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“But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, 

full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.”

Last week we learned in James chapter 2 that faith without works is dead faith. Faith is made complete by deeds. What is the reason for desiring complete faith? We come alive, just as the body with the spirit is a living being. We prayed that we would be Christians in deed as well as in what we believe. In chapter three, James talks about taming the tongue in verses 1-12. Then in verses 13-18, he speaks of two kinds of wisdom, earthly wisdom and wisdom that is from heaven. We learn an important lesson here. We learn our tongues can be used to either bring others to God or to destroy. We learn to pray for wisdom from heaven to use our tongues for God’s work. May God bless us through this passage. 

PART I With the Tongue We Praise or Destroy (1-12)

Let’s read verse one. “Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.” What does it mean that teachers are judged more strictly? What James means here is that God will hold those who presume to be teachers to a higher level of accountability than those who do not presume to be teachers. Teachers have a great deal of influence over others. When teachers do not live up to the standards they set for others in their teaching, teachers become hypocrites and then two things happen. The teacher’s students will become disillusioned and fall away. And secondly, we will be judged by God as hypocrites. For this reason, when we presume to call ourselves teachers, we should know that we are called to a higher standard by God. Last week we learned that faith without deeds is dead. If we as Bible teachers teach that we should love others as Jesus commanded, and yet we do not practice what we teach, we become hypocrites and we will be judged by God. 

We see examples of this in the Bible. In Matthew chapter 23, Jesus speaks woes against the teachers of the law. There, Jesus told his disciples and the crowds that they must obey the teachers of the law and do what they say because they were in a position of authority over them. They were Israel’s teachers. But Jesus then said, “But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach.” (Mt 23:3). Rather than understanding the spirit of the law, these teachers only knew the letter of the law, and thus became nothing but a burden on God’s people. They became hypocrites, doing things only for show, rather than out of the worship of God. So Jesus spoke woes to the teachers of the law. “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.” (Mt 23:13). 

Teachers should not be hypocrites. They have to practice what they preach. Or, to put it another way, they have to “walk the talk”. Teachers are not supposed to just transmit knowledge. They are shepherds of their students, leading them to live as they teach, even by example, as Jesus did with his disciples. Teachers are judged more strictly because they have a greater responsibility over others. 

We see another reason that teachers are judged more strictly when we read Romans chapter 2 verses 1-16. There, Paul warns against passing judgment on others. When we do, we end up condemning ourselves, because we who pass judgment do the same things. It is easy to slip from the role of teacher and shepherd into the role of judge. And it seems the more a teacher knows, the greater the danger of falling into this kind of pride, and then they start to judge others according to what they think they know. Even when our intentions are good, we can too easily become judges over our students. I have seen this in myself. Jesus strongly rebuked those who would presume to be judges over others. We learned last week that this is favoritism, and this is sin. Rather, we should show them God’s mercy. We are Bible teachers. May God bless us to be fruitful and faithful Bible teachers and shepherds for college students and to live up to our charge from God. 

Is James contradicting Jesus’ great commission to go into all the world and teach the Bible? James is not telling us to avoid becoming Bible teachers. Rather, he is teaching us to fear God. Being a Bible teacher is a great calling. And we should accept that call. But we must do so knowing God is the Judge over all of us. This means we must fear God and repent our hypocrisy.

How then, can we obey Jesus’ great commission? We can’t really avoid becoming hypocrites and judges when we teach. I am a sinner. Yet I am also a teacher. What should I do? There are only three choices before me then. I can quit teaching, and avoid the hypocrisy, or I can become a perfect, sinless person to also avoid the hypocrisy, which isn’t possible, or I can find someway to reconcile these two seemingly irreconcilable things: sinner and teacher. Thank God for the gospel of our glorious Lord Jesus Christ. Through the gospel I am recreated to a new person: a forgiven sinner who God uses as a teacher. Only in the gospel can a sinner be made into a new creation and made to be not a hypocrite, not a judge, but a Bible teacher. 

