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JAMES 3 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we will 
incur a stricter judgment. 
 
3:1 James the Just’s message in ch. 3 widely pertains to proper speech and control of the 

tongue (vs. 2-12), as well as a discussion of godly versus evil wisdom (vs. 13-18). James’ 
words on these matters are notably preceded by a key admonition: “Not many of you should 
become teachers, my brothers and sisters, for you know that we who teach will be judged 
with greater strictness” (NRSV). While this is a directive which would have been most 
important for the First Century Believers, it has had a significant impact on teachers and 
leaders within the Body of Messiah ever since—but it is something, most unfortunately, 
which the contemporary Messianic movement has not heeded enough. 

There is no doubting the importance of good teachers for the First Century Body of 
Messiah (Acts 13:1; Romans 12:7; 1 Corinthians 12:28). At the same time, though, Yeshua 
criticized various Pharisaical leaders for being enthralled with their teaching positions and 
apparent prestige (Matthew 23:6-8). While no human teacher or spiritual leader is at all 
faultless, the need for teachers to not only hold themselves—but be held to by others—to a 
very high standard, is most imperative. People should not simply desire to be a teacher 
within the Body of Messiah, but approach such a position with a great deal of fear, sobriety, 
caution, and by making sure that a set of prerequisites have been met, along with a time of 
adequate preparation. 

V. 1a says Mē polloi didaskaloi ginesthe, “Many teachers become not” (YLT). Donald W. 
Burdick observes, “The Greek construction (mē with the present imperative ginesthe) 
probably suggests that it had been a common practice for many of the readers to seek to 
become teachers. So James warns that they should stop becoming teachers in such large 
numbers. No doubt many who were not qualified by natural ability or spiritual gift were 
coveting the prestige of teaching.”1 It has been speculated on the type of unqualified or false 
teachers possibly in view, ranging from those promoting blatant heresy to proto-Gnostic 
ideas,2 but these suggestions only remain suggestions. What is particularized in the verses 

 
1 Burdick, in EXP, 12:186. 
2 Martin, 108. 
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following is the necessity for those in the Body of Messiah to have edifying speech—which 
is most especially required of teachers. 

Teachers are admonished by James, “we shall receive the greater condemnation” (KJV), 
with James actually placing himself among those who can be evaluated harshly by God. It 
might be important to note that krima can mean both “sentence, condemnation” and “a 
decision, judgment” (LS),3 so a “judgment” upon a teacher does not necessarily have to be 
negative. Godly teachers who have faithfully served the Lord will be judged approvingly by 
Him, perhaps per the thought of Luke 12:48, “From everyone who has been given much, 
much will be required.” Alas, though, far too many of the admonitions encountered 
regarding teachers in the Bible, concern false teachers. The Apostle Peter warns, “But false 
prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be false teachers among you, 
who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought 
them, bringing swift destruction upon themselves” (2 Peter 2:1). 

The main reason why teachers will be held accountable, so strictly by God, is how 
teachers within the faith community influence others. They not only influence others’ 
opinions and beliefs concerning Holy Scripture, but the spirituality, attitudes, and actions 
of those who hear them. James had to say, “Not many of you should presume to be teachers” 
(NIV), because being raised up as a teacher requires both a Divine vocational calling from 
God, a steady temperament, as well as proper training and skills. Among many in James’ 
audience, individuals were rising up as teachers who had no qualifications to do so. Douglas 
J. Moo remarks that this “Particularly would have been the case in a society where few 
people could read and where people in the lower classes had fewer opportunities for 
advancement in status…Too many were seeking the status of teacher without the necessary 
moral (and perhaps also intellectual) qualifications.”4 The point to be made, albeit 
somewhat difficult for a few to acknowledge, is how the role of teacher within the Body of 
Messiah is hardly one that can be democratized. 

Obviously in the centuries since James issued his word about not many becoming 
teachers, there have been various religious institutions and denominations which have 
forbidden those who are not exceptionally learned from becoming teachers. They have 
literally required those who would teach people to have such weighty degrees, and go 
through such rigorous academic learning—that many potential servants of the Lord have 
found it too overbearing and excruciating to even consider being a teacher. At the same 
time, though, the opposite extreme—which has been manifest in sectors such as the 
charismatic Christianity of the past half century or so—is that pastors and teachers within 
the assembly might not be required to have any formal training or education in teaching the 
Bible. Whoever “feels” like he or she can be a teacher, can be a teacher. Balance and fair-
mindedness is tenuously needed on this. 

