February 23 Lesson 13 

Control Your Speech

Devotional Reading: Proverbs 18:2-13
Background Scripture: James 3:1-12
James 3:1-12
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1 My brethren, be not many masters, knowing that we shall receive the greater condemnation.

2 For in many things we offend all. If any man offend not in word, the same is a perfect man, and able also to bridle the whole body.

3 Behold, we put bits in the horses' mouths, that they may obey us; and we turn about their whole body.

4 Behold also the ships, which though they be so great, and are driven of fierce winds, yet are they turned about with a very small helm, whithersoever the governor listeth.

5 Even so the tongue is a little member, and boasteth great things. Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth!

6 And 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.

7 For every kind of beasts, and of birds, and of serpents, and of things in the sea, is tamed, and hath been tamed of mankind:

8 But the tongue can no man tame; it is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison.

9 Therewith bless we God, even the Father; and therewith curse we men, which are made after the similitude of God.

10 Out of the same mouth proceedeth blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not so to be.

11 Doth a fountain send forth at the same place sweet water and bitter?

12 Can the fig tree, my brethren, bear olive berries? either a vine, figs? so can no fountain both yield salt water and fresh.

Key Verse

Out of the same mouth proceedeth blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not so to be. —James 3:10
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. List some of the dangers James identifies with improper speech.

2. Compare and contrast today's text with Ephesians 5:4.

3. Identify one speech pattern to bring under control and recruit an accountability partner to help do so.

Lesson Outline

Introduction

A. Free Speech or Costly Speech

B. Lesson Background

I. Sober Calling (James 3:1, 2)
A. The Caution (v. 1)

B. The Problem (v. 2)

II. Daunting Challenge (James 3:3-5)
A. Horses and Bits (v. 3)

B. Ships and Rudders (v. 4)

C. Tongues and Fire (v. 5)

III. Grave Danger (James 3:6-8)
A. Small and Great (v. 6)

B. Tamed and Untamed (vv. 7, 8)

Watch Those Words!
IV. Glaring Contradiction (James 3:9-12)
A. Problem Noted (vv. 9, 10)

B. Problem Illustrated (vv. 11, 12)

What's Wrong with This Picture?
Conclusion

A. Words of Grace

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. Free Speech or Costly Speech

In countries that enjoy democratic government, there is no right more cherished than that of free speech. We want to express ourselves, and we want as few restrictions as possible on what we say or how we say it. We believe in the power of freedom of speech, and we want to exercise that power.

But exercising our right to free speech can prove costly. Words freely spoken can hurt feelings, damage reputations, and break relationships. Though we may affirm that "sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me," we all know that words do hurt.

Free speech may be our right, but costly speech is our experience. All of us can recount instances where someone's words, perhaps our own, did tremendous harm to another. We can spend a lifetime learning to restrain our tongues and still find ourselves saying things that we regret later. Today's text deals with this difficult topic.

B. Lesson Background

The world of the New Testament was filled with speech. Greek and Roman cultures highly prized public speaking, drama, storytelling, and political and philosophical argumentation. Religious teachers—the "self-improvement experts" of the day—traveled from town to town to make speeches to invite people to pay to hear longer, more in-depth instruction. The sons of well-to-do families were trained in rhetoric so that they could offer skilled defense of the family's legal and financial interests. The list goes on.

Jewish culture had a rich tradition of speech as well. The people of Israel had experienced God's speaking to them through His prophets. The words of the law and the prophets were read publicly in the synagogues, committed to memory by the faithful, and recited daily as the need arose. Teachers of the law offered instruction in how God's Word should be lived out, often debating vigorously on points of interpretation. The Jewish tradition of speech had a dark side as well: false prophets who claimed to speak for God, but in fact represented ungodly interests.

Israel's sacred words of Scripture included instruction and warnings about speech. The book of Proverbs, for example, makes numerous statements about wise and unwise speech (Proverbs 10:8, 11, 14, 31; 11:9, 11, 13; 12:18; 15:1, 7; 16:23; 17:28). Of course, knowing the wisdom of speech and practicing it are two very different things.

The situation for James's readers was complex and challenging. They were surrounded by speech, good and bad. They had habits of speech that they had learned through their lifetimes. But as Christians they were entrusted with the greatest message of all: the good news of Jesus. How would these people—people with all the problems that humans have regarding the power of their words—handle the most powerful message of God?

