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Only God and You Can Prevent Tongue Fires 
(James 3:1-12) 
12/16/15; Wed PM Pine Grove 

Introduction 

It was late Sunday evening on October 8, 1871, and 
an Irish lady named Catherine O’Leary had gone to 
bed. 

She lived on the south side of Chicago, where she 
owned a small home with a shed and a barn. 

The barn was home to 2 cows that provided milk to 
her family and other families in the area. 

That night she went to bed, but she forgot to extin-
guish the latter in the barn. 

Some time around 9-9:30 that night, one of the 
cows turned over the lantern and a single bay of hay 
caught fire… 

The fire spread into the whole barn and then to the 
near by shed… 

Chicago was in the middle of a drought, and winds 
were blowing that night… 

Embers from that single fire blew for miles and 
eventually spread into the city of Chicago… 
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The fire burned out of control all of Sunday night 
and Monday before being contained late Tuesday. 

The fire destroyed 100,000 homes, burned 3.3 
square miles of the city and killed 300 people. 

Here is a picture of the aftermath of the fire.. 

It is listed as one the greatest US disasters of the 
1800s, and ruined the lives of 1000s of people.. 

And to think that all of it started from the small 
flame of an overturned lantern in a single barn is 
incredible.. 

That is the power of a flame or even a single spark. 

It can spread and grow out of control very quick-
ly… 

It is no accident that God inspired James to compare 
the human tongue and the speech it produces to the 
flames of a fire. 

Listen to James 3:5-6… 

“5 So also the tongue is a small part of the body, 
and yet it boasts of great things. 
See how great a forest is set aflame by such a 
small fire! 6 And the tongue is a fire, the very 
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world of iniquity; the tongue is set among our 
members as that which defiles the entire body, and 
sets on fire the course of our [c]life, and is set on 
fire by [d]hell.” 

The picture of a person’s tongue which represents 
his words and speech is put right beside the picture 
of a fire… 

Even compared to the fires of hell.. 

That is how serious we are to take our words and 
speech and shows how important it is to have con-
trol over our tongues… 

That is why its no coincidence that James talks 
about our speech in chapter 3 of his letter to the 
church… 

Your speech is a test of your salvation, and in the 
book of James, this is test #6 of genuine saving 
faith… 

People who have no control over their tongues and 
their words and their speech show prove that they 
don not possess true saving faith. 

Now, if we think about the order of the book of 
James, this test of our words in put in an interesting 
place in the book of James… 
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Last week, we looked at James 2:14-26, and the 
point of that section of James was this… 

Your words really don’t matter in your claim to be 
truly saved… 

If you say that you are saved, the proof of your sal-
vation will be the actions that follow those words. 

A claim of faith without the works that follow that 
claim is useless… 

You may say you are saved all you like, but those 
words don’t mean a thing without the action that 
follow. 

But now, this week in chapter 3, James is going to 
say this… 

Your words mean everything…. 

In fact, your tongue and the speech that is produces 
are either good works that show you are saved… 

Or they are evidence of the fact that you aren’t 
saved. 

And it shows the brilliance of God to inspire James 
to put these two sections of his letter back to back.. 

In James 2:14-26, words are nothing… 
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But in James 3:1-12, words are everything.. 

And both are equally true and equally helpful in de-
termining if someone is truly saved.. 

So, let’s look at James 3 tonight… 

I have divided it into 3 parts, and the focus of 
tonight is to examine your tongue, and your words 
and your speech… 

As a way to examine the genuineness of your faith. 

What do you talk about? 

Is your speech filled with gossip and slander and 
filthy speech? 

Do you use your mouth to bless or to curse? 

It is a strange and sad reality that speech has contin-
ued to deteriorate over time. 

And I am not talking about the words and speech of 
unbelievers.. 

I am talking about people who call themselves 
Christians.. 
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I am even talking about men who call themselves 
pastors.. 

Things that would have never been said are now 
common place and accepted in 2015. 

People’s judgments of what is and isn’t gossip have 
fallen to new lows. 

Filthy talk and coarse joking are everywhere it 
seems, and no one seems to care. 

I assure you of this. 

God cares and God takes notice. 

And though our standards of speech may have 
changed, God’s standards for our speech haven’t. 