 
3 LS, 450. 
4 Moo, 149. 
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Whether it was ancient Jewish Rabbis being trained, or various pastors and teachers 
today going through some reasonable degree of academic learning—one of the main 
purposes of being formally prepared as a teacher, is to make sure that various key issues and 
debates have been reasoned through before entering into a position of leadership. There is 
nothing worse than for a teacher to have a great deal of internal stress, anxiety, or even 
anger—which is then spewed onto unsuspecting people in submission. For my own self and 
my seminary experiences, there was one particular professor (Robert G. Tuttle)5 who told 
our class, “Gentlemen, get it out of your system now!” His purpose for saying this was that no 
one should be publicly reasoning from the pulpit on an entire host of foundational doctrinal 
issues, and in the process potentially lead people astray and/or get them mad. As Yeshua 
said in Matthew 12:36-37, “But I tell you that every careless word that people speak, they 
shall give an accounting for it in the day of judgment. For by your words you will be 
justified, and by your words you will be condemned.” Careless words can often be spoken, 
when potential teachers are thrust into leadership positions a bit too prematurely. 

While there is a responsibility on teachers to be careful with what they say—and there 
are teachers with weighty credentials and teachers with no credentials, who are both guilty 
of error—there is also a responsibility on people who listen to a teacher, to be careful and 
discerning. The following thoughts of N.T. Wright should be well taken: 

 
“...James says that teachers will be judged with greater strictness. One hint in the 

wrong direction, and someone else’s life—perhaps a full classroom of other lives—can 
be sent down a wrong path. Now there are, of course, different kinds of wrong paths. 
Many people will realize something is amiss and find their way back. But in other cases 
the damage will be done. 

“How much more is this the case in the church! One sermon pushing a line, 
pouring scorn on a cherished doctrine or advocating something that’s not quite right, 
and a whole churchful of people may be set off in the wrong direction. One word out of 
place in a pastoral conversation, and the listener, at a vulnerable and impressionable 
moment, can be encouraged to make a false move. Teachers, beware! is the lesson here. 
Perhaps that’s why many vocational advisors tell prospective ministerial candidates 
that if they can find anything else to do, they should do it.”6 

 
Both the denominations of the Jewish Synagogue and Christian Church, because of 

their long establishment, have procedures to ordain rabbis and pastors, and to make sure 
that those teaching people are generally prepared enough to do so. Many of the same 
procedures are present in today’s Messianic Judaism, although they may not be as strictly 
followed. Within the more independent Messianic or Hebrew/Hebraic Roots movement, 
though, a wide number of the teachers and leaders, one is likely to encounter, would not 

 
5 Among his various books include, The Story of Evangelism: A History of the Witness to the Gospel (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 2006). 
6 Wright, pp 20-21. 
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meet the minimum requirements for ordination in either the modern Synagogue or Church. 
While it is very true that God is not at all limited to only use people with a formal, post-
graduate religious education to teach His Word—the need to have more formally trained 
leaders in the contemporary Messianic movement is going to increase, especially given the 
more complicated issues of the Twenty-First Century. Many of the serious errors, that have 
plagued the independent Messianic movement, have been precisely caused by teachers and 
leaders with no formal religious studies training. This will obviously need to change... 

In any new move of God, the willing servants and vessels which are available will be 
used by Him to accomplish His tasks. This need not always involve people from among the 
well educated, but the position of a teacher is unique, and it does demand excellence. In 
James’ immediate First Century context, there were people who were untrained, or perhaps 
worse, illiterate, seeking the position of teacher. As James himself demonstrates throughout 
his letter—especially here in ch. 3—he was well read not only in matters of spirituality, but 
also in both Jewish tradition and Greco-Roman philosophy, giving him the ability to 
adequately communicate to a broad audience. Any Bible teacher today, in whatever part of 
the world, should be able to do the same, and be familiar with an audience’s unique cultural 
needs. 

Messianic Bible teachers today often advocate things which are unpopular in the larger 
theological spectrum of beliefs. This can widely relate to the Torah and why it is still to be 
followed today. James’ admonition about teachers in v. 1 is especially poignant for the 
developing Messianic movement. Each of you has the responsibility to always examine 
what Messianic Bible teachers are advocating. Because ours is a still-developing 
movement, always be sure to: (1) question the motives of the teacher, making sure that the 
teacher is trying to help people grow and mature spiritually, and (2) make sure that what is 
being taught can be supported both by Scripture and well-supported evidence from Biblical 
lexicons, dictionaries, encyclopedias, and other reputable sources. 

