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The Power of the Tongue 

Key Verses  
James 3:1-12—Main Teaching Passage 
Proverbs 12:18 
Proverbs 18:21 
Matthew 12:36-37 

Hook   
 
Ask the class to name the strongest, most powerful part of the 
body. When they offer suggestions such as the arm or the leg, 
have them come in front of the class and demonstrate the 
strength of that part of the body. 
 
Inform the class that the Bible tells us that the most powerful 
part of the body is actually the tongue! It might not be as       
physically strong as the arm or leg, but the tongue has the power 
to do things other body parts couldn’t dream of, for good or for 
evil.  

Memory Verse  -  Psalm 141:3 
 
“Set a guard, O Lord, over my mouth; 
Keep watch over the door of my lips.” 
 

Objective  This lesson will show that what we say       

matters and that the tongue is powerful, for good or evil. 

The Objective is the 
key concept for this 
week’s lesson. It 
should be the main 
focus of the study. 

These are the key 
verses that you will  
find helpful in teach-
ing your study this 
week. The “Main pas-
sage” is the basis of 
the study, where the 
other verses support 
the objective of the 
lesson. 

There is a memory 
verse for the students 
that relates to every 
study. If a student can 
memorize the verse 
for the following week 
you may give them a 
prize from the 
“reward box” found on 
your cart. 

An introductory activi-
ty or question that will 
settle the class, draw 
their attention to the 
study and prepare 
their hearts for God’s 
Word.  



 BOOK   

 The book of James tells us about the incredible power of the tongue. 
When the Bible uses the word “tongue,” it’s not referring to our actual 
tongue, but to our words—to the things we say. In James 3:1-2, James tells 
us that the perfect man is the one who can control his tongue. If you can 
control the tongue, the rest of the body is easy.  
 To illustrate his point, in verses 3-4 James compares the tongue to a 
horse’s bridle and a ship’s rudder. Both of these things are small objects 
compared to a horse or a boat, but a tiny bridle is able to control a big 
horse, and, a small rudder directs the movement of an entire boat. The 
tongue is the same way. It may be a small part of the body, but it has a 
huge effect on how we live our lives.  
 Not only is the tongue powerful, but James tells us that it is capable 
of great evil. In verses 5-6, he compares the tongue to a small flame. Just 
as that little flame can ignite an entire forest, what we say can cause great 
destruction. Verses 7-8 call the tongue evil, full of poison, and unable to be 
tamed.  
 In verses 9-12, James further observes the wickedness of the 
tongue, noting how we can use the same part of the body to bless God and 
to curse men, who are made in the image of God. With our tongues, we 
worship, but also lie, gossip, complain, and use unkind words. Using our 
tongues for both good and evil is like a tree growing good and bad fruit, or 
a spring producing fresh and bitter water. With these images, James 
shows how the tongue is both powerful and potentially destructive. 

What does the Bible 
say? This is where we 
will read a passage or 
series of passages that 
teach on the subject of 
the day.  

LOOK  

 When we think of the “big, bad” sins, we usually think of sinful      
actions. Things like stealing and physically hurting someone are treated 
much more seriously than sins of the tongue, like lying, gossip, slander, 
and complaining. Usually, we are much quicker to condemn the person 
who breaks the law and justify the person who tells a “little white lie.” 
However, that’s not what the Bible teaches. According to James 3, the 
tongue is one of the most powerful and sinful parts of the body. The Bible 
has many things to say about the way we use our tongues. Contrary to 
popular belief, the way we talk and the things we say are a big deal to God. 
 In today’s passage, James emphasizes the untamable nature of the 
tongue. People have found ways to direct mighty rivers through dams and 
canals, and control lions and elephants in zoos and circuses, but no one 
has discovered a way to tame the tongue. No one is in such control of his 
speech that he never sins with his words. If anyone does not stumble in 
word, James says he is a perfect man. Only one Man has ever exhibited 
such  control over His tongue… and His name is Jesus. Besides Him, all of 
us struggle in some ways with our speech. 

The interpretation/
exegesis of the pas-
sage. What does this 
passage mean? How 
does this passage ap-
ply to my life?  