Regardless of what the world says, your speech and 
your words and your tongue reveal whether the faith 
you claim is genuine or not… 

And that is the point of the verses that we will look 
at tonight… 

So, let’s begin by reading the first 5 verses of James 
3…. 
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I. Control the Tongue to Control the Body (1-5a) 

1 Let not many of you become teachers, my 
brethren, knowing that as such we will incur a 
[a]stricter judgment. 2 For we all stumble in many 
ways. If anyone does not stumble in [b]what he 
says, he is a perfect man, able to bridle the whole 
body as well. 3 Now if we put the bits into the 
horses’ mouths so that they will obey us, we direct 
their entire body as well. 4 Look at the ships also, 
though they are so great and are driven by strong 
winds, are still directed by a very small rudder 
wherever the inclination of the pilot desires. 5 So 
also the tongue is a small part of the body, and yet 
it boasts of great things. 

James moves from test #5 at the end of chapter 2 to 
test #6 in chapter 3 and he begins this test of your 
tongue… 

By warning people not to jump at the opportunity to 
become a teacher without considering the cost… 

Now, what does this have to do with the tongue and 
speech test of the rest of this section? 

Well, teachers are known for their tongues and for 
their words and for their speech. 

That is what they do. 
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The study God’s Word and they teach God’s Word 
using their own words. 

What I am doing right now is using my tongue to 
communicate with all of you… 

If you think about it, preachers are paid for their 
tongues.. 

They are supported by churches to preach and teach 
and to comfort the flock with their words of support 
in the trials of life. 

Sure, I administrate things in the church and I lead 
meetings and I organize, but the vast majority of my 
service to the church is through the use of my 
tongue. 

Which makes it a strange profession in a lot of 
ways.. 

But my tongue and the tongues of other teachers of 
God’s Word will all be subjected to a stricter judg-
ment.. 

That is why I spend so much time studying before 
speaking. 

I spend about 10 hours per sermon per week in 
study… 
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And that seems crazy considering that those 30 
hours each week produce three 30 minute sermons. 

30 hours to come up with 90 minutes of words. 

But you know why I do that? 

Because of my love for you and my love for the 
Lord and because of this verse. 

If I speak a word in error, you may never catch it 
but God will. 

I take the responsibility to teach and preach very 
seriously. 

Because it is a very serious matter to the Lord.  

James tells us all that right here in James 3:1. 

God cares how his flock is fed His word.. 

Men who print sermons of the internet and preach 
them out of laziness will have to face this verse one 
day. 

Men who don’t care to teach God’s Word to His 
people but prefer to teach them their own agendas 
will have to face this verse one day… 
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Sunday School teachers who don’t take the time to 
prepare lessons with care and deliver them with care 
will have to face James 3:1 one day. 

Anyone who stands up and represents the Word of 
God to God’s People without study and care will 
one day go through this judgment. 

And James put this verse here not to begin a section 
on who should teach God’s Word… 

He puts his here as a reminder of the serious judg-
ment that can come to someone who doesn’t take 
their words seriously. 

Jesus said this in Matthew 12.. 

33 “Either make the tree good and its fruit good, 
or make the tree bad and its fruit bad; for the tree 
is known by its fruit. 34 You brood of vipers, how 
can you, being evil, speak [ad]what is good? For 
the mouth speaks out of that which fills the heart. 
35 The good man brings out of his good treasure 
[ae]what is good; and the evil man brings out of 
his evil treasure [af]what is evil. 36 But I tell you 
that every [ag]careless word that people [ah]speak, 
they shall give an accounting for it in the day of 
judgment. 37 For [ai]by your words you will be 
justified, and [aj]by your words you will be con-
demned.” 
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And that certainly applies to teachers who will give 
an account for every word, but it also applies to 
every person who will also give an account for their 
words as well… 

So, James starts out on a serious note about the im-
portance of our tongue and our speech. 

But in verse 2, he reminds us that failures with our 
tongue are going to happen.. 

2 For we all stumble in many ways. If anyone does 
not stumble in [b]what he says, he is a perfect 
man, able to bridle the whole body as well. 

Here is where so many people miss the point of 
what James is saying.. 

James is acknowledging that all people sin… 

And they all sin in various ways, including believ-
ers.. 

Perfection will not in this life… 

No one but Christ has lived a sinless life.. 

And no one has ever completely controlled their 
tongue… 

And James point is this… 
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If you could just keep from sinning with your 
tongue, you would have the power to stop sinning 
all together… 

The point that James is trying to get across is not 
that you shouldn’t worry about your words, since 
everybody sins.. 

