... 
o When someone makes fun of your child... 
o “Sticks and stones may break your bones, but words will never hurt you.” 
o Really?  
o Why don’t I remember getting hit with sticks, which happened often 
o But I do remember being made fun of – nicknames – jokes about me 
o Sticks and stones – leave a bruise or cut that heals in a matter of days.  
o But words last – cut deeper than skin or bone – leave scars that may never heal 

 
Words are powerful. Our words have life-long consequences for us and others 
 
So, NOT SUPRISING that in this practical letter James would dedicate space to this essential topic: How to use 
our words 

- these powerful, potentially dangerous things called words – whole passage 
 
Look with me starting in chapter 3... 
 
James begins with a warning – my least favorite verse in the entire Bible! 
Read 3:1 

- “Teachers” – not teachers in general... those who teach in church 
o Elders, pastors, SS teachers, small group leaders  
o anyone who teaches others the Word of God 

- Certainly some great benefits to this job! 
o You pay me to study God’s Word – sweet! I still can’t get over that! 
o Very rewarding – good day = leading someone to Christ! 
o Lots of benefits 
o That’s why, it appears, many of James’ readers were clamoring to be teachers – honored with 

respect and responsibility 



o So why shouldn’t we all be clamoring for this job?  
- Because there are also some serious risks 

o Top of the list is this verse.  
o Teachers will be held to a higher standard of judgment 

� Will study this judgment in detail next week 
� For now, be clear: This is NOT about getting to heaven! 

• If it were about heaven/hell, I’d resign this instant! 
o would be a fool to choose a profession that makes it harder to get to 

heaven! 
• Scripture is clear: getting to heaven is not about what I do – It’s all about what 

Christ has done! 
� This Judgment is what Paul will call the Judgment Seat of Christ 

• believers (already in heaven) evaluated by Jesus 
• evaluated based on obedience 
• if obedient – reward; if not – miss out, regret 

o In that judgment, teachers will be held to a higher standard 
� We enjoyed greater access to His Word, so we’ll be held more accountable to obey it. 
� As Jesus says in Luke 12:48 [read]  

o Moral: don’t blindly rush into being a pastor, elder, Small Group leader 
� Yes – benefits; but also great risks! 

 
Begs the question: WHY would God discourage people from teaching His Word? 

- You would think He’d want all of us to become teachers in His church 
- So why put this damper on it? Why hold teachers to a higher standard? 

 
That’s what the rest of our passage answers.  
Teachers are held to a higher standard because we’ve been entrusted with great power: with the power of 
words.  

- Our job is to speak words of truth and grace to you on God’s behalf 
- And that’s a dangerous business!! 
- Because words are powerful, either for good or bad, words are incredibly powerful... 

 
The POWER of our words (v2-5a) 
Read with me... v2-5a 

- Throughout this chapter, James will speak of our “tongue” 
o doesn’t really care about that muscle in your throat 
o metaphor to refer to speech 

- Important to realize: in James’ day, communication pretty much limited to speech 
o few could write – pen and paper were not cheap 

- Not so in our day: we communicate in speech, text, email, FB, Twitter, etc 
o Jam applies to ALL these forms of communication: your words spoken or typed 

- Important to recognize because... the cruelest words are more often typed than spoken 
o Things posted on FB or in an anonymous blog comment that would NEVER be said to someone’s 

face! 
o Just because your words are typed anonymously doesn’t get you off the hook with God 
o God cares about our words in any form – held accountable for all of it 

 
However you communicate, James wants you to understand, your words are powerful! 
 
 
 



He gives us 2 reasons that our words are so powerful... 
Words are powerful because they... 
 
1) Reveal our spiritual condition (re-read v2) 

- “perfect” = telios = “mature, complete” 
- How can you tell if a believer is mature? Look at his words – ultimate test of maturity 
- Logic: 

o we all sin in a variety of ways 
o some of those sins are harder to get a handle on than others 
o top of the list is your words  

� gain mastery over them, and you can master anything! 
- Apparently, there is an old tombstone in a country church in England that reads... 

Beneath this stone, a lump of clay, 
lies Arabella Young, 
Who on the twenty-fourth of May,  
began to hold her tongue. 

- If you learn to control your words in this life, you have attained great maturity! 
o because few people ever do – most die still failing to control the tongue 

- That’s because sinful words slip out so easily.  
o A sinful action takes some premeditation...  
o But a sinful word can slip out in an instant: From zero-to-sinning in nothing flat!!  
o In the middle of a tense conversation – watch as a mean/hurtful words slips out of your mouth – 

“Nooooo!” But it’s too late! Sinful speech happens in an instant 
- Words reveal our spiritual maturity because they are so difficult to control 

o Only the most mature, Spirit-filled believer can restrain the tongue. 
 