I. Sober Calling

(James 3:1, 2)

A. The Caution (v. 1)

1. My brethren, be not many masters, knowing that we shall receive the greater condemnation.

James begins with a warning about taking the message of God lightly. He speaks kindly, addressing his readers as brethren in God's family. But he also speaks sternly: not many should be masters, meaning "teachers" (think "schoolmasters") of God's Word. Why would James make such a statement? Is it not true that workers are needed for the harvest of God (Matthew 9:37, 38)?

James is certainly aware of a very troublesome tendency of human nature: to take the things of God and use them for selfish purposes. To be a teacher of God's Word is to be in a prominent position that demands respect. Some aspire to be teachers for the ego gratification that it seems to offer.

To that temptation, James gives a warning: teachers shall receive the greater condemnation, meaning that they are subject to greater judgment. Their responsibility before God is magnified, for they proclaim the message of God's salvation. Before anyone decides to use the power of speech to announce God's Word, that person should take a careful inventory of motives. It is a blasphemous contradiction to teach the good news of Christ's unselfish sacrifice out of one's selfish motives (compare Matthew 12:36, 37).

But the Word of God must be proclaimed, and people will answer the call to do so. Note that as James says we shall receive the greater condemnation, he is numbering himself among the teachers by the use of the word we. The great responsibility of teaching should give us pause, but it should also challenge us to rise to the calling.

What Do You Think?
How can James's warning be applied to teaching contexts that do not involve spoken words?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Bible study curriculum (such as the one you're using now)

Christian journalism

Internet blogs

Other

B. The Problem (v. 2)

2. For in many things we offend all. If any man offend not in word, the same is a perfect man, and able also to bridle the whole body.

The challenge of teaching God's Word is twofold: all teachers are sinners, and speech is the most difficult of behaviors to control. Because the Christian carries the Word of God, consistent control of speech for godly ends is vital.

James underlines the issue of universal sinfulness with the statement in many things we offend all. Today we might say, "All of us slip up in many ways." We do not intend to sin, but regardless of best intentions, we sin far more than we care to admit. Realizing our sinfulness does not exclude us from teaching God's Word, but it does caution us to consider carefully how we do it. Realizing our sinfulness challenges us to let God change the sinful patterns that persist in us.

So if all people are chronic stumblers, then who are the least stumble-prone? James offers that those who do not stumble with regard to their speech are complete (the sense of the word perfect in this context). If one can control one's speech, the most difficult of all behaviors to bring under control, then the whole body—the entire person—will be under control.

Who would claim to be such an exceptionally controlled person? No one who takes seriously the warning in many things we offend all ! But in this realization James makes his point. He invites his readers not to overestimate their ability to control their tongues.

What Do You Think?
What are some techniques for taming the tongue before words are ever spoken? Which do you find most helpful personally?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
When angry

When hurt

When tempted to tell "a little white lie"

Other

II. Daunting Challenge

(James 3:3-5)

A. Horses and Bits (v. 3)

3. Behold, we put bits in the horses' mouths, that they may obey us; and we turn about their whole body.

James proceeds to illustrate just how difficult it is to control speech. A horse can be controlled by a skillful rider by use of a relatively tiny bit—a piece of metal attached to the leather bridle and placed in the horse's mouth. The bit-with-bridle causes the mighty horse to obey the rider's every command. This is an impressive level of control, but speech is not so simply brought under restraint as we will see in verse 5.

B. Ships and Rudders (v. 4)

4. Behold also the ships, which though they be so great, and are driven of fierce winds, yet are they turned about with a very small helm, whithersoever the governor listeth.

Bigger than a horse is a sailing ship, and stronger than either a horse or its rider are the winds that drive the ship. But a very small helm (rudder) steers a giant ship. Like the horse's bit, the ship's rudder keeps it under control so that it goes wherever the governor (helmsman) decides. The tongue, however, is an upside-down version of what James is describing, as our next verse shows.

C. Tongues and Fire (v. 5)

5. Even so the tongue is a little member, and boasteth great things. Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth!

Big horses are controlled by small bits; big ships by small rudders. But the tongue, though small, cannot be so easily controlled. In fact, even though it is small, it acts as if it is big in attempting to make itself seem greater than it is as it boasteth great things.