Rather James is trying to show us how important it 
is to control our tongues and our speech… 

I entitled this section “Control the Tongue to Con-
trol the Body and that is really the point of these 5 
verses… 

As you learn to control your tongue, you will gain 
the ability to control the actions of your entire 
body… 

And here is what I mean… 

If you show me a man or woman who has their 
tongue under control…not meaning perfection… 

But under control where they don’t gossip or slan-
der or insult or lie as a pattern of their life… 

But rather they are known for the sweetness of their 
speech and the encouragement that comes form 
their tongue,…. 
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Show me that Christian and I will show you a per-
son very mature in the faith… 

On the other hand, show me a Christian who con-
stantly causes problems with their speech… 

And I will show you someone who is either very 
immature in their faith or either isn’t saved at all… 

That is how important the tongue is… 

People who have it mostly under control show their 
maturity… 

And folks who let their tongues wag out of control 
show their immaturity or either unbelief. 

And to drive the point home, James does what he 
loves to do… 

He gives us a few examples of the importance of the 
tongue in verses 3 and 4 in the form of a horses bit 
and a ship’s rudder.. 

 I’ll put a few pictures up here to help you see 
James point.. 

The first comparison he makes is in verse 3 where 
he says a tiny bit placed in the mouth of a horse 
controls the entire horse… 
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A bit that is but a few inches long can give control 
of a 1000 lb beast to the smallest of people… 

Here is a ship’s rudder… 

This is the rudder of the Titanic and though it looks 
pretty big… 

It is tiny compared to the size of the Titanic, which 
was about 3 football fields long… 

And the truth is that the tiny rudder controls the big 
ship… 

The same is true for a person’s tongue… 

As the tongue turns, the person goes.. 

James then wraps that up with a final statement in 
the first part of verse 5…. 

5 So also the tongue is a small part of the body, 
and yet it boasts of great things. 

And so if you control your tongue, you control the 
direction of your entire life. 

James then moves in the second half of verse 5 to 
the dangers of an uncontrolled tongue… 
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II. Let Loose the Tongue and Let Loose the 
Flames (5b-8) 

Let’s read these verses beginning in the second half 
of verse 5 down to verse 8…. 

See how great a forest is set aflame by such a 
small fire! 6 And the tongue is a fire, the very 
world of iniquity; the tongue is set among our 
members as that which defiles the entire body, and 
sets on fire the course of our [c]life, and is set on 
fire by [d]hell. 7 For every [e]species of beasts and 
birds, of reptiles and creatures of the sea, is tamed 
and has been tamed by the human [f]race. 8 But 
no one can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil and 
full of deadly poison. 

James simply calls the tongue a fire in verse 6, and 
let’s look at how the tongue is a fire in these vers-
es… 

#1- A fire spreads. 

If you will look at verse 6 there is a spreading of the 
flames that comes form our tongue… 

First, see that the flames from our tongue spread to 
our whole body… 
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Have you ever felt so guilty by what you said that it 
affected your whole body to the point that you 
couldn’t eat or sleep until your made it right? 

That is how the tongue spreads to your whole body 

You ever been so ashamed by gossip that you 
spread that you didn’t want to show your face? 

That is how the fire of the tongue can spread to your  
whole body. 

You ever had to do something or go somewhere to 
cover up the lies of your tongue? 

That is how the flames of the tongue spread to your 
body… 

But if you dont get those small fire of the tongue 
and repent from misusing your tongue looks where 
the fire spreads next in verse 6… 

It spreads to your entire life… 

Simply put, it your leave those brush fires alone and 
don’t put them out, your whole life is ablaze from 
the fire caused by your tongue… 

This is the point where people come to know you 
and call you names that go with your tongue…. 
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A liar. 

A gossip. 

A busybody. 

A fraud. 

A cheat. 

A wise guy. 

A know it all. 

And soon, your whole is defined not buy how well 
you control your tongue, but how out of control 
your tongue is… 

And that leads to the final stage of a fire out of con-
trol… 

You end up in a lake of fire in hell.. 

Not only is Satan behind the temptation to wag your 
tongue with self-control, he is also the final destina-
tion of those who never put out the small fires of the 
tongue… 

But instead let them spread to their whole body and 
their whole way of life… 
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Revelation 21:8… 

All liars will be cast into the lake of fire… 

And that is also true for all gossips, slanderers, and 
people known for their filthy and immoral speech… 

So, the tongue is like a fire in that it spreads quick-
ly… 

But the second way the tongue is like a fire is this.. 

