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In James 3, we look at a very crucial aspect of practical wisdom: keeping a tight rein on our speech! It is 
often the things that we say and write, that get us into trouble. At the end of the chapter, James compares 
two types of ‘wisdom’: one type that is ungodly and the other, that is God-honouring. Our Life Group noticed 
that James has a tendency to do a ‘summary statement’ at the end of each section. So, today, I’ll start with 
the ‘summary statement’ – of what ‘living wisely’ looks like, then we’ll look at how our speech affects that. 
 
GETTING STARTED: In his sermon, Steve used the framework of the Bible Discovery Method, as a way 
of reading the Bible, both personally and with others. He challenged us – when we are reflecting on the 
passage – to read it, using different Bible versions. Below, I have pasted James 3:13,17-18, from 4 different 
Bible versions. NKJV is a ‘literal’ translation, NLT is a contemporary translation, NIV is a dynamic 
equivalent translation and the Message is a paraphrase. Then think about: 

 What do these verses teach us about some of the benefits of living wisely? 
 

 Circle the words that stand out for you. What other ways is each word referred to in other versions? 
[eg: NKJV “without hypocrisy”, Message: “not two faced”; NIV/NLT: “always sincere”] 

 

 James previously taught about “mercy” and “deeds”. How are they connected with ‘living wisely’? 
 

13 If you are wise and understand God’s ways, prove it by living an 
honourable life, doing good works with the humility that comes from 
wisdom. 17 But the wisdom from above is first of all pure. It is also peace 
loving, gentle at all times, and willing to yield to others. It is full of mercy 
and the fruit of good deeds. It shows no favouritism and is always 
sincere. 18 And those who are peacemakers will plant seeds of peace and 
reap a harvest of righteousness. [NLT] 
 
13 Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show by good 
conduct that his works are done in the meekness of wisdom. 17 But the 
wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to 
yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality and without 
hypocrisy. 18 Now the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace by those who 
make peace. [NKJV] 
  

Do you want to be counted wise, to build a reputation for wisdom? Here’s what you do: Live well, live wisely, 
live humbly. It’s the way you live, not the way you talk, that counts.  17-18 Real wisdom, God’s wisdom, begins 
with a holy life and is characterized by getting along with others. It is gentle and reasonable, overflowing 
with mercy and blessings, not hot one day and cold the next, not two-faced. You can develop a healthy, 
robust community that lives right with God and enjoy its results only if you do the hard work of getting along 
with each other, treating each other with dignity and honour. [The Message] 
 
13 Who is wise and understanding among you? Let them show it by their good life, by deeds done in the 
humility that comes from wisdom. 17 But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-
loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. 18 Peacemakers who 
sow in peace reap a harvest of righteousness. [NIV] 
 

 
 
READ: JAMES 3:1-18 
 

 What did you notice/ what things stood out, as you just read the passage?  
 

 What things did you take away from the sermon this week? 
 

 How would you rate yourself, when it comes to ‘controlling’ your tongue and what you say?  Are 
you a person who normally doesn’t criticise others in public, but expresses an opinion in the comfort 
of your own home or with trusted friends? Or are you more forthcoming about your views of people 
and issues, regardless of your context? 

 

 When writing to the Philippians, the apostle Paul said “Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is 
true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is 
admirable - if anything is excellent or praiseworthy - think about such things.” (Phil 4:8) To what 
extent is this a useful ‘measure’ in checking the quality of our speech and written communication? 
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 One of the ‘fruit’ of the Spirit is ‘self-control’. (Gal 5:22-23) On one hand, James tells us that “all of 
us make many mistakes” (James 3:2), but in the rest of the chapter, he picks up the idea from 
James 1:26, challenging us to ‘bridle’/ keep a tight rein on our tongues, practicing self-control in all 
that we say. James paints the picture of some speech being “full of deadly poison”. If 2020 terms, 
we might liken it to a deadly virus, that quickly spreads and affects everyone who is in contact with 
the speaker. This isn’t just a matter of putting on a mask. If we have the urge or temptation to speak 
in a way that is not God-honouring, we need to learn ways to grit our teeth and withstand that urge. 

