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The Power of the Tongue
READING  •  JAMES 1
	Our words reveal our hearts
Speech is one of the clearest ways in which our character becomes visible. Words can praise God, teach truth, comfort the distressed and make peace — or they can wound, deceive, inflame anger and destroy trust.


Words and the Judgement
When the Lord Jesus returns, those who are responsible to his judgement will answer for the way they have lived. Scripture shows that our words form part of that account. Jesus warned his hearers that speech is not spiritually insignificant:
	“But I say unto you, That every idle word that men shall speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of judgment. For by thy words thou shalt be justified, and by thy words thou shalt be condemned.”
Matthew 12:36–37  •  King James Version


The KJV uses the expression “idle word”. The idea is speech that is useless, careless or without good purpose. Jesus therefore calls us not merely to avoid cruel words, but to make our speech useful in God’s service.
Put the tongue to work for good
	USE OUR WORDS TO
	BIBLICAL DIRECTION

	Praise and thank God
	Sing, pray and speak thankfully together.  •  Colossians 3:15–17

	Make peace
	A gentle answer can turn away wrath.  •  Proverbs 15:1; Matthew 5:9

	Encourage and comfort
	Strengthen those who are troubled, grieving or discouraged.  •  2 Corinthians 1:3–4

	Teach and nourish
	Share the Word of God with those who are spiritually hungry.  •  Proverbs 10:21


	“Let your speech be alway with grace, seasoned with salt, that ye may know how ye ought to answer every man.”
Colossians 4:6  •  King James Version


Peter learned to use his words differently
On the night Jesus was arrested, Peter denied that he knew him and even began to curse and swear. Years later Peter urged believers to speak about their hope with gentleness, reverence and a good conscience. His own life shows that disciples can change.
	“But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts: and be ready always to give an answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you with meekness and fear:”
1 Peter 3:15  •  King James Version


The tongue and the whole life
Paul urged believers to present themselves to God as a living sacrifice. That includes the way we speak. A baptized disciple belongs to God and seeks to serve Him not only in public worship, but in ordinary conversations, disagreements and private remarks.
	“I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.”
Romans 12:1  •  King James Version


Jesus taught that our words reveal what is within us. We may sometimes hide our motives from other people, but repeated patterns of speech eventually show what fills the heart.
	“A good man out of the good treasure of his heart bringeth forth that which is good; and an evil man out of the evil treasure of his heart bringeth forth that which is evil: for of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaketh.”
Luke 6:45  •  King James Version


James: a small member with great power
James 3 is one of Scripture’s strongest passages about speech. He compares the tongue to a bit that turns a horse, a rudder that directs a ship and a small fire that can ignite something far larger. His warnings are practical:
	JAMES 3 TEACHES
	WHAT IT MEANS FOR US

	Teachers are accountable for their words (v.1).
	Do not be eager to correct everyone else. Teaching carries responsibility before God.

	A little member can direct much (vv.3–5).
	A few words can set the course of a friendship, family, ecclesia or workplace.

	The tongue can be a fire (vv.5–6).
	One angry or malicious remark may spread far beyond the original conversation.

	No human being perfectly tames the tongue (v.8).
	We need humility, constant watchfulness, prayer and God’s Word.

	Blessing and cursing should not come from the same mouth (vv.9–10).
	Our worship of God must be reflected in the way we speak about people made in His image.

	Wisdom from above is peaceable and gentle (vv.17–18).
	Godly speech seeks purity, mercy, good fruit and peace.


	“But the tongue can no man tame; it is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison.”
James 3:8  •  King James Version


“Set on fire of hell” — what did James mean?
James 3:6 uses the Greek word Gehenna, translated “hell” in the KJV. Gehenna is connected with the Valley of Hinnom near Jerusalem, a place associated in the Old Testament with idolatry and divine judgement (2 Kings 23:10; Jeremiah 7:31–32). James uses this powerful image to show how destructive and defiling uncontrolled speech can become.
	A correction to a common explanation
The lesson should not depend on the later claim that Gehenna was a continuously burning rubbish dump in the time of Jesus. The biblical background itself is enough: the Valley of Hinnom became a solemn image of judgement and destruction.


Anger: stop the fire before it spreads
We are especially likely to misuse our words when we are angry. Hurtful speech often produces more hurtful speech in return, and a small disagreement can grow quickly. David learned to leave judgement with God rather than feed resentment.
	“Cease from anger, and forsake wrath: fret not thyself in any wise to do evil. For evildoers shall be cut off: but those that wait upon the LORD, they shall inherit the earth.”
Psalm 37:8–9  •  King James Version


Paul does not pretend that anger never arises. His instruction is to refuse to let anger become sin, bitterness or corrupt speech:
	“Be ye angry, and sin not: let not the sun go down upon your wrath:”
Ephesians 4:26  •  King James Version


	“Let no corrupt communication proceed out of your mouth, but that which is good to the use of edifying, that it may minister grace unto the hearers.”
Ephesians 4:29  •  King James Version


This means learning to pause, listen, apologise and forgive. Before sleeping, it is wise to ask whether we are carrying anger against someone or whether our own words have caused hurt that we should try to repair.
Gossip and slander
Gossip is speech about other people that needlessly spreads private, damaging or sensational information. Something does not become right to repeat merely because it happens to be true. Scripture also condemns whispering, backbiting and speaking things we ought not to speak.
	“A froward man soweth strife: and a whisperer separateth chief friends.”
Proverbs 16:28  •  King James Version


	“And withal they learn to be idle, wandering about from house to house; and not only idle, but tattlers also and busybodies, speaking things which they ought not.”
1 Timothy 5:13  •  King James Version


	Before repeating a story, ask
Is it true? Is it necessary? Is it kind? Am I the right person to say it? Would I say it if the person concerned were present? Would I be comfortable saying it in the presence of the Lord Jesus?