Those who aspire to teach should take warning. If their desire is for the prestige that comes from teaching God's Word, then they are on a path in which their speech may control them, not the other way around. Those who know God's grace have no room to brag, for they take seriously their deep, persistent need for God to bless them despite their unworthiness. The "bit" or "rudder" that controls the tongue is a deeply rooted appreciation of God's unmerited favor.

James uses this caution to offer another illustration: the power of fire. A small fire can get out of control quickly, unleashing terrible destructive force. Speech, sadly, can do the same as our next verse shows.

III. Grave Danger

(James 3:6-8)

A. Small and Great (v. 6)

6a. And the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity: so is the tongue among our members, that it defileth the whole body.

The destructive power of speech rivals that of fire. Compared with the entirety of the human body, the tongue is small. But its potential for unrighteous action is on a global scale, like the entire world in size, James says. Thus the little tongue can cause one's entire body to be corrupt, soiled, and filthy (compare Matthew 15:11). It does no good to claim that evil speech is "just words," for words can be exceptionally potent.

6b. And setteth on fire the course of nature; and it is set on fire of hell.

James continues the fire comparison. The course of nature is a comprehensive expression, like "life as we know it" in our idiom. It signifies the whole of our experience. James insists that evil speech has the power to destroy it all.

Speech has this power because it is ignited by Hell. The Greek term that is translated Hell was originally used to refer to a valley outside Jerusalem where garbage was dumped. Since fires burned constantly there, the image is that of a disgusting, fiery place of imprisonment for evil spirits (compare Matthew 25:41). We are to think of the very depths of wickedness in all its horror. With this image James makes a disturbing point: the power of Satan, which Christ came to defeat, is unleashed in the world through the human tongue.

What Do You Think?
When have you seen words have the negative impact James describes here? What do these cases teach you?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Political speeches designed to inflame

Unguarded speech

Advice from (or to) a friend

Other

B. Tamed and Untamed (vv. 7, 8)

7. For every kind of beasts, and of birds, and of serpents, and of things in the sea, is tamed, and hath been tamed of mankind.

James introduces yet another comparison. All kinds of creatures, he says, can be trained. His list includes a range of words used in his day to classify these: beasts (mostly land mammals), birds (including all animals that fly), serpents (reptiles and amphibians), and various water animals. He uses an obvious exaggeration (hyperbole) in saying that every kind ... hath been tamed. But the exaggeration serves to emphasize what we have learned to control in contrast with what we have not. Trained animals are a well-known spectacle in the Greco-Roman world, and skill in taming animals to perform is impressive. But the power to tame has a disturbing limitation, as our next verse shows.

8. But the tongue can no man tame; it is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison.

Animals can be tamed, but can the tongue? No one truly brings speech fully into subjection. Those who aspire to teach God's Word must listen carefully to James's descriptive warnings. Speech is an unruly evil. The phrase full of deadly poison recalls the words of Psalm 140:3: "They have sharpened their tongues like a serpent; adders' poison is under their lips" (compare Romans 3:13). Words can kill, both as they damage hearts and as they inspire physical violence. That grim reality has been part of human experience from ancient times.

Evil, death, Hell, poison, fire—these are harsh, powerful words. But they are not exaggerations. This is the story of human speech apart from God's grace.

Watch Those Words!
When I was in elementary school, the buses carried one load of students home immediately after school and then returned for a second load. It was not a pleasant wait when bullies cut in line, called their fellow students embarrassing names, and teased victims relentlessly. Generally, those being harassed remained silent.

On one occasion, the bullies even went as far as making ridiculous accusations about the parents of the subjects of that day's bullying. Still no reaction, and I remember the sense of powerlessness all of us felt about making them stop. It seemed to cut into the innermost being when one's family was attacked.

Maybe you have experienced something similar. Perhaps you've experienced faultfinding veiled as constructive criticism or conversations comprised of speculations, exaggerations, and gossip. The consequences for those who are the target of damaging comments may be severe indeed.

We answer to a righteous God who expects us to grow in our likeness to Him (Ephesians 4:22-24), so we are expected to guard our words (4:25, 29). When we do, we will have less to retract and more pleasant memories to flood our souls.—C. M. W.

