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7. Taming the Tongue (4Q 2014—James) 

 

Biblical material: James 3:1–12; Deut. 6:6, 7; Luke 9:51–56; Prov. 16:27; Matt. 7:16–

18; 12:37. 

 

Quotes 

• A lingua não é de aço, mas corta. (The tongue is not made of steel, but it cuts.) 

Portuguese proverb. 

• If it’s very painful for you to criticize your friends - you’re safe in doing it. But if 

you take the slightest pleasure in it, that’s the time to hold your tongue. Alice 

Duer Miller  

• We have two ears and one tongue so that we would listen more and talk less. 

Diogenes  

• If there’s one area of me that the devil’s got a hold of, it’s my tongue. Stefne 

Miller 

• The tongue is the most remarkable. For we use it both to taste out sweet wine and 

bitter poison, thus also do we utter words both sweet and sour with the same 

tongue. Neil Gaiman 

• There is no evidence that the tongue is connected to the brain.  Frank Tyger 
 

Questions 

 Why is this subject so important? How can we exercise control over what we say, 

and not simply express whatever is on our mind? Why are we so affected by what others 

say? What can we actually do to implement James’ advice? How does this impact the 

way we witness, and how we share our picture of God? 

 

Bible summary 

 In James 3:1–12 James begins by admitting that we all make mistakes, and that 

those who wish to be teachers should be cautious because they will bear a heavier 

responsibility in the judgment. But most of this passage has to do with “taming the 

tongue.” He compares the tongue to a bit in a horse’s mouth, or a ship’s rudder, pointing 

out how something small can set the whole direction of travel! Then he compares wrong 

speech to a fire setting fire to a forest, or to poison, and we all know how “inflammatory” 

or “poisonous” words can be… In Deut. 6:6, 7 the Lord commands his people to teach his 

words to children in the family. The disciples became upset at the rejection of Jesus by 

villagers in Samaria, and asked Jesus if they should call down fire from heaven (Luke 

9:51–56).  “A worthless man plots evil, and his speech is like a scorching fire.” Prov. 

16:27 ESV. Jesus makes clear that we recognize people by their fruit (Matt. 7:16–18), 

and that in the end “what you say will either vindicate you or condemn you.” Matt. 12:37 

FBV. 

 

Comment  

  “Sticks and stones may break by bones, but words can never hurt me,” so the 

saying goes. Yet we know that this saying is false—for we have all been hurt by words 

others have said. In fact words can be far more damaging than a physical attack, and can 
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completely destroy someone. This is why we need to pay close attention to our speech, so 

that we do not even unintentionally wound someone. 

 This is especially true for us as we try to speak well of God. The way our words 

and actions coincide will determine how people evaluate the God we are representing. So 

it is absolutely essential that we ensure that we are always living our lives to the glory of 

God, and not misrepresenting him by our own self-referenced perspectives. 

 Thinking before speaking is an obvious principle, but rarely observed. We speak 

out of turn; we express ourselves badly when we’re upset; we shout out insults when we 

are angry. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus pointed to our speech when he linked 

hostile and insulting speech to murder. As James says, is it not strange that words of love 

and hate can come out of the same mouth? We talk about biting our tongue as a way to 

prevent ourselves from speaking ill of someone, and it’s not a bad idea! For by doing so, 

and counting to ten, and remembering that we are claiming to be God’s representatives, 

we may be able to prevent those unwise, hasty, and evil words from coming out and 

doing so much damage. 

 The conflict in the great controversy is over ideas and thoughts and attitudes, all 

expressed in words. God responds to the accusations with demonstration, of which we are 

a part. The Devil attacked Jesus with temptations in the wilderness, and all were part of 

an attempt to get Jesus to misuse his power for his own benefit. In this the Devil used 

words to tempt and insinuate, to try and get Jesus to betray himself and his mission to 

rightly represent God and to win us back to love and trust. Jesus’ example of quoting 

Scripture was hugely significant—a great way to tame the tongue! But in case we think 

this is foolproof, note that the Devil also quoted Scripture (or misquoted it) for his own 

ends. In this cosmic battle we see that words are highly significant, and we need to guard 

our tongues, always seeking to speak wisely and well of our loving Lord in all aspects of 

life. 

 

Ellen White Comments 

 The tongue that delights in mischief, the babbling tongue that says, Report, and I 

will report it, is declared by the apostle James to be set on fire of hell. It scatters 

firebrands on every side. What cares the vendor of gossip that he defames the innocent? 

He will not stay his evil work, though he destroy hope and courage in those who are 

already sinking under their burdens. He cares only to indulge his scandal-loving 

propensity. Even professed Christians close their eyes to all that is pure, honest, noble, 

and lovely, and treasure up what ever is objectionable and disagreeable, and publish it to 

the world.  {5T 57} 

 Of the unsanctified tongue the apostle James writes: “The tongue is a fire, a world 

of iniquity; so is the tongue among our members, that it defileth the whole body, and 

setteth on fire the course of nature; and it is set on fire of hell.” Satan puts into the mind 

thoughts which the Christian should never utter. The scornful retort, the bitter, passionate 

utterance, the cruel, suspicious charge, are from him. How many words are spoken that 

do only harm to those who utter them and to those who hear! Hard words beat upon the 

heart, awaking to life its worst passions. Those who do evil with their tongues, who sow 

discord by selfish, jealous words, grieve the Holy Spirit; for they are working at cross-

purposes with God. {RH May 12, 1910} 
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