Sometimes serious wrongdoing really must be reported to the appropriate person — for example, where someone is at risk of harm. That is not gossip. The aim is protection, truth and proper action, not entertainment or character-destruction.
The names of God and His Son
The names of God and the Lord Jesus should be treated with reverence. They should not be used casually as exclamations or as part of abusive or obscene speech. The third commandment states:
	“Thou shalt not take the name of the LORD thy God in vain: for the LORD will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain.”
Deuteronomy 5:11  •  King James Version


	“But now ye also put off all these; anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy communication out of your mouth.”
Colossians 3:8  •  King James Version


Oaths and simple truthfulness
Jesus taught his disciples that their ordinary speech should be so truthful that elaborate oaths are unnecessary. Christadelphians have traditionally understood Matthew 5:33–37 and James 5:12 as requiring disciples to avoid swearing religious oaths and to give a simple truthful affirmation where civil law provides for one.
	“But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever is more than these cometh of evil.”
Matthew 5:37  •  King James Version


	“But above all things, my brethren, swear not, neither by heaven, neither by the earth, neither by any other oath: but let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay; lest ye fall into condemnation.”
James 5:12  •  King James Version


Foolish, coarse and quarrelsome talk
Not every joke is wrong, and Scripture does not forbid wholesome humour. The warning is against speech that is filthy, sexually suggestive, degrading, cruel or designed to make another person the object of contempt. We should also avoid arguments that are merely pointless and divisive.
	“Neither filthiness, nor foolish talking, nor jesting, which are not convenient: but rather giving of thanks.”
Ephesians 5:4  •  King James Version


	“To speak evil of no man, to be no brawlers, but gentle, shewing all meekness unto all men.”
Titus 3:2  •  King James Version


Titus 3:9–11 goes on to warn against foolish questions, contentions and repeated divisiveness. A disciple does not have to win every argument. Sometimes the wisest use of the tongue is to stop speaking.
Use speech to build, not to dominate
	INSTEAD OF
	TRY TO

	Answering immediately in anger
	Pause, pray, and answer after the heat has passed.

	Repeating a damaging story
	Protect confidence and speak only to those who genuinely need to know.

	Trying to win every disagreement
	Listen carefully and seek peace without surrendering truth.

	Mocking weakness
	Encourage the struggling and speak with compassion.

	Complaining continually
	Practise thanksgiving and notice God’s mercies.




The example of the Lord Jesus
The clearest example is Jesus himself. He could speak firmly when truth required it, yet he did not quarrel for personal advantage, crush the weak or retaliate when insulted. Matthew applies Isaiah’s servant prophecy to him:
	“He shall not strive, nor cry; neither shall any man hear his voice in the streets. A bruised reed shall he not break, and smoking flax shall he not quench, till he send forth judgment unto victory.”
Matthew 12:19–20  •  King James Version


When Jesus suffered, he did not answer cruelty with cruelty. Peter later pointed believers directly to this example:
	“Who did no sin, neither was guile found in his mouth: Who, when he was reviled, reviled not again; when he suffered, he threatened not; but committed himself to him that judgeth righteously:”
1 Peter 2:22–23  •  King James Version


This does not mean that disciples must never defend another person, report wrongdoing or speak firmly against evil. Jesus himself exposed hypocrisy and protected the vulnerable. The lesson is that our speech must not be driven by pride, revenge, malice or the desire to humiliate.
	A practical aim
Use the gift of speech to tell the truth, praise God, teach His Word, make peace, encourage the weak, apologise when wrong, forgive when hurt, and leave final judgement with God.


SUMMARY
	1
	Our words matter before God. Jesus warned that idle words will be brought into account at judgement.


	2
	Speech reveals the heart. What repeatedly comes from our mouths shows what is being stored within us.


	3
	The tongue has disproportionate power. James compares it with a rudder and a fire: something small can direct or damage much.


	4
	Anger, gossip and coarse speech must be resisted. Disciples seek words that are truthful, necessary, kind and edifying.


	5
	Truthfulness should be simple. Our “yes” and “no” should be dependable without manipulative or irreverent oaths.


	6
	Jesus is our example. He spoke truth without deceit, refused retaliation and used words to strengthen rather than crush the weak.


	Chapters to read
James 3  •  Psalm 37:1–11  •  Ephesians 4:25–32  •  1 Peter 3:8–16  •  1 Peter 2:21–25


LEARN BY HEART  •  JAMES 1:19
	“Wherefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath:”
James 1:19  •  King James Version
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