#2 Fire is uncontrollable… 

If you look at verse 7-8, James talks about the suc-
cess that man has had at controlling the beasts of the 
earth… 

And that is a true statement.. 

Nearly every creature on earth can be brought under 
control through training… 

That is why huge killer whales can be made to jump  
through hoops and men can stick their heads in the 
mouth of lions…. 

But fire is beyond our control in many ways… 
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Now, we can certainly put it out when we see some-
thing catch on fire, but we will never be able to pre-
vent fire altogether… 

It is simply a product of a fallen world… 

Lightning strikes… 

Electrical wiring goes bad. 

Sparks fly into brush… 

You won’t believe this but there was a brush fire 
that started in Southern California when a guy was 
playing golf… 

And he hit his ball but he also struck a rock with his 
club when he hit the ball… 

A spark flew up and into the brush and a blaze 
broke out carried by strong winds which burned 12 
acres at the Shady Grove golf club… 

And required 200 firefighters to come put it out… 

In many ways, fire is not controllable… 

It can happen in an instant… 

And James is making the point that the tongue is 
also uncontrollable as well, but get this… 
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It is only uncontrollable from a human standpoint… 

That is why we need to beg God to help us control 
our tongue… 

Who controls where a fire breaks out? 

God alone. 

Who controls where the fire of a tongue can start? 

God alone through His spirit working in your life.. 

Let me make this point  that is so important to re-
member as we grow in the Lord.. 

Your sanctification, which is simply the process of 
your growing in the Lord, is a combination of God 
working and you working…. 

On one hand, your control of your tongue is all 
about you working to control it and tame it and re-
strain it. 

On the other hand, your control of your tongue is 
helpless in your own power, and you need the Spirit 
of God to work in you to give you the strength to 
tame it and control it. 
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That is why Bible reading and prayer and walking 
in obedience and hearing the Word preached are so 
important in the Christian life.. 

These things are the fuel for the Spirit to work in 
your life to sanctify you and make you more like 
Christ. 

The great mystery after salvation is how God works 
in us and how we work with God to make us more 
into the image of Christ.. 

And as much as James is telling us that we need to 
control and tame our tongue, he is also telling us 
that it is hopeless with God helping us tame it as 
well… 

And you see that again in verse 7-8.. 

The tongue is untamable, and it is evil and full of 
deadly poison unless God works in us to help us get 
it under control… 

But that leads to truth #3 about the tongue being 
like a fire… 

#3 - Fire is deadly.. 

I don’t need to remind you that fire kills people.. 
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And the tongue is equally deadly by the words that 
it produces… 

It is not true that sticks and stones may break my 
bones but words will never hurt me. 

Words do hurt and words do wound. 

Gossip and false rumors and lies have ruined many 
people in this world. 

We live in a day where a false accusations can lead 
to people losing jobs and breaking up marriages.. 

And often times, it simply starts with a made up 
rumor or misinformation… 

Sometimes, people simply just make up a story… 

The tongue is deadly. 

Enough said and enough reason for us to keep ours 
under control… 

Let’s move to the final section of this passage in 
verse 9 where we get to the test of faith that comes 
through the tongue… 



!23

III. Examine the Tongue to Examine Your Faith 
(9-12) 

9 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it 
we curse men, who have been made in the likeness 
of God; 10 from the same mouth come both bless-
ing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought 
not to be this way. 11 Does a fountain send out 
from the same opening both [g]fresh and bitter 
water? 12 Can a fig tree, my brethren, produce 
olives, or a vine produce figs? Nor can salt water 
produce [h]fresh. 

In all of this warning about the tongue and our 
words and speech, James reminds us that the tongue 
can be a great blessing as well… 

With your tongue, you confessed Christ as Lord as 
part of your salvation.. 

With your tongue, you can sing hymns to God full 
of truth about Him. 

With your tongue, you can read God’s Word out 
loud to your family.. 

With your tongue, you can teach God’s Word to 
others. 
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With your tongue, you can share the gospel with 
people who aren’t saved. 

With your tongue, you can offer kind words and en-
couragement and love to others who need it. 

The tongue is a great blessing in many ways, and 
that is what James is saying in verse 9… 

We can bless God with our tongue in many ways.. 

But from that same tongue, we can also curse 
God… 

Not just through foul language and taking the 
Lord’s name in vain… 

Which is horrible enough.. 

But we can also cures God through our tongue as 
we bring harm upon other people who are all made 
in God’s image.. 