 

 In James 3:5-6, it talks about our speech being ignited by ‘hell’ and igniting a wildfire. Our words 
can cause infinite devastation. Our words can also be devastating for our reputation and future life.  
But, at the same time, our words can both corrupt and defile us. Through Scripture, there are many 
verses, warning us to be careful about our speech.1 What do the following verses tell us about:  
1/ where our speech comes from; 2/ the benefits of guarding our lips / watching what we say; 3/ 
the sort of speech that is acceptable; and 4/ what happens when we don’t watch our speech? 

 
A good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and an evil man brings evil things out of 
the evil stored up in his heart. For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of. (Luke 6:45) 
Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others 
up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. (Eph 4:29) 
What goes into someone’s mouth does not defile them, but what comes out of their mouth, that is what defiles 
them.” (Matt 15:11) 
Those who guard their lips preserve their lives, but those who speak rashly will come to ruin. (Prov 13:3) 
The mouth of the righteous brings forth wisdom, but the perverse tongue will be cut off. The lips of the righteous 
know what is acceptable, but the mouth of the wicked what is perverse. (Prov 10:31-32) 
 

 In James 3:7-8, he says we’ve worked out how to domesticate some animals, but haven’t worked 
out how to tame our tongues. We need to ‘house train’ a new puppy or kitten, but don’t discipline 
our lips / speech. Communication is an essential part of doing life together. Some religious orders 
(eg Cistercian/ Trappists) have applied Biblical teaching about bridling our tongues, not so much 
to mandate a vow of silence, but by using ‘silence’ as a religious discipline. However, they also 
recognise the need to communicate with each other as they work together and engage in religious 
life.2 Yet, even today, Christians can find it helpful to take time out together, to pledge together to 
stay silent for a period of time, so we can spend time reading the word and praying. This sort of 
exercise is not without its challenges. For one college group, “For many of us, this was a daunting 
task …  It was also interesting to see how much of a struggle not talking was for some of us.”3  

 

 Do you practice ‘silence’ as a spiritual discipline? Have you tried ‘fasting’ from reading/ posting to 
social media? If so, what are some of the benefits you have experienced? Has this practice helped 
you, to develop self-control in your speech and communication? [For those interested in exploring 
the discipline of ‘silence’, a link to a helpful article is included below].4 

 

 One of the criticisms Jesus had about the religious leaders of his day, was that their lives were 
inconsistent with their teaching. John the Baptist told the same leaders, to “bear fruit worthy (or 
consistent with) repentance”. (Matt 3:8) In James 3:9-12, James reiterates this message. For 
teachers of God’s word, the need for consistency in our speech is even more imperative. (James 
3:1) We can’t worship God and also slander our neighbours, who are made in the image of God. 
“The imagery of vv. 11–12 calls us “to restore integrity and discipline to Christian speech. Change 
is possible … or else so much energy would not have been expended on this topic of disciplined 
speech.” The imagery of these verses further reminds us of Jesus’ teaching in Matt 7:16–20: we 
will be known by our fruit. A truly good tree cannot bear bad fruit. From a bird’s-eye view, what will 
ultimately characterize the overall life of a redeemed person is constructive speech.”5 

 

 If you took a recording of your conversations over the course of a day, then played those 
conversations back to your family or flatmates, would you be happy for them to hear your comments 
about other people? Are the words you use or way you speak, inconsistent with gospel witness? 

 
REFLECTION: All creation is designed to declare God’s glory. Ps 19 commences with the words: “The 
heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork. Day to day pours forth 
speech, and night to night declares knowledge.” It finishes with the words: “Let the words of my mouth and 
the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O LORD, my rock and my redeemer.” Do your words 
glorify God? Are the words of your mouth and the meditations of your heart, acceptable to God? 

 
1 https://www.openbible.info/topics/our_speech 
2 https://www.trappists.org/2018/02/13/do-trappist-monks-and-nuns-take-the-vow-of-silence/ 
3 https://www.summit.org/blog/semester/a-vow-of-silence/ 
4 https://www.rzim.org/read/rzim-global/how-to-practice-the-spiritual-discipline-of-silence 
5 Blomberg, C. L., & Kamell, M. J. (2008). James (Vol. 16). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. p166. Citing Gench, Hebrews & James, 111. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/exegcommjam?ref=Page.p+166&off=875&ctx=to+remain+this+bad.%0a~The+imagery+of+vv.+1

