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Lesson 5: Taming the Tongue

How many times have you said something and
immediately you knew that you hurt someone
deeply? The old saying, “You can’t un-ring a
bell” is just like that. James now turns from the
importance of works to the importance of

words in the Christian life.

ﬂ 'q / Though good works are important he now
A points out that our speech, the words we
speak, must be seen in a new light—words can be very harmful! It is not the small
tongue itself that James is blaming, it is the improper thinking and feeling and then
the subsequent damaging words that are spoken that James is addressing. How
many times have you been regrettably startled by what you just said?2 How many
times have you said to yourself, “Did | say that2”

THE BIG QUESTION

Our words are powerful, they can build up and encourage others or tear them down.
They can even ruin our testimony as followers of Jesus Christ. So why is it so difficult
to always control what we say?

WORDS MATTER

The Bible teaches extensively on the power of our words and the importance of
controlling what we say. In James Chapter 3, the apostle James provides profound
insights into how our speech reflects our spiritual maturity and the consequences of
our words. Throughout the Bible, we also see consistent calls for believers to speak
wisely, carefully, and in ways that honor God.
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The Power of the Tongue (James 3:1-12)

James 3:2: "We all stumble in many ways. Anyone who is never at fault in
what they say is perfect, able to keep their whole body in check."

James 3:6: "The tongue is also a fire, a world of evil among the parts of
the body. It corrupts the whole body, sets the whole course of one's life on
fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.”

James begins by warning that the tongue has tremendous power, even though it is
a small part of the body. He uses vivid imagery to describe the tongue as a fire
capable of great destruction. Just as a small spark can ignite a large forest fire, an
uncontrolled tongue can cause irreparable harm in relationships, communities, and
even a person's own spiritual life.

Key Point: Our words are incredibly powerful. They can either build up or tear down,
heal or wound. Recognizing the power of our speech is the first step toward taking
responsibility for it.

The Difficulty of Taming the Tongue (James 3:7-8)

James 3:7-8: "All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and sea creatures are
being tamed and have been tamed by mankind, but no human being can
tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.”

James emphasizes that while humans can tame wild animals, the tongue is much
harder to control. It is a "restless evil" and can often lead to harmful words unless
we consciously guard it.

Key Point: Taming the tongue is challenging because words often reflect what's in
our hearts. We need divine help and self-discipline to control what we say.

Blessing and Cursing from the Same Mouth (James 3:9-12)

James 3:9-10: "With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with
it we curse human beings, who have been made in God's likeness. Out of
the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this
should not be."

James points out the hypocrisy of using our tongues to both bless God and curse
others. This inconsistency is a reflection of a deeper issue: the condition of our hearts.
As believers, our words should align with the righteousness of God, and we should
strive for consistency in how we speak to others.

Key Point: We should aim to use our words to bless, encourage, and build up others,
avoiding speech that harms, curses, or dishonors God’s image in people.




Speak Wisely (Proverbs 18:21, 12:18)

Proverbs 18:21: "The tongue has the power of life and death, and those
who love it will eat its fruit."”

Proverbs 12:18: "The words of the reckless pierce like swords, but the
tongue of the wise brings healing."

The book of Proverbs echoes James' teaching on the power of the tongue. It reveals
that our words can either bring life and healing or cause death and destruction.
Wise words can comfort, restore, and guide, while reckless words can hurt deeply
and leave lasting damage.

Key Point: Wisdom is needed in our speech. Thoughtful, kind, and truthful words are
more powerful than we realize. We are called to speak in ways that bring healing
and peace, rather than harm.

Controlling the Tongue Requires Heart Transformation (Matthew 12:34-37)

Matthew 12:34: "For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.”

Matthew 12:36-37: "But | tell you that everyone will have to give account
on the day of judgment for every empty word they have spoken. For by
your words you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be
condemned.”

Jesus teaches that our words are a reflection of what is in our hearts. If our hearts
are filled with love, kindness, and the Holy Spirit, our words will reflect those
qualities. However, if our hearts harbor bitterness, anger, or pride, our words will
reveal that, too.

Key Point: To control our speech, we need to address the condition of our hearts. As
we grow in Christlikeness, our words should increasingly reflect His love and truth.

Avoid Gossip, Slander, and Hurtful Words (Ephesians 4:29-31, Colossians 4:6)

Ephesians 4:29: "Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths,
but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that
it may benefit those who listen."”

Ephesians 4:31: "Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and
slander, along with every form of malice.”

Colossians 4:6: "Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned
with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone."

Paul gives practical instructions for how Christians should speak. We are to avoid
unwholesome talk—this includes gossip, slander, and harmful words. Instead, our




words should be gracious, edifying, and beneficial to those who hear them. We are
called to speak with kindness, thoughtfulness, and respect.

Key Point: Our speech should consistently build others up, not tear them down. We
should avoid gossip and slander, and instead aim for gracious and respectful
conversations.

Depend on the Holy Spirit for Controlling Your Speech (Galatians 5:22-23)

Galatians 5:22-23: "But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace,
forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”

Controlling our speech is part of self-control, which is one of the fruits of the Spirit.
As we submit to the Holy Spirit’s work in our lives, we will be able to exercise greater
control over our words. The Holy Spirit helps us to develop a heart full of love,
kindness, and patience, which in turn transforms our speech.

Key Point: We cannot control our tongues on our own, but with the help of the Holy
Spirit, we can develop the self-control needed to speak wisely and lovingly.

Always Speak with Humility and Gentleness (Proverbs 15:1, James 1:19-20)

Proverbs 15:1: "A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs
up anger.”

James 1:19-20: "Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow
to become angry, because human anger does not produce the righteousness
that God desires.”

Both the book of Proverbs and the letter of James emphasize the importance of
humility and gentleness in speech. A gentle response can de-escalate conflicts, while
harsh words often stir up anger. Additionally, being slow to speak and quick to listen
allows us to respond thoughtfully and avoid impulsive, hurtful remarks.

Key Point: Cultivate a habit of listening carefully and responding with gentleness.
This promotes peace and demonstrates Christ-like humility in our interactions.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND FURTHER STUDY

1. What does James 3:1-2 say about the power of the tongue?




2. How does James compare the tongue to a bit and rudder in James 3:3-42

3. What destructive comparison does James make about the tongue in James 3:5-
62

4. What does James 3:7-8 say about taming the tongue?

5. What inconsistency of the tongue does James highlight in James 3:9-102

6. How does Proverbs 18:21 relate to what James says about the tongue?

7. What does Jesus say about the relationship between speech and the heart in
Matthew 12:342

SUMMARY

Controlling our speech is not only a matter of avoiding harmful words but also of
speaking life-giving, encouraging, and truth-filled words. It involves recognizing the
power of the tongue and seeking to reflect Christ in every word we speak. The Bible
calls us to speak with wisdom, humility, gentleness, and love, allowing the Holy Spirit
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to guide our hearts and, in turn, our tongues. By allowing God to guide your heart
and seeking the Spirit's help, you can control your tongue and use your words for
His glory.

FOUR WAYS TO TAME YOUR TONGUE

1. Pray for : Ask God daily for the wisdom and
self-control to speak in ways that honor Him.

2. Examine your . Reflect on what your words reveal
about your heart, and seek transformation through prayer and Scripture.

3. before you speak: Practice being "quick to listen and

slow to speak,” giving careful thought to your words before responding.

4. Speak : Be intentional about using your words to

encourage, uplift, and build up others.
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