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“The tongue’s great storehouse is the heart” (Spurgeon) 
 
Not too many years ago the Supreme court of the US decided to uphold hurtful speech. In a 
majority decision, the court found that even speech that is intended to be harmful to another person 
or group is protected by the constitution.  
 
We live in a country where our founding charter and documents supply us with the right to speak 
freely, even if the exercise of freedom is deemed undesirable or even harmful to people who disagree 
with it. 
 
I want to say from the outset that I think what it going on with our college and university campuses 
today—banning speech it deems insensitive or intolerant—is itself an act of intolerance and 
prejudice. This doesn’t mean I endorse every speaker or every point of view of authors who would 
speak on college campuses, but that’s just the point.  
 
We ought to be able to speak freely about our values and our point of view without fear of being 
censured by the political-correctness police. 
 
That being said, I do want to say this, from a biblical perspective, not all 
“free speech” is wise speech. I’ll say it again, just because we have the freedom to speak 
our mind doesn’t mean that it is always wise to do so—either by blurting, or tweeting, or fb sharing 
etc… 
 
Proverbs says only a fool speaks all that is on his mind.  
 
All of us have been guilty of unwise, impetuous, and thoughtless speech on occasion—but that 
doesn’t justify it.  
 
Big Idea: Today we’re going to learn from James that a wise life is a controlled tongue.  
 
James tells us in Chapter 3 that we blow up our lives with a loose canon tongue.  
 
Scripture: Let’s read… 
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1. We should avoid a life controlled by an unhinged mouth (3:1-5). 

• Let’s look at James’ Analogies:  
o The tongue as a stumbling block. Typically the Greek is scandalon. 

Stumbling means to put an obstacle in the path. Notice he says we all stumble in many 
ways—and tight control over the mouth is the key to stumbling less.  

o Bits in the mouths of horses (vv. 2-3). Romans used this small implement to 
communicate with their horses. A small instrument that can take us far from the path of 
righteousness. 

o Rudder and ships (vv. 4-5): A seemingly small mechanism with a big 
responsibility—setting the course for the entirety of our lives. 

o A great blaze set by a small fire (v.6). Tongue is a fire—a world of 
unrighteousness, spiritually contaminating the entirety of one’s life; torching marriages, 
child-parent relationships, friendships; eventually judged by the fire of hell. 

o An untamable beast (v.7): A restless evil. People have been successful in taming 
all kinds of animals, he says. But not the tongue. 

o Venomous (v.8): Full of deadly poison. 
Illus. I’ll add my own illustration. When I was a church planter in MN years ago, I worked bi-
vocationally at a technology company. One of our supervisor’s names was Madeline. Madeline was 
a fun gregarious manager who was a joy to work with. She was also something of a prankster. 
She waited till a fellow manager went on what was supposed to be a 4 day weekend—at the same 
time she was leaving for 3 weeks in Europe.  
 
Madeline decided to purchase a large Cow Tongue, unwrap it, and stick in her coworkers Jason’s top 
desk drawer. Thinking he’d be back and discover the rotting tongue by Monday. 
 
But unbeknownst to her, Jason decided last minute to take a few weeks vacation of his own.  
 
And there it was for three weeks, a giant cow tongue rotting in a locked top drawer in the office. A 
week went by and the place was really starting to wreak. On the second week, pest control was called 
in to see if something had gotten in the hvac and died.  
 
On the third week, the place was not inhabitable. It smelled, no kidding, like we were hiding a dead 
body in there. And Madeline and Jason returned on the same day. She revealed her joke, they opened 
the drawer, and it was a gruesome sight. 
 
That’s the power of a rotten tongue: It can disrupt your life, and chase everything that is good and 
holy out of your life.  
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Let’s look at some biblical Examples of careless and harmful speech: 

o Vengeful/violent/vile speech. Just the need to get back at someone that you feel has 
hurt you. Retribution is almost always the wrong and ungodly instinct. It’s the reflexive 
impulse to counterpunch. This can often result in vile or mean-spirited speech. This is 
a temptation when we are attacked personally—either a character assassination or even 
someone who accosts us physically. 

