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James Lesson 4—James 3 

Faith and Speech 
Memorize the TRUTH! 

“For we all stumble in may ways. And if anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect 
man, able also to bridle his whole body.” James 3:2 

DAY 1: James 3:1-2—A Teacher’s Speech 
1. What warning did James give to people who want to be teachers? Why is teaching God’s Word such a serious 

responsibility? 
 
 
 
2. What specific way of stumbling did James warn about? Why is this especially important for teachers to be aware of? 
 
 
 
3. We often think of teachers as people who stand before a group and talk. In what other ways do people teach each other? 

In what ways are you a teacher?  
 
 
 

DAY 2: James 3:3-8—Untamed Tongues 
4. What images did James use to describe the tongue? Which one is most meaningful to you and why? 
 
 
 
5. Proverbs 18:21 says that both “death and life are in the power of the tongue.” What are some examples of how we can 

use our words to produce death? 
 
 
 
6. How can we use our words to produce life? 
 
 
 
 

Learn the TRUTH! 

James describes the tongue vividly. Horses straining at the bit. Ships fighting mighty winds. A 
blazing forest. Beasts, birds, poison, and more. None of us wants to use words to destroy others. Each day this 
week, submit your words to God so they can be used for positive purposes instead of destructive ones. Plan to 
share the results with your small group. 
 

DAY 3: James 3:9-12—Inconsistent Words 
7. What contradictions did James point out in these verses? 
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8. What do you think James meant when he said an uncontrolled tongue is “restless” (verse 8)? 
 
 
 
9. What are some ways we can “bless our Lord and Father” with our words? 
 
 
 
10. What are some ways we can bless people with our words? 
 
 
 

DAY 4: James 3:13-16—Wise and Unwise Hearts 
11. According to James, what qualities are present in a wise person? 
 
 
 
12. What attitudes are present in an unwise person’s heart? 
 
 
 
13. What are some results of this “unspiritual” wisdom (3:15-16)? 
 
 
 

DAY 5: James 3:17-18—Wisdom from Above 
14. How did James describe the wisdom that comes from God? 
 
 
 
15. What is the harvest of that wisdom? How is this harvest different from the harvest James described in 3:16? 
 
 
 
16. Which of the qualities in 3:17 would you most like to see God develop in your life? How would living according to that 

quality result in a harvest of peace? 
 
 
 
 

Apply the TRUTH! 

Where do you need God’s wisdom in your life? Do you have difficult relationships or decisions in 
your home or work? Do you have challenges at church, school, or in your community? You can 

approach those situations with your own wisdom or with God’s wisdom. If you choose wisdom from above, 
look again at James’s list in verse 17. Pick one of these qualities. Imagine how your attitudes, actions, and 
speech would be different if they were filled with that quality. Ask God to help you live in this way and make 
you wise each time you encounter that situation this week. Plan to share with your group about your 
experience.  
  

DAY 6: Participate in Class 
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Lesson 4 Commentary 

Faith and Speech 
James 3 

A Teacher’s Speech  
Genuine faith reveals itself by what it does (James 2). It also reveals itself by what it says. In this passage about 
speech, James wrote first to people who want to teach. In Jesus’s day, the Jewish people often honored teachers or 
rabbis even above their own parents. Rabbis were sometimes elected to serve in the Jewish Sanhedrin, the highest 
court of their nation.  

This respect for teachers continued in the early church. The apostle Paul prioritized teaching on his lists of gifts 
given by the Holy Spirit (see 1 Corinthians 12:28; Ephesians 4:11). People with the gift of teaching, such as Paul 
and Barnabas, were chosen to spread the message of the gospel to other parts of the world (see Acts 13:1-2). The 
Greek culture also respected teachers. The wealthy and educated would spend many hours talking with popular 
teachers about philosophy, politics, economics, and religion. 

As a result, some people became teachers for the wrong reasons. Even teachers with good motives faced the 
unique temptations that often came with fame and power. This is why James warned, “We who teach will be 
judged with greater strictness” (James 3:1). A teacher’s words have great influence. They can shape a student’s 
character, conduct, and—in the case of religious teachers—eternal destiny. 
 