Though that image is fallen due to sin, it still re-
flects God in some way…. 

And when we use our tongue to harm others, we 
harm God. 

And then James simply says this at the end of verse 
10… 
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“It shouldn’t be this way brothers.” 

And that is a simple way of telling the church and 
all of those who call themselves Christians that we 
should be the first ones who show control of over 
our tongues.. 

We can’t expect the world to control theirs, but we 
should expect those who have been re-born to have 
been re-born with a new tongue as well.. 

It would seem strange to take your shirt to the 
cleaners and have them clean everything except the 
collar… 

That is where dirt shows up the most.. 

In the same way, it is strange to call yourself a 
Christians and claim that your whole body has been 
re-born with the exception of your tongue… 

Because that is where the world should take notice 
first of the change that you are claiming. 

Your words and your speech should be one of the 
first thing that change after you say that you are 
saved. 

Because the whole world notices that. 
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And that James to verses 11-12 and the point of the 
whole passage, which is a test of true faith… 

He talks about a fountain and a tree here… 

And the point is this… 

A fountain has a source of water that it draws from 
to shoot it out into the world… 

The same is true of the tree.. 

The tree draws water and food from its roots to pro-
duce the fruit that shows up in the world.. 

And the test of true faith is this… 

Does the tongue produce speech and words that 
show they are drawn from a new heart? 

Do the words that go out into the world match the 
change that people are claiming on the inside? 

You wouldn’t expect a fresh water fountain to shoot 
out salt water. 

And you wouldn’t expect a person who claims to be 
a born again Christian shoot out words that sound 
like they come from a heart that hasn’t been re-
born… 
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If your life is truly new, your speech should match 
the newness of life that you claim.. 

Conclusion 

Let me wrap this up with something that has been 
very helpful to me as I think about controlling my 
tongue.. 

Because this covers a wide range of things in out 
life… 

This is just cussing… 

And telling dirty or racist jokes… 

Or telling lie… 

Or spreading rumors and gossip… 

This passage is all of these things and more… 

So, let me share just a few guidelines for our speech 
and our tongues… 

Just a few things to think about before you open 
your mouth… 

#1- Is what I am about to say helpful to others? 
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This is a tricky one because we may think it is help-
ful but the words may bring harm to others.. 

We want our speech to bless and not curse. 

#2 - Is what I am about to say true? 

This probably goes without saying but you need to 
make sure what you are about to say is true and can 
be verified. 

Just because you heard it, doesn’t make it true… 

If it is information about someone else and you 
haven’t spoken to that person, bite your tongue be-
fore you share it.. 

And let me add, just because it is true doesn’t mean 
it isn’t gossip… 

Gossip can include truth. 

What makes gossip “gossip” is the intent and moti-
vation behind telling it.. 

Often times, gossip is spread in an effort to make 
the person telling it look better and the person of the 
gossip look bad. 

That leads to #3…. 
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#3 - Is what I am about to say coming from a heart 
that is motivated to glorify God in all things? 

You need to check your heart before you wag your 
tongue.. 

Why are you saying what you are saying. 

Does it make you feel important to know something 
that no one else knows? 

Does it make you look good in the eyes of others 
when you share these words? 

If that is the case, you may be speaking from a heart 
of pride and not form a heart of love. 

#4 - Is what I am about to say going to cause any-
one to stumble? 

You must consider the people around you when you 
speak. 

Some people have very sensitive consciences. 

Your words can be taken a number of ways.. 

Even though it may not be sin, if it can be misun-
derstood by someone who is hearing it, it is proba-
bly best not to say it. 
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I will add one more and then we will be done… 

#5 - Is what I am going to say going to violate my 
conscience? 

How many times have you heard someone say 
this… 

“I shouldn’t say this but….” 

IF you shouldn’t say it, don’t say it. 

God gave you a conscience, and I tell people all the 
time… 

Never get to the point where it becomes easy to vio-
late your conscience… 

Keep your conscience soft and keep it clean… 

Because once you violate it, it becomes easier the 
next time and the next time… 

Let me end with this… 

This may leave most of you feeling like you can 
never say anything.. 

Though that isn’t true, there is probably a lot less 
that we could all say… 
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But let me say this… 

So much harmful talk could be avoided in the world 
if people simply went to the source of what is being 
talked about… 

Speech and words and our tongue are great bless-
ings…. 

But they can also be great curses as well… 

May we, with the Lord’s help, be tongue tamers and 
not tongue waggers… 

Let us pray… 