2) Determine our destiny (v3-5a) 
- James makes this case with two analogies... 
- Re-read v3... Horse analogy  

o a little metal bit in the mouth of a horse directs its entire body 
� pull left, head to stable; pull right, head to town 
� the horse’s life is subject to the bit 

o Just like our lives are subject to the little muscle in our mouths 
� our words, spoken or typed, determine the direction our lives head 
� either towards good or towards bad. 

- Same point in 2nd analogy: Re-read v4... Ship analogy 
o Something very small wields power disproportionate to its size 

� Small plank of wood can turn a ship of many tons. 
o So the tongue is a small the words it utters direct the whole course of your life. 

- Leads to Conclusion: re-read v5a 
o “boasts” – not pride or sin – simply fact 

� the tongue can rightly boast of great power – disproportionate to its size 
� Prov 18:21a  

- Words shape destiny. Words direct the whole course of one’s life. 
- Easy to prove... 

o In America, we celebrate men of action – go out and do bold things...  
o But, historically, it’s been men of words who have shaped the destiny of this nation... 
o Thomas Jefferson in Dec of Indep: “We hold these truths to be self-evident...” 

� Launched a revolution that birthed our nation 
o MLK: “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not 

be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.” 



� Inspired a nation to end segregation 
o Reagan: "Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall." 

� Became the rallying cry that changed the map of modern Europe 
 
Words shape our own destiny – not just for nations, but for individuals 

- Grew up hearing from my parents: “I’m proud of you.”  
o 4 little words shaped the entire course of my life: confidence, security 

- One short question, “Julie, do you want to go to coffee?” followed a year later by “with this ring, I thee 
wed...” – changed my life forever! 

 
The most powerful tool we wield for good or evil – is our words.  

- Shape our destiny and destinies of our spouses, kids, friends, whole world 
 
Words are insanely powerful – leads James to his next point... 
Because words are so powerful, when used sinfully, they wreak incredible destruction 
 
The DANGER of our words (v5b-8)  
Read v5b-8 
With evocative language, James gives us four reasons why sinful words are dangerous... 
 
Sinful words are... 
1) Destructive (5b-6a) 

- James compares the tongue to a spark of fire  
- Now a spark can be good or bad 

o In the wilderness on a cold night – can save your life! 
o But carelessly lit in a parched forest – can be deadly 

� Dry brush that covered hills in Palestine – burned fast and wide 
- Similarly, our words can be a source of great good or great harm 
- Like a forest fire, sinful words can spread fast 

o Especially true in our day - social media – hurt people far away in an instant 
o Like the guy who sets a forest fire – quickly gets out of hand and he’s running for his life 
o So you share a tiny bit of gossip with a friend – an hour later see it on your FB feed from multiple 

sources – gossip took on a life of its own 
- Analogy not just about the speed at which our words can hurt others – also about the degree of harm 

we can inflict with words 
o A forest fire blazes through a valley – and nothing is left – Bastrop TX 
o Fire does lasting damage. So do sinful words.  
o 9 years ago... Vermont student – prank on 13 yr old Ryan Halligan 

� “gay” – rumor spread – killed himself... all because of that one little word. 
- Sinful words are weapons that can ruin people’s lives 

o Realize: you’re packing a loaded weapon in your mouth!  
o Hurt people far and wide in ways that do not heal for years 

- Sinful words harm others... They also harm us... 
 
2) Defiling (v6a) 

- Complicated phrase. Multiple ways to translate it.  
- But point is easy to grasp: our words are where this sinful world particularly influences us 

o Easy to prove: where do we learn how to speak? From the world around us.  
� vocabulary, grammar, way of talking 

o And since our culture is sinful, it’s primarily through teaching us how to communicate that this 
world defiles us... 



� At an early age we learn... 
• the “cool” words adults don’t want us to say 
• sarcasm 
• how to tell an off-color joke for laughs 
• how to verbally defend yourself; lie; shift the blame 

� The world is constantly teaching us how to use our words sinfully. 
- And it is those sinful words that defile us.  

o No matter how godly our actions are – if we speak like the world, we are defiled 
- The sinful way of communicating we’ve learned from this world defiles our entire life 

 
3) Demonic (v6b) 

- “hell” – pointing to the creatures for whom hell was created – Satan & demons 
- Satan is the creator of sin – particularly sinful speech 

o Garden – didn’t beat Eve into sin – deceived her with crafty words 
o Jesus: He is the father of lies 

- So when we speak sinful words, we’re following Satan’s example 
o letting him shape the course of our lives 
o letting him harm us and others through our words 

- Think about that! 
o According to Hollywood: what does Satanic influence look like? Levitation... 
o No! Satanic influence = a lie, a bit of gossip, a rumor, sarcasm... that’s Satanic!! 

- Sinful words are an open door for Satan to harm us and others. 
 