Think about how the New Testament contrasts good and bad teachers. Bad teachers don’t live up to 
what they teach (see Romans 2:21-23). They only pretend to understand their topic (see 1 Timothy 
1:6-7). They care more about what people want to hear than what people need to hear (see 2 

Timothy 4:3). By contrast, good teachers are mature and not prideful (see 1 Timothy 3:6). They continually turn 
to the Scriptures for wisdom (see 2 Timothy 3:14-15). And they set a good example by their conduct (see 1 
Timothy 4:12). These qualities of good teachers are still important for us today, whether we teach formally in a 
class or in informally in casual conversation. 
 

James summarized his message to teachers by pointing out that everyone stumbles at times, but it is especially 
easy to stumble in what we say. Those who can control their tongues, James said, are “perfect.” As in James 1:4, 
the meaning of the word perfect is “complete” or “mature.” 

Taming the Tongue 
James now addressed all believers, not just those who wanted to be teachers. He used several pictures to describe 
how useful or destructive the human tongue can be. James compared it to a bit placed in a horse’s mouth, a rudder 
that guides a huge ship, and a spark that sets an entire forest on fire. Each small object can be very powerful. The 
tongue is like that. It has the power to direct but also the power to destroy. Though small and comparatively 
insignificant, the tongue can change the entire course of a person’s life. 

According to James, the human tongue gets its destructive power from hell. The word translated “hell” refers to a 
location named Gehenna in a valley south of Jerusalem. Child sacrifices once took place there. In James’s day, 
people burned trash, animal carcasses, and dead bodies of criminals there. It became a symbol for the lake of fire, 
a place of punishment. James pointedly said that a sharp tongue can cause that kind of hellish atmosphere.  

James used an example from the animal world next. People have learned how to tame all kinds of animals but not 
their own wild tongues. The tongue is a “restless evil, full of deadly poison.” It can destroy simply with words. 
The word translated “restless” is also used in James 1:8 to describe the double-minded person. The meaning 
extends beyond unstable or unsettled. It implies a disturbance that is out of control, almost anarchy. From an 
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untamed tongue flow good and evil, blessing and cursing. Such behavior is completely unnatural. It is like a 
spring that produces fresh and salt water, a fig tree that produces olives, or a vine that produces figs. 

True Wisdom  
James returns to the topic of wisdom introduced in chapter 1. Earlier James said that anyone who lacks wisdom 
should ask God and He will give it to them. Now James describes what wisdom looks like. “Who is wise and 
understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his works in the meekness of wisdom.” You can 
almost hear another echo of James’s earlier words in chapter 2: “Show me your faith without deeds.” Just as true 
faith is accompanied by deeds, so will true wisdom also be accompanied by wise conduct.  

Wise people’s lives are characterized by actions that please God—and they are humble about it. The wisdom God 
gives will help control their tongues and affect the words they speak. If, however, their hearts are full of “bitter 
jealousy and selfish ambition,” their speech will not be wise at all. These attitudes lead to chaos and an increase in 
evil behavior. 
 

Think about the difference between wisdom and knowledge. Knowledge involves the intellect. 
People with knowledge know a lot of information and facts. They may be able to engage in articulate 
conversations on a wide variety of important topics. But that does not automatically mean they are 

wise. People can have a lot of knowledge and still not be wise. Wisdom is practical. Wise people know the 
right things to do in difficult circumstances. They make good decisions. They give counsel that results in peace 
and goodness. Where does wisdom come from? It comes from reverencing and obeying God. Psalm 111:10 
says “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.” 
 

In James 3:17, James described the wisdom that comes from God. That wisdom is  

• pure—morally blameless, free from defilement 
• peace-loving—willing to seek reconciliation 
• gentle—considerate, willing to yield 
• open to reason—willing to consider another person’s viewpoint 
• full of mercy and good fruit—compassionate, visibly demonstrates good 
• impartial—without hypocrisy 
• sincere—honest and transparent. 

  
Finally James encouraged believers to be peacemakers. When peacemakers sow peace “a harvest of 
righteousness” will result. 
 

Personalize the TRUTH!  

Would you like your words to be more life-giving? Words of life come from God, the giver of life. As 
we let God’s words fill our hearts and minds, we will spend less time repenting of our unkind 

words and more time speaking uplifting words. How can you find time in your day to listen to more of God’s 
words? You could write Scripture verses on simple notes and place the notes where you will see them often 
during the day. Try singing Scripture songs as you do your everyday tasks. Ask God for more ideas. Then tell 
your small group which idea you want to start practicing first. 
 

 

 


