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Did you hear about the man who decided to go to a monastery to become a monk? When he got to the 
monastery, he took a vow of silence. He would be only able to say two words per year. After the first 
year of being completely silent the monk said to the abbot, lead monk, two words: Hard bed. And that 
was it for a whole year. After the second year he could again speak two words. He told his mentor: Cold 
food. And that was it for another year, completely silent. After the third year he again is allowed to say 
two words. He says to the chief monk: I quit. The lead monk said, “Well, I’m not surprised because you 
have done nothing but complain since you got here.   

Today we are continuing our series DETOX, a study of the New Testament book of James. In this study 
we are acknowledging the toxins that we have and looking to Jesus to help us DETOX our lives from the 
poisons our lives and the lives of others. I am sure you have heard “sticks and stones may break my 
bones but words will never hurt me”. Let’s walk through the opening verse of James chapter 3 and see 
what James has to say about:  

How powerful are our tongues?   

James 3:3 When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole 
animal. Our tongue, though it is small, averaging just over three inches, it gives direction to our entire 
life. It is like a bit in a horse’s mouth. The bit is small, but it will get the 1000 plus pound thorough bread 
to move. If you have ever gone horseback riding, you know to get the horse to go to the right you barely 
need to pull on the reins that is holding the bit to the right. You pull just a little bit to the right and the 
horse goes to the right. The bit is little, but it controls the big horse. For the record: if you drop the reins 
and the horse steps on the reins it puts a whole lot of pressure on the horse’s mouth and the horse lets 
out horse cuss words and stands up on its back legs and it scares the rider half to death. 

Let’s go back to James for another example of the tongue giving direction to our life. James 3:4 Or take 
ships as an example. Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are steered by a 
very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go. Cruise ships are often three football fields long or 
around 1000 ft but they make their way through the heavy water by something that is about 20 ft long, 
the rudder. The rudder, not the engines, gives direction to the ship. IF you have ever been on a cruise 
ship its direction is being guided by something not much bigger than the bed you sleep. Your tongue is 
the steering wheel of your life. Proverbs 21:23 Those who guard their mouths and their tongues keep 
themselves from calamity. 

How powerful are our tongues?  1. Our tongues give direction to our lives. 

James continues to answer our question how powerful are our tongues: James 3:5-6 Consider what a 
great forest is set on fire by a small spark.  Less than fifteen years ago, a 10-year-old boy admitted that 
he unintentionally started a large Southern California wildfire while playing with matches, enforcement 
officials say. The blaze, the Buckweed Fire, started in Agua Dulce, a rural community in the northern part 
of Los Angeles County. Fanned by high winds and hot, dry weather, it spread quickly, driving 15,000 
people from their homes, destroying 21 houses and 22 other buildings, injuring three people and 
blackening more than 38,000 acres. Yikes. 



6 The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole body, sets 
the whole course of one’s life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.  Have you ever seen the firestorm 
on social media? Someone posts something, and it can even be innocent enough but it doesn’t take long 
until a firestorm happens, not destroying trees and houses but people and relationships. Have you ever 
been guilt of verbal arson? Maybe it was on social media, or on the phone, or at the copier at work, or in 
the locker room of the gym, or over a cup of coffee, or in your home?  Miss used words are a raging fire.  

How do you talk to or about people who disagree with you politically, religiously? The first step in 
communication is listening. Not listening, biding our time so that we can dump our overwhelming 
wisdom on someone. But listening to learn and understand, listening to love. James 1:19 Everyone 
should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, God gave us two ears and one 
tongue. Use proportionately.  

My mom didn’t have James 3:1-12 memorized, but she sure had her paraphrase of it. She told me, and I 
bet your mom told you, so you will be able to fill in the blanks. If you don’t have anything good to say, 
_________________ (don’t say anything at all.)  If only I had, if only you had, listened. How many of us 
have been in that place where we know we shouldn’t say anything and we hold back but then it is like at 
the start of the race. We get poised. We just can’t wait to say it. We know we shouldn’t but we have too 
or so we think. And we say it. And immediately the damage is done. Sometimes even burning to a crisp 
the people we love the most. 

Our tongue is a deadly weapon. The tongue has destroyed countless friendships, marriages, and 
reputations. Imagine if we followed our mom’s advice to not say anything if we can’t say anything nice. 
Imagine what social media would be like. Imagine what the workplace would be like. Imagine what high 
school would be like. Imagine what our family life would be like. Imagine what church would be like.   