Verse 2 says, “We all stumble in many ways. If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to keep his whole body in check.” James testifies here that we are all sinners, even those who presume to be teachers. Even Bible teachers, then, are not perfect. In Romans chapter 3 verses 10-18 Paul shows this clearly. “There is no one righteous, not even one, …All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one. Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit…. Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness… There is no fear of God before their eyes.” 
What are some ways in which even the best of us can stumble? Many ways, as James says. Paul confessed that it was the sin of covetousness with which he struggled. The apostle Peter, even after Jesus had told him that he would become the rock on which his church would be built stumbled many times. We remember Jesus’ rebuke to Peter when Peter himself rebuked Jesus for his prophecy that he would suffer and die. Jesus called Peter “Satan”. Peter stumbled again at Jesus’ arrest, when he denied he knew Jesus three times. There is no one sinless; we all stumble. Sin is so pervasive in the world that we can’t even begin to count the number of ways in which we can stumble. It seems that as we are watching out for one stumbling block, we end up stumbling over another one. There is no escape. It takes a perfect person to avoid stumbling, and as Romans testifies, there is no one who is perfect. 

When we look closely at verse 2b we see that James is connecting stumbling with the tongue. Perhaps this was what made James stumble. He says, “If anyone is never at fault in what he says…” In the remainder of this first section, we see that James sees that what we speak can have very serious consequences. Our tongues can easily lead us into sin. Thus we had better learn to control our tongues. Jesus said, “Listen and understand, ‘What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him ‘unclean,’ but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him ‘unclean.’” (Mt 15:11) We who presume to be teachers had better watch out for this, for so many things come out of our mouths. 

In verses 3-8 James uses several examples to make clear what he means about the tongue needing to be tamed, and the difficulty of doing so. Let’s read verses 3-5a. “When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole animal. Or take ships as an example. Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go. Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts.”  The bit and the rudder are small, seemingly insignificant, parts of the horse’s gear and of the ship. Yet these small parts can be used to control the whole thing. Imagine a small piece of steal underneath a gigantic cruise ship can turn the massive ship in a completely new direction. In the same way the tongue is a small part of our bodies. But our tongues can be used to make great boasts. As the proper management of a small rudder can steer the largest of ships, the proper management of our tongues is just as important. It can steer our lives in one direction or another. If we can learn to mange our tongues, James is saying, we can manage our whole selves. For the tongue is the hardest part of our bodies to govern. It is small, but with it, we can do great good or great harm. 

Verses 5b and 6 say, “Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. The tongue is also a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.” James teaches us to dread an unruly tongue as a great and pernicious evil. There is so much evil in the tongue that James calls it “a world of evil among the parts of the body.” From the tongue come lies, deceit, malice, hatred, slander, contempt, perjury, and blasphemy. The tongue can corrupt the whole person. We are corrupted by what comes out of our mouths. Just as a whole forest can be destroyed by a fire started by the smallest of sparks, the whole person can be destroyed by the smallest of words rolling off the tongue. And we see that is a primary tool of the devil to destroy the work of God. Our tongues, if not tamed, can do the work of hell.

So why can’t we just learn to tame our tongues? James says it’s impossible. “All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles, and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have been tamed by man, but no man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.” Many people flock to Sea World in Florida to watch large sea mammals like dolphins and even whales that have been tamed and trained to do tricks. Or we can go to the circus and watch tamed bears ride tricycles. Birds can even be tamed and trained to speak! It seems man can tame any kind of animal. But he can’t tame his own tongue. It’s impossible. James calls our tongues “restless evil, full of deadly poison.” It’s a scary thought: something that can cause that much damage cannot be tamed. 

Let’s read verses 9 and 10.  “With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness. Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be.” Man is, because of sin, a dual-natured creature. Our tongues are used to both praise God and to curse our fellow brother or sister, who were made in God’s holy likeness. And when we curse our brother or sister, since they were made in God’s image, we are cursing God Himself. This should not be! James is saying here, “May God forbid it!”

How can it be that man can both praise and curse God with the same tongue? It is our dual nature. Paul said in Romans chapter 7, “So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body. Waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members.” (Rom 7:21-23) This dual nature of ours makes us wretched and miserable. 