! 1 Pet. 3:9 states “Do not repay evil for evil, or insult for insult. On the contrary, 
repay evil with blessing, because to this your were called.” 

The next careless and dangerous kind of speech we can engage in is… 
o Gossiping lips. Here’s the best definition I could find on gossip. Idle talk often 

involving unsubstantiated rumor or speculation—designed to question someone’s 
character/integrity through innuendo, hearsay, or unconfirmed report.  

! 1.) If you talk to someone about someone else—and that speech is designed to 
cast aspersions on that person’s character or to put a question mark in their minds 
about another—if you practice hearsay, traffic in the latest rumors, and become a 
courier of that false information, you are practicing gossip and you need to stop 
asap.  

• Romans 1:28-32 “29 They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, 
evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, 
maliciousness. They are gossips, 30 slanderers, haters of God, insolent, 
haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 31 foolish, 
faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32 Though they know God's righteous decree 
that those who practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them 
but give approval to those who practice them.” 

• 2 Cor. 12:20 “For I fear that perhaps when I come I may find you not as I 
wish, and that you may find me not as you wish—that perhaps there may 
be quarreling, jealousy, anger, hostility, slander, gossip, conceit, and 
disorder.” 

o Critical Spirits. A critical spirit usually becomes gangrene with envy. A critical spirit is 
really a judgmental person. Like the Pharisees. These people often are religious and 
come in all sizes and shapes. I want to suggest that at the core of every critical spirit is a 
deep insecurity. And that insecurity is being masked, like the Pharisees, by constant 
standard or performance evaluation of peers. Often this criticism comes out in sharp 
barbs—underhanded digs that are smuggled into an otherwise apparently caring 
conversation. 

! People just don’ like being around people who are constantly critical and 
endlessly engaged in the performance evaluation of friends. It’s a bummer. 
You’re annoying.  

! Romans 14:10-13 “10 Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why 
do you despise your brother? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of 
God; 11 for it is written, “As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and 
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every tongue shall confess to God.” 12 So then each of us will give an account of 
himself to God.” 

James says that the path of wisdom is firstly to avoid an unhinged mouth. And here is his 
evidence for a life under the Spirit’s control 
 
In contrast to this unwise person who exhibits vengeful, violent or vile speech,--this person who 
is trafficking in unholy gossip and hearsay—who is judgmental and just a born critical faultfinder—  
 
Who is wise and understanding? He asks. 
2. The evidence of a wise life is humility, security, selflessness and honesty (3:13-18). 

• Examples of Careful Speech: 
o Meekness and humility (vv. 13-14a). Meekness and humility are really two sides of the 

same coin. Humility is an accurate estimation of one’s limits and gifts; while 
Meekness is volunteer submission—or choosing submission rather than defiance or 
mutiny. Every soldier knows what it is like to be meek. The choice is either submission 
to your superiors or insubordination. Every new parent experiences humility. A 
newborn baby brings instantaneous perspective on what you know and don’t know 
about how to raise a kid. A truly meek person will speak in a way that is not obstinate, 
prideful, or lacks submission of heart. 

o A Secure person (rather than jealousy and envy) (v.14b). Jealously and bitterness go 
hand in hand. At the root of both these impulses is covetousness. 

o Selfless speech (v.14c). Avoiding selfish ambition. A person controlled by selfish 
ambition will typically circle everything back to them and their needs or desires.  

o Avoiding false speech (14.d). False to the truth. Something cannot be true and false at 
the same time. A lying tongue is a world-making characteristic. Inflated egos almost 
always inflate their narratives.  

 
False Wisdom is the source of unhinged speech (v.15). 

o It is earthly: as opposed to being heavenly in origin. This is why the discipline of 
saturating our minds in God’s Word is so critical. Much of the wisdom we encounter in 
the world are just the best ideas we could come up with. God’s wisdom—his ideas 
about life are better than ours. We are to prefer heavenly wisdom over our own. 

He also says false wisdom is… 
o It is unspiritual: Now, we don’t need spiritual wisdom in place of common sense. 

There are all kinds of common sense ideas that we should just embrace.  
o It is demonic: a false wisdom and corrupted speech whose source is actually satanic. 
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So how can we be wise in how we speak and manifest God’s wisdom. 