James 1:26 Those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their tongues 
deceive themselves, and their religion is worthless. Our tongue is powerful showing our hatred and 
animosity for others by back biting, cursing, gossiping, lying, mocking, swearing, threatening. Jesus says 
in Matthew 5:22 But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to 
judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the court. And 
anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell. What Jesus is telling us is that our 
words put on display what is in our hearts. Your tongue reveals a heart full of sin. Matthew 12:34 For 
the mouth speaks what the heart is full of. 

How powerful are our tongues? Our tongues display the very depths of our hearts.  

Do you know anyone with an angry, bitter, filthy, sassy mouth?  Did you ever get your mouth washed 
out by soap? Me either, I was just asking. Ok maybe once. Ok twice that I can remember. Once was with 
a dove bar with its moisturizing cream and once was with the soap in a pump bottle.  

Soap really doesn’t clean our mouths out because the problem as we noted is really our heart. What’s 
the solution to our angry, bitter, filthy, sassy mouths?  John 1:1 says, In the beginning was the Word, 
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. Jesus is the solution. Jesus is the word of life. He 
never misspoke, let alone cuss or swear. He said what he needed to say. And he spoke full of grace and 
truth.  



Our hearts need Jesus, his words and his actions. Our hope is in Jesus, who used his mouth, his words to 
say on the cross, It is finished. Jesus died for all the times we have revealed our inner mess by the 
message we spoke. Jesus didn’t say, I almost done, you take it from here. Jesus didn’t say, I started it, 
you finish. Jesus didn’t say this was a great day. I got most of it done. Jesus said, It is finished. Literally 
paid in full. Paid in full are all our sins including the sins of our past and some of us have quite the past. 
Jesus paid in full for our sins including the times when we have used our mouths to trample on someone 
like a stampeding horse, or to cause a ship wreck, or to start a fire. Jesus paid for all your sins and mine 
including our sins of verbal arson and verbal murder.  

Right now, I want to invite you to close your eyes and picture yourself at the foot of Jesus’ cross. And 
hear him say to you full of grace and truth. It is finished. You are forgiven for every single word that 
displayed evil in your heart. Forgiven not because we made restitution (because we couldn’t.) not 
because you deserved to be forgiven, but forgiven by grace. It is finished. 

And to the degree that we can grab on to this grace we plead, Psalm 51:10 Create in me a clean heart O 
God. Create, a work of God. Not my work. I can strive all I want and I will only end up with a more dirty 
heart. So God I need you to do your powerful creative work and create in me a clean heart and renew a 
right spirit within me.   

How powerful are our tongues? With redeemed hearts our tongues can share the good news of Jesus 
Christ. Jesus can turn our mess into a message. Our rambling into redemption. Our stumbling into 
salvation. Proverbs 18:21 Our words hold the power of life and death. Wow! This is quite the 
responsibility. I get that many of us might be like Moses and say but I can’t speak. I’m no good with 
words. Did you know that in the first 5 years of preaching ministry I threw up every Sunday morning 
except for one because I was so scared and nervous. The reason I didn’t throw up that one Sunday, was 
because Andrew was born after 25 hours of labor that started on Friday night and ended on Sunday 
morning and I was just too tired to throw up. So I get it.  

But just like for Moses God has given us the ability to speak and communicate. You can use your tongue 
to share Jesus who created this world and you probably won’t even throw up. So many people are 
concerned about this world from climate change, to the forests, to clean water. And you can share with 
the one created all of this and who did give us the responsibility to steward it. You can use your tongue 
to tell the good news of Jesus to many who like you who have been bruised and battered by the storms 
of life. You can us your tongue to tell your neighbor who so confused about this world because it has 
changed so deeply and so quickly. You can tell your neighbor, I get that but Jesus is redeeming and 
restoring right not and the best is yet to come.  

How powerful are our tongues? 1. Our tongues can change the direction of people’s lives. 2. Our 
tongues can display not only our love but the love of God to someone. Every person you are going to 
talk to or about is someone that Jesus died for. Someone that Jesus said to: It is finished. You can use 
your tongue to change the direction of someone’s life. You can use your tongue to display not only your 
love but the love of God to someone. How can you do that? Only because God has changed the 
direction of your life through his Word, only because God has displayed for his love for you on the cross. 
Because Jesus has the words of eternal life.  

Who is your one? Who are you going to share words of Jesus with this week? 