LOOK (Continued) 

 This week, we will be looking at many ways we use the tongue. On 
Tuesday through Thursday, we will be contrasting positive and negative 
uses of the tongue by looking at the sins of lying, gossip, and complaining 
and the virtues of truth, encouragement, and thankfulness. The contrast is 
important because we cannot just eliminate the sins or add the virtues. 
We must do both. On Friday, we will look at the most important thing we 
can do with our tongues—confess Jesus Christ as Lord! But before we get 
into those specific uses of the tongue, it’s important to lay the          
groundwork here in James. We need to recognize the power of the tongue 
(Proverbs 18:21). 
 Most of our problems come when we fail to recognize the tongue’s 
power. As long as we believe that how we talk is not as important as what 
we do, we will continue to fail in controlling our tongues. If we think that 
we’re able to overcome our sin and tame our tongues on our own, we’ll 
learn the hard way that the tongue is untamable. Instead, we need to ask 
Jesus, the only Man in all of history who has been able to tame His tongue, 
to help us get our tongues under control. There are certainly  practical 
steps we can and should take if we want to exhibit self-control over our 
mouths, but ultimately, without the power of Jesus through the Holy   
Spirit, taming the tongue is an effort doomed to fail. As we go through this 
week, let us remember that it is only by Christ’s strength that we can tame 
the tongue. 

TOOK   

As a class, memorize Psalm 141:3. 

Ask the class to list good and bad ways to use our tongue. Encourage the 

students pray and ask Jesus to help them tame their tongues. 

Pray: Praise Jesus for being the One who tamed His tongue. Ask Him for 

help in taming our own tongues. 

Family Question: In what ways is the tongue powerful and dangerous? 

What is my response 
to this passage of 
Scripture? How should 
my life change accord-
ing to what this pas-
sage teaches me? 
What are the practical 
things I can do 
throughout the week 
to make this true in 
my life? 



FURTHER STUDY 

WARNINGS AND WORDS TO TEACHERS 

A. The demonstration of a living faith in controlling what we say. 

1. (James 3:1-2) Opening observations: the greater accountability of teachers and the difficulty of not 
stumbling. 

My brethren, let not many of you become teachers, knowing that we shall receive a stricter judgment. 
For we all stumble in many things. If anyone does not stumble in word, he is a perfect man, able also 
to bridle the whole body. 

a. Let not many of you become teachers: James has a sober admonition for those who would become 
teachers in the church. They must take the responsibility seriously, because their accountability is greater 
and they shall receive a stricter judgment. 

i. It is easy to take the position of teacher lightly in the church, without considering its cost in terms of ac-
countability. Jesus warned to whom much is given, from him much will be required; and to whom much have 
been committed, of him they will ask the more. (Luke 12:48) 

ii. The words of Jesus and James remind us that being among the teachers in God’s church is more than a 
matter of having natural or even spiritual gifts; there is an additional dimension of appropriate character and 
right living. “James found that this department of church-work had become extremely popular. Hence his 
warning about its serious responsibilities. God will judge us on the last day with special strictness on ac-
count of our influence over others.” (Moffatt) 

iii. Therefore, teachers were both tested more and would be judged more strictly. “Their case is awful; they 
shall receive greater condemnation than common sinners; they have not only sinned in thrusting themselves 
into that office to which God has never called them, but through their insufficiency the flocks over whom they 
have assumed the mastery perish for lack of knowledge, and their blood will God require at the watchman’s 
hand.” (Clarke) 

iv. “The comparative adjective greater [stricter] implies degrees of treatment at the judgment 
seat.” (Hiebert) 

b. For we all stumble in many things: The greater accountability of teachers is especially sobering in light 
of our common weaknesses. After all, we all stumble in many things. The ancient Greek word translat-
ed stumble does not imply a fatal fall, but something that trips us up and hinders our spiritual progress. 

i. We all stumble: James included himself among those who stumble. Yet he did not excuse his or our stum-
bling. We know that we all stumble, but we should all press on to a better walk with the Lord, marked 
by less stumbling. 

ii. This is another of the several statements in the Bible which tell us that all men sin (also including 1 Kings 
8:46; Job 14:4; Proverbs 20:9; Ecclesiastes 7:20; and 1 John 1:8, 10). 

c. If anyone does not stumble in word, he is a perfect man: James provided a way to measure spiritual 
maturity for teachers and for all Christians. Jesus demonstrated in Matthew 12:34-37 that words are the rev-
elation of the inner character. 

i. To not stumble in word shows true spiritual maturity. This is especially relevant to teachers, who have so 

Commentary on James 3:1-12 by David Guzik 
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much more opportunity to sin with their tongue. 