• Cure for Vengeful/violent/vile speech: Retrain yourself. Resist vengeful speech because it 
never brings about a life of righteousness that God desires. Develop a knee-jerk reaction of 
grace in the face of trials instead of a reflexive need for payback. Jesus was a lamb led to the 
slaughter. The early Christian martyrs in the first two centuries of the church were unjustly 
persecuted and led to slaughter. And the driving force of the Christian faith was not 
retribution—vengeance for injustices done. It was grace and forgiveness. Jesus hung on a 
cross and said Father forgive them because they don’t have all the information. They think 
they do, but they don’t. 

• Cure for gossiping lips:  
o Remind yourself that gossip is an insidious evil, and God hates it. Every person in 

this room is tempted to gossip on a daily basis. And what we need to do is to remind 
ourselves each time—that God sees it as wicked and evil because it tears down the 
church—his bride. Now, if you came over to my house and attacked my lovely bride—
you would illicit a response from me that would be a side you don’t want to see. How 
do you thin God feels when a bunch of false believers infiltrate his church and 
constantly cast aspersions assaulting the character of his bride through rumor, hearsay, 
and innuendo?  

o Resist the impulse to fill in the blanks. Gossip begins when there is a lack of 
information, and the human tendency is to fill it in with speculative imagination. It’s 
like an itch you just have to scratch. 

! If you don’t know...Don’t guess. 
! If you don’t know…you should ask the people who do know, not talk to other 

people who know as little as you. 
! If you can’t know…live with it. There are undoubtedly aspects of certain 

situations that you’ll never have access to—information that will remain 
classified till Jesus comes back. Learn to be ok with that. A gossiper is never ok 
with that. 

• Cure for a critical spirit: Never pass judgment beyond your pay grade. Apply your 
standard to yourself and leave the judgment of others up to God. Listen, if you have high 
standards, great! Nothing wrong with that. None of us should be shooting for the lowest 
possible bar in life. But apply your standards to yourself and realize that God will judge each 
individual, and that critical judgment you have of others is above your pay grade. Let me give 
you three keys that will inoculate us from becoming grumpy faultfinders: 

o Empathize where possible. As much as is possible, try to put yourself in another 
persons mindset. How will it effect them? Empathy is the ability to feel what another 
person feels. To commiserate with their pain because you feel it too. When dear loved 
ones are in pain you feel that. When your children or grandchildren are going through a 
tough spot, you can feel that pain at least in some way as if it is your own. My pain is an 
analogy of their pain, but it’s not the same thing. 
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o Where empathy is not possible, sympathize. But when you can’t put yourself in a 
person’s shoes, then choose to sympathetically listen. It means that we listen in a way 
that does not pass judgment on how they feel. We may not even agree that they should 
feel the way they do, but that doesn’t mean we dismiss it. Sympathetic listening isn’t 
solutions oriented, its relationship oriented. It doesn’t seek to give that person a quick 
fix for the complexity they are facing it simply seeks to understand and give them the 
margin they need to go through it. 

o Confess your sins and own your stuff. I think one of the most dangerous habits to 
develop in the Christian life is a sanctimonious spirit. Self congratulatory righteousness 
is the manifestation, is the full bloom of a heart that refuses to own up to sin. A 
stubborn, unwilling soul that cannot repent or forgive others.  

! Confession levels the playing field. All of us recognize that we need the cross and 
we need its power.  

! Confession counteracts this façade of perfectionism that is really spiritual pride. 
 
I think every devotional should begin with the practice of confession. 
 
Let’s baptize people today. The Act of Baptism is, at its heart, a confession.  
 

o We are confessing that there is only one God and his Son Jesus. 
o We confess that we are sinners hopelessly separated from God. 
o We confess that Jesus is the only way, truth and the life—the only means God has provided to 

restore what was lost—relationship with God. 
o We confess that this body—the true church of Jesus the messiah—is our family, his 

fellowship. 
 
Baptizees come forward, line up. 
Confess Jesus as your savior—you’re following Jesus today. 
 
  
 
 
 


