Studies in the book of James

Lesson 8—Controlling the tongue (3:1-12) 

  In chapter 1 James had made the distinction between “vain or useless religion” where one did not “bridle” his tongue as they should have (1:26), and pure and undefiled religion (1:27) which includes compassionate care of those in need  as well as keeping oneself “unspotted from the world.”

 Many of the early recipients of this letter were struggling spiritually, especially it seems in their relationships with other Christians. James does not necessarily tell us all of the factors which may have contributed to this sad situation, but there is no doubt that is was clearly manifest by their speech (cf.  4:11; 3:9-10).

 James 3:1-12 is very likely considered by many as the premier Bible text discussing the challenges of controlling one’s speech. His language is powerful and striking and shows a skillful mastery of expression which may be difficult for some to accept because of this frequent area of stumbling.
 James draws skillfully upon hyperbole (exaggeration) in order to drive home his message and encourage repentance. We will notice in our next lesson that James is able to transition from this exhortation to his discussion of the ill spirit and tragic conflicts among them (3:13f).

Questions:
1. What connection do you think James is making in his caution of men being teachers and his comments about men “stumbling” in their speech (3:1-2)?  What admonition had Paul given to the young evangelist in 1 Timothy 4:12?
2. What illustrations does he use to show that seemingly small instruments can possess an incredible potential to determine a course or effect well-being?

3. What would you suggest about someone’s attempt to explain verse 6?    Do you think this is somehow similar to Paul’s words in Romans 3:10-18 (especially verses 13 and 14)?  What must be understood about God’s “perspective”?
4. How literally are we to understand verse 8?  What is the real source of the problems of the tongue when it utters vicious words?   Can we see how 3:9-12 relates to saying like, “A person speaking out of both sides of his mouth?”

5. As with so much in the book this section encourages great self-examination.  What makes this kind of self-inspection so difficult for us?  By the way, do you see any possible link with 1:19-21a?

6. What are specific ways by which one can sin in the use of their tongue?  What does Jesus even seem to warn against in Matthew 12:34-37?