4) Defiant (v7-8) 
- James is talking about humanity in general 

o Humanity has successfully tamed all manner of creatures...  
o But we can’t tame our own tongues – easier to control a wild horse 

- Especially true if we have over time build sinful habits of speech 
o cursed for years – hard to stop now 
o developed great skill in sarcasm or verbal debates – hard to restrain 
o spent years gossiping, spreading rumors – so hard to go cold turkey – addicted to the 

endorphins you get sharing something scandalous 
- Our tongues are a source of restless evil – full of deadly poison – always ready to strike 
- So hard to control! 

Our words are POWERFUL, and therefore, when we use them sinfully, that great power wreaks great 
destruction.  
 
Now get practical: How do we use this powerful thing – our words – for good rather than for harm? 
 
That’s where James concludes our passage 
The MEASURE of our words (read v9-12) 

- Point of all 3 metaphors: the measure of godly speech is its consistency. 
o The mature believer speaks to people the same way he speaks to God 
o Does not praise God one day and curse people, lie, gossip... the next. 

- This morning, we gathered together to say good things about God – worship! 
o That’s great!  

- But what God cares about is that we speak to others the rest of this week just as righteously as we’ve 
spoken to God this morning 

o Because people are made in the image of God – invested with His glory 
o Praise God today but insult someone tomorrow, and all you’ve done is insulted God in whose 

image they are made 



- All of our words – Sunday to Saturday – spoken or typed – to God or to people – all of them should be 
consistently characterized by GRACE and TRUTH. 

o Grace: Col 4:6  
� grace = all of your words designed to bless rather than harm others  

• at times, we will have to confront – say something that hurts 
• BUT it’s meant for their good – to bless them 

� What Col 4:6 forbids: gossip, rumors, slander, sarcasm, put downs, insults...  
• anything that is not meant for the good of those affected 

o Truth: Eph 4:25 
� self-explanatory! Our words, spoken or typed must always be true.  

• Not just “politically true” – completely true! 
� Forbids lies, white lies, distortion, manipulation – anything that errs from pure truth. 

- Wait a minute! What about the Santa thing?! Sinful? 
o A rare occasion where grace and truth are in conflict 

� err on side of grace: kids have happy memories of Christmas with Santa 
� err on side of truth: kids know the facts and know I’ll always be factual 

o I err on the side of grace – but I respect you if you disagree!! 
- But the exceptions are rare! 
- Most of the time, our words must consistently reflect BOTH GRACE and TRUTH 

 
And that should lead us to our final question of the morning: HOW?! 
 
How do we get control of our words so that all we ever speak or type is both completely gracious and 
completely true?  

- That’s what I want to be true of myself... 
- But it’s so hard! Especially if I’m hurt or upset! 

 
2 steps to practice that I am trying to practice to gain greater control over our words... 
 
1) Rely on the only One who can tame your words: the Spirit 

- Look back at v8 - pretty depressing verse, isn’t it!  
o After warning: control your words or they’ll wreak havoc... 
o he confesses: but no one has the power to control it 
o Catch-22 – you must control it, but you can’t! 
o It’s beyond human ability to do so 

- That would be awful news IF we were limited to human ability. 
- But we’re not!  

o God’s Spirit lives in you 
o You can’t overcome sinful habits of speech, but He can!! 
o As Jesus proclaimed, “With God, all things are possible!” 
o IF you will rely on Him. 

- Gal 5:16 
o “Walk by the Spirit” = be led by the Spirit – be directed and empowered by Spirit  
o Simple: 

� Go to God in prayer throughout the day – asking Spirit to empower you 
� Spend time in His Word – so Spirit can speak to you 

- He can do what you can’t – gain mastery over your words – so all is Grace and Truth. 
 
2) Be slow to speak!  

- You saw that command back in 1:19 
- The MOST helpful practical advice I can give you to help you get control of your words  



o Prov 10:19 
o “I have often regretted my speech, never my silence.” Publilius Syrus 

- Now, obviously we don’t want to take this too far 
o Never speak – never share gospel – wasting your life 
o Chapters 1&2 – commanded to speak up for the vulnerable – protect them 

- So, God doesn’t want us to never speak. 
- What He wants is for us to be SLOW TO SPEAK.  

o Stop and think carefully through what you’re about to say/type 
o If in doubt, just shut your mouth – save that email for tomorrow 
o If a conversation gets heated, slow it down or pause till later 

- As Abraham Lincoln wisely said, “It is better to remain silent and be thought a fool, than to speak out 
and remove all doubt.” 

o If in doubt, pause so you have time to think and pray.  
 

It is hard to consistently honor God with our words. No matter how old you are, or how mature you are in 
other areas of life, words are a continual challenge for most of us. We sin with our words on a daily basis. 
 
Fortunately, God doesn’t hold that sin against us. We who have trusted in Jesus are forgiven of every sin, 
including sins of speech. 
 