IV. Glaring Contradiction

(James 3:9-12)

A. Problem Noted (vv. 9, 10)

9. Therewith bless we God, even the Father; and therewith curse we men, which are made after the similitude of God.

Someone may read James's discourse and respond, "Well, I admit that my speech is sometimes not as it should be. But I also teach the gospel. Is that not what God wants? I use my 'good' speech to serve Him in that way." To this way of thinking, James gives a rejoinder: speech that does not consistently reflect God's grace contradicts the gospel that the Christian proclaims.

This fact is seen in a devastating statement of contradiction. On the one hand, a believer praises God as a good, loving Father. But on the other hand, that believer also curses another person. And that person, like everyone else, bears the image of God (Genesis 1:27). What does the curse reveal about the heart of the person who utters it? Where is the love and forgiveness of God in such a curse?

Calling for others to be punished by God (cursing them) is completely out of keeping with the identity of Christ's followers. Jesus insisted that those who receive God's forgiveness must extend forgiveness (Matthew 5:7; 6:12; 18:21-35). Doing less suggests that we treat God's mercy with contempt. Such contradictory speech-acts reveal that within the heart of the one who curses others lingers a denial of the gospel message.

What Do You Think?
How do you compare and contrast James's observations about use of the tongue with 
secular thoughts in this regard?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
"The best time ... to hold your tongue is [when] you feel you must say something or bust" (Josh Billings)

"Man's tongue is soft, and bone doth lack; yet a stroke therewith may break a man's back" (Benjamin Franklin)

"Give thy thoughts no tongue" (William Shakespeare)

10. Out of the same mouth proceedeth blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not so to be.

The contradiction is clear. We might call it "speaking out of both sides of the mouth." What does this person truly believe, who blesses God and curses those who bear God's image? Remembering Jesus' words about taking the beam out of our own eye before attempting to help a brother with a mote in his (Matthew 7:1-5), we realize that we must first ask what our speech reveals about our own hearts.

B. Problem Illustrated (vv. 11, 12)

11. Doth a fountain send forth at the same place sweet water and bitter?

James moves to compare speech with a fountain (a spring of water). Since the water's source remains the same, the fountain should yield the same kind of water consistently. How can a fountain produce pleasant-tasting water one moment and then bitter water the next, back and forth? It simply doesn't happen.

A Christian's speech is to be consistent. The image of Jesus as the source of living water perhaps lies in the background of this statement (see John 7:37, 38). The "water" of speech that flows from the believer should consistently reflect the new, everlasting life that Christ has imparted to the believer (compare Proverbs 10:11). The words of our mouths reveal the true content of our hearts.

12. Can the fig tree, my brethren, bear olive berries? either a vine, figs? so can no fountain both yield salt water and fresh.

James underlines the contrasts yet again, to drive the point home. Figs, olives, and grapes (berries) are staple foods in the biblical world. Of course, it is the commonest of knowledge that each kind of plant bears only its own kind of fruit. James implies that the Christian's speech must have the same consistency (compare Luke 6:43). If the fruit of plants created by God is consistent, why not the speech of people re-created by God?

James wraps up his argument by clearly stating the answer that is implied in the question of verse 11. Those who say they belong to Christ ought to reflect that belonging in all that they say, not just in their "religious" speech.

What Do You Think?
What illustrations of your own can you offer regarding the inconsistent use of the tongue?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Illustrations from nature

Illustrations from science

Other

What's Wrong with This Picture?
A mother cradles her infant while she pours out angry words at her because she will not stop crying. A dad talks to his son about the value of sportsmanship, but then blasts the youngster for admitting an error to the umpire and thereby losing the game. What's wrong with these pictures?

Indeed, it is easy to send inconsistent signals in our communications. People who genuinely seek to improve their skills in this area will try to remove such inconsistencies. But the Christian has a higher calling still: we are created in the image of God (Genesis 1:27), and we are to be like Him (Leviticus 11:44 [quoted in 1 Peter 1:15, 16]; Matthew 5:48). How sinful, therefore, to take delight in using our words and our communications inappropriately!

Our speech can be an obvious indication of our authenticity as Christians. We soothe a crying baby. We encourage our children to play fair. And when we do, we model the right picture.—C. M. W.

Conclusion

A. Words of Grace

The situation of James's audience was not all that much different from ours. We need to confront the reality of our speech so that we can learn to control it. Those who have experienced God's grace should have speech that reflects God's grace.