•We stumble in word about ourselves, with our boasting, exaggeration, and selective reporting. 

•We stumble in word about others, with our criticism, gossip, slander, cruelty, two-facedness, and anger; or 
with flattery and insincere words meant to gain favor. 

2. (James 3:3-6) The power of the tongue. 

Indeed, we put bits in horses’ mouths that they may obey us, and we turn their whole body. Look also 
at ships: although they are so large and are driven by fierce winds, they are turned by a very small 
rudder wherever the pilot desires. Even so the tongue is a little member and boasts great things. See 
how great a forest a little fire kindles! And the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity. The tongue is so set 
among our members that it defiles the whole body, and sets on fire the course of nature; and it is set 
on fire by hell. 

a. We put bits in horses’ mouths that they may obey us: A small bit in the mouth controls a strong horse. A 
small rudder turns a large ship. Even so, if we have control over our tongue it is an indication that we have 
control over our self. Whoever can control the tongue can bridle the whole body (James 3:2). 

i. The bit and the rudder are small but extremely important. If they are not controlled the entire horse is out of 
control and the entire ship is out of control. It is possible for something as small as the tongue is to have tre-
mendous power for either good or evil. 

ii. You don’t solve the problem of an unruly horse by keeping it in the barn, or the problem of a hard-to-steer 
ship by keeping it tied to the dock. In the same way, even a vow of silence is not the ultimate answer for the 
misuse of our tongue. 

iii. If the tongue is like a bit in the mouth of a horse or the rudder on a ship, it leaves us with the question: Who 
or what holds the reins, or who or what directs the rudder? Some people have no hand on the reins or rudder, 
and therefore say whatever comes into mind. Others direct their tongue from their emotions or from aspects 
of their carnal nature. James points us towards having the Spirit of God, working through the new man, set 
directing hands on the reins and rudder that is our tongue. 

b. See how great a forest a little fire kindles! And the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity: The fire of the 
tongue has been used to burn many. Children are told sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can 
never hurt me. But that child’s rhyme isn’t really true; the bitter pain of a word spoken against us can hurt us 
for a lifetime, long after a broken bone has healed. 

i. “In the two former illustrations, animals and ships are controlled by small objects; in this last illustration, a 
huge forest is destroyed by a tiny spark. The tongue likewise can either control or destroy.” (Burdick) 

ii. What others say to us and what we say to others can last a long time, for good or for evil. The casual sarcas-
tic or critical remark can inflict a lasting injury on another person. The well-timed encouragement or compli-
ment can inspire someone for the rest of their life. 

iii. Proverbs speaks of the person who doesn’t consider the destructive power of his words. Like a madman 
who throws firebrands, arrows, and death, is the man who deceives his neighbor, and says, “I was only jok-
ing!” (Proverbs 26:18-19). 

iv. Again, James isn’t telling us to never speak or to take a vow of silence; in many ways that would 
be easier than exercising true self-control over the tongue. The bridle, the rudder, and the fire can all do tre-
mendous good when they are controlled properly. 

c. The tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity: There aren’t many sins that don’t involve talking in some way. “It 
is though all the wickedness in the whole world were wrapped up in that little piece of flesh.” (Burdick) 

i. “It walketh through the earth, and faceth the very heavens, Psalm 73:9. It can run the world over and bite at 
everybody; being as a sharp razor… that instead of shaving the hair cutteth the throat, Psalm 52:2. It is made 
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in the shape of sword; and David felt it as a sword in his bones, Psalm 42:10. It is thin, broad, and long, as an 
instrument most fit to empty both speaker’s and the hearer’s heart. It is of a flame-colour, as apt to set on fire 
the whole wheel of nature, James 3:6.” (Trapp) 

ii. James echoes the testimony of Proverbs regarding the tongue: 

In the multitude of words sin is not lacking, but he who restrains his lips is wise. The tongue of the righteous is 
choice silver; the heart of the wicked is worth little. The lips of the righteous feed many, but fools die for lack of 
wisdom. (Proverbs 10:19-21) 

Anxiety in the heart of man causes depression, but a good word makes it glad. (Proverbs 12:25) 

Pleasant words are like a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and health to the bones. (Proverbs 16:24) 

Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruit. (Proverbs 18:21) 

3. (James 3:7-8) The difficulty of taming the tongue. 