Verses 11 and 12 say, “Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water.” It seems our situation is hopeless. We must learn to control our tongues or fall into hopeless sin which we cannot get out of. But our tongues are impossible to tame. What are we to do? We cannot bear two fruits with our tongues. We cannot continue to praise God and curse man. We were made to praise God. How can we do this? How can we who are salty springs, produce fresh water? We can’t, just as we can’t avoid hypocrisy when we teach, and we can’t tame our own tongues. Through the gospel of Jesus Christ, the gospel of the forgiveness of sins, we salty springs are recreated to overflow with fresh water. How? James teaches in the next part that we are to have the wisdom from heaven. We must use our tongues. We have been called to obey the Great Commission. And we are sinning if we don’t. Through the gospel we come to depend on the forgiveness of sins and we are brought to God. We come to know that we are God’s and that our tongues are also God’s. That means we come to depend on God in our speech. We then can use our tongues to preach the gospel. Whose gospel? Not our own version. We learn to preach the gospel of our glorious Lord Jesus Christ—the way the Bible teaches. We don’t depend on our own wisdom, James is about to say, but on wisdom from heaven. Then we can teach the gospel with one goal—to bring people to the feet of our Lord. And we who cannot tame our tongues can use them to give beautiful praise to our glorious Lord, that is like heavenly music to God. 

PART II Two Kinds of Wisdom (13-18)

In this part, James describes what is needed to be a teacher. A teacher should be wise, he says, but not with earthly wisdom. Those who are teachers should have the wisdom from heaven. How do we show we have wisdom? Verse 13 reads, “Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show it by his good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom.”  We show our wisdom by living a good life. Elsewhere, “good life” is translated as “good conversation”. When we use our tongues to speak words that heal and give life, when we use our tongues to preach the gospel, we show we have wisdom from heaven.

We also show our wisdom by our “deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom”. What are these deeds? In the last chapter, James talked about faith that is accompanied by deeds. These are the deeds James is talking about here. They are what we do because we recognize we belong to God and we are wholly and completely His. They are the deeds that complete our faith. In the context of this passage, we can relate this to the tongue. We are to use our tongues in humility. In chapter one, James said we should be slow to anger. We should be slow to use our tongues in anger also. 

How can we be both wise and humble? I know a lot of wise people with Ph.D.’s. Very few of them are humble. It would seem that these two characteristics are not compatible. But they are. Proverbs teaches us that the beginning of wisdom is the fear of the Lord. When we fear the Lord we also humble ourselves to Him because we know who we are in Him. Being wise and humble, then, has to do with the recognition of God and recognizing that we are wholly dependent on Him in all things; knowing that we are nothing but for Him. When we fear the Lord, we manage our tongues with the humility that comes from wisdom. 

Verses 14-16 say, “But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. Such ’wisdom’ does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil. For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice.”  What is the evil James describes here? It is the harboring of bitter envy and selfish ambition in our hearts, instead of wisdom and humility. What is the danger of the evil? It seems those with bitter envy and selfish ambition spend their time either boasting of it or denying its existence. There is no God in their hearts, only envy and ambition. How do we know such wisdom is of the devil? Again, James calls this type of wisdom, “earthly, unspiritual, of the devil, “ and where we find “disorder, and every evil practice.” Again, there is no God in this wisdom. 

But there is another type of wisdom. How is the second type of wisdom described? Let’s read verse 17. “But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.” This is the kind of wisdom I want. So there are two types of wisdom. The first kind is of this earth and ends up in the devil and in death. But there is another wisdom, one that we as Christians can and must strive for, by asking it from God—wisdom that comes from heaven.  

What do we learn about the wisdom from heaven from the conclusion in verse 18? Verse 18 says, “Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness.” True wisdom will sow a harvest of righteousness in peace. What is the peace James speaks of here? We can certainly say that wisdom from heaven may promote peace between individuals. But more importantly, James is talking about our reconciliation with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

How do the teaching in verses 17 and 18 help our understanding of verses 14-16 and of the teaching about the taming of the tongue in verses 1-12?  Our tongues can be used for two things: we can either use them to bring praises to God and bring people to reconciliation to God or we can use them to destroy others and ourselves. God gave us tongues to sow a harvest of righteousness. May God bless us and help us to tame our tongues and sow a harvest of righteousness. 