After studying James's warning that teachers of God's Word "shall receive the greater condemnation," we may want to say, "I certainly do not want to be a teacher! The standard is too high. I can never restrain my speech like this. Just let me be an ordinary Christian who listens to others teach!" But as James lays bare the realities of our speech and its consequences, we should realize that we are all teachers because of the fact that we bear the name of Christ. Others watch us to see what a Christ-follower does and says. They scrutinize our actions, and they listen to our words. They learn our beliefs more by hearing us speak about ordinary, day-to-day matters than by hearing us speak about Bible doctrine.

When we speak unlovingly with bitterness, vindictiveness, or scorn, we demonstrate a very wrong kind of belief about God—that He too is unloving, vengeful, and unforgiving. If we speak in this way, we invite on ourselves "the greater condemnation" that is due those who teach, because indeed we are teaching something with everything we say.

God's grace is powerful enough to overcome our wayward tongues. As we focus on what God has given us in Christ, the reality of our hearts will flow through our words.

B. Prayer

O holy and gracious God, we praise You with our hearts and our words. By Your grace, please cleanse us of selfishness, anger, and hate. Renew us in Your love. Make our tongues Your instruments. We pray in the name of Jesus, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

"Speech is a mirror of the soul; as a man speaks, so is he."—Publilius Syrus (first century BC)

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.

Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Have on display the phrase "Sticks and stones may break my bones ..." as learners arrive. Begin class by asking learners to complete the phrase; expect several to say immediately "but words will never harm me." Then distribute blank index cards and ask learners to brainstorm silently some words that can be harmful to others, writing the words on their cards. Collect the cards without discussing them. Simply say, "We'll come back to these later. First, we have some work to do in wrestling with the dangers of improper speech."

Option: Before learners arrive, place in chairs copies of the "Improper Talk" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Those arriving early can begin working on this before class starts.

Into the Word

Divide the class into five small groups of three or four. Give the following assignments: Not-Many Group—James 3:1; Control Group—James 3:2-5; Fire Group—James 3:6; Untamed Group—James 3:7, 8; Hypocritical Group—James 3:9-12. (If your class is smaller, use fewer groups and combine some passages.) Ask groups to list one danger or challenge of improper speech from their passages.

When groups are finished, have a volunteer from each read the passage at issue and write on the board the danger noted. (Possible responses: Not-Many Group, greater condemnation for those who teach; Control Group, speech is a most difficult behavior to control; Fire Group, the tongue can defile the whole body; Untamed Group, an untamed tongue brings evil and even death; Hypocritical Group, the tongue is hypocritical because it blesses God and curses people.) Discuss the dangers listed, using information from the lesson commentary to add to the discussion.

Option: Probe deeper by asking every group to be prepared to answer a challenge question that begins "Oh yeah? Well what about ..." from the next group to follow (with the last of the five groups being challenged by the first group). Alternative: You, the teacher, can ask the challenge questions instead, which you have prepared in advance. Possibilities: Not-Many Group—"What about the church's need to have many workers for the harvest of God according to Matthew 9:37, 38?" Control Group—"Are you saying it's possible to achieve perfection with the tongue in this life?" Fire Group—"Aren't you getting the cause and effect reversed?" Untamed Group—"If no one can tame the tongue, then why should we wear ourselves out trying?" Hypocritical Group—"Was Paul violating the prohibition against cursing others when he wrote 'Cursed is every one that continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them' in Galatians 3:10?"

Into Life

Read Ephesians 5:4 aloud, then write the following headings on the board: Filthiness / Foolish Talking / Jesting. Discuss the implications of each heading, then review the index cards you collected earlier, affixing each under its appropriate heading. Discuss how using such language causes damage before both Christians and non-Christians. Make application where appropriate to the dangers that learners identified earlier.

Brainstorm circumstances where it can be easy to slip up and use the type of language you just identified. Then discuss how a Christian can use uplifting speech in those circumstances. Write those examples under a new heading: Giving Thanks (from Ephesians 5:20). Option: Distribute copies of the "A Prayer for Perfect Speech" commitment card from the reproducible page. Suggest that each learner recruit an accountability partner for making the intended progress.

Finish with prayers of commitment to watch for opportunities to use speech that blesses others.
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