For every kind of beast and bird, of reptile and creature of the sea, is tamed and has been tamed by 
mankind. But no man can tame the tongue. It is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison. 

a. Every kind of beast and bird… has been tamed by mankind: A wild animal can be more easily tamed 
than the tongue. In fact, James tells us that no man can tame the tongue. 

i. The human spirit has incredible capacity for sacrifice and self-control. Sometimes we hear a desperate sur-
vival story of someone who cuts off their own leg to get free from a tree that has fallen on them, and then they 
make it to a hospital for medical treatment. Yet that same man can’t tame the tongue perfectly. 

b. No man can tame the tongue: Nevertheless the tongue can be brought under the power and the control of 
the Holy Spirit. We might say that only God Himself is mightier than the human tongue! 

c. It is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison: The untamable tongue is even more dangerous when we consid-
er the deadly poison it can deliver. 

i. “The poison of the tongue is no less deadly, it murders men’s reputations by the slanders it utters, their 
souls by the lusts and passions it stirs up in them, and many times their bodies too by the contentions and 
quarrels it raiseth against men.” (Poole) 

ii. A woman once came to John Wesley and said she knew what her talent was and she said, “I think my talent 
from God is to speak my mind.” Wesley replied, “I don’t think God would mind if you buried that talent.” 
Speaking forth everything that comes to mind is unwise, poisonous speech. 

4. (James 3:9-12) The contradictory character of the tongue. 

With it we bless our God and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in the similitude 
of God. Out of the same mouth proceed blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not to be 
so. Does a spring send forth fresh water and bitter from the same opening? Can a fig tree, my brethren, 
bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Thus no spring yields both salt water and fresh. 

a. With it we bless our God and Father, and with it we curse men: The tongue can be used for the highest 
calling (to bless our God) and it can be used for the lowest evil (to curse men). In those who are born again, 
it shouldn’t be said that out of the same mouth proceed blessing and cursing. 

i. Peter’s tongue confessed Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of the living God and denied Jesus with curses. John 
said, “Little children, love one another” and he wanted to say the word to bring down fire from heaven upon a 
Samaritan village. 

b. These things ought not to be so: Our speech should be consistently glorifying to God. We shouldn’t use 
one vocabulary or one tone of speaking at church and a different one at home or on the job. Like a spring of 
water, our mouths shouldn’t send forth fresh… and bitter from the same opening. 
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i. “This outburst of James suggests that he had suffered from the strife of tongues in the religious world… it 
reads like a transcript of bitter experience.” (Moffatt) 

c. Thus no spring yields both salt water and fresh: James points to the ultimate impossibility of such a con-
tradiction. If bad fruit and bitter water continue to come forth, it means that there is no contradiction. The 
tree is bad and the spring is bad. 

i. Jesus taught in Matthew 12:34-37 that a man’s words are a reliable revelation of his inner character. What 
we say can indicate what we are. 

ii. Can a fig tree, my brethren, bear olives: “It would be a monstrosity, a thing to be wondered at, and stared 
at as unnatural and absurd if a fig tree started bearing olive berries and it is just as unnatural for a Christian to 
live in sin. Can he so live as to bear the fruits of iniquity instead of the fruits of righteousness? God forbid that 
it should be so!” (Spurgeon) 

iii. “Unless you are regenerated, born from above by a new and heavenly birth, you are not Christians, whatev-
er you may be called, and you cannot, produce the fruit which is acceptable to God any more than a fig tree 
can produce olive berries.” (Spurgeon) 

•You can label a fig tree “Olive Tree” and that will not make it an olive tree. 

•You can trim a fig tree to look like an olive tree, and that will not make it an olive tree. 

•You can treat a fig tree like an olive tree, and that will not make it an olive tree. 

•You can surround a fig tree with many olive trees, and that will not make it an olive tree. 

You can transplant that fig tree to the Mount of Olives, and that would not make it an olive tree. 
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