God in His sovereignty will raise up the proper leaders with sound character, who will 
help the Messianic community move forward in the future. Likewise, any teacher who leads 
others astray, or at the very least gets them to doubt who Yeshua is, will be judged severely. 
The Messiah tells us, “It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck 
and he were thrown into the sea, than that he would cause one of these little ones to 
stumble” (Luke 17:2). An important Rabbinical tradition, transcribed later in the Mishnah, 
which James’ audience may have been familiar with, further says, “Sages, watch what you 
say, Lest you become liable to the punishment of exile, and go into exile to a place of bad 
water, and disciples who follow you drink [bad water] and die, and the name of heaven be 
thereby profaned’” (m.Avot 1:11).7 

James’ instruction about teachers is directly connected to control of the tongue and 
speech (vs. 2ff), and whether or not one’s speech is edifying or destructive. While teachers 

 
7 Neusner, Mishnah, 674. 
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can be some of the greatest offenders at times, of those who do not speak the way they 
ought—teachers alone are not the only ones who are to control what they say with the 
tongue. 
 

 
2 For we all stumble in many ways. If anyone does not stumble in what he says, he 
is a perfect man, able to bridle the whole body as well. 3 Now if we put the bits 
into the horses' mouths so that they will obey us, we direct their entire body as 
well. 
 
3:2 James observes, “we all make many mistakes, and if any one makes no mistakes in 

what he says he is a perfect man, able to bridle the whole body also” (RSV). While teachers 
are immediately in view (v. 1) and should not be excluded from among those who need to 
control their speech, people in general are also being described. James has previously said, 
after all, “everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to anger.” Immediately to 
be asked is a sentiment seen in the Apocrypha, “Who has not sinned with his tongue?” 
(Sirach 19:16, NRSV). As Luke T. Johnson summarizes, there is a rich trove of material across 
the ages, which admonishes people to control their speech: 

“From the sages of ancient Egypt, through the biblical books of Proverbs and Sirach [in 
the Apocrypha], to the essays of Plutarch and Seneca [in classical materials], there is a 
consensus that silence is better than speech, that hearing, not speaking, is the pathway to 
wisdom, that speech when necessary should be brief, that above all speech should be under 
control and never the expression of rage or envy. The mark of the wise person was above all 
control of speech (see Sir 5:13).”8 

Some of the most important statements regarding control of the tongue or speech, 
which should add insights to our examination of James’ letter and our own spirituality, are 
seen in the Books of Proverbs and Sirach, the Mishnah, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the 
teaching of Yeshua: 

 
“The one who guards his mouth preserves his life; the one who opens wide his lips 
comes to ruin” (Proverbs 13:3). 
 
“A soothing tongue is a tree of life, but perversion in it crushes the spirit” (Proverbs 
15:4). 
 
“Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruit” 
(Proverbs 18:21). 
 
“Glory and dishonor come from speaking, and a man's tongue is his downfall” (Sirach 
5:13). 

 
8 Johnson, in NIB, 12:203. 
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“Slander has shaken many, and scattered them from nation to nation, and destroyed 
strong cities, and overturned the houses of great men. Slander has driven away 
courageous women, and deprived them of the fruit of their toil. Whoever pays heed to 
slander will not find rest, nor will he settle down in peace. The blow of a whip raises a 
welt, but a blow of the tongue crushes the bones. Many have fallen by the edge of the 
sword, but not so many as have fallen because of the tongue. Happy is the man who is 
protected from it, who has not been exposed to its anger, who has not borne its yoke, 
and has not been bound with its fetters; for its yoke is a yoke of iron, and its fetters are 
fetters of bronze; its death is an evil death, and Hades is preferable to it. It will not be 
master over the godly, and they will not be burned in its flame. Those who forsake the 
Lord will fall into its power; it will burn among them and will not be put out. It will be 
sent out against them like a lion; like a leopard it will mangle them” (Sirach 28:14-23). 
 
“See that you fence in your property with thorns, lock up your silver and gold, make 
balances and scales for your words, and make a door and a bolt for your mouth” (Sirach 
28:24-25). 
 
“A sage does not speak before someone greater than he in wisdom” (m.Avot 5:7).9 
 
“And now, O discerning one, listen to me, and devote your heart [...] speak knowledge 
to your innermost part and [...] meditate [...] with righteous humility utter [your] 
words. Do [no]t give [...Do not] turn aside the words of your companion, let he [gi]ve 
you [...] answer in accordance to what you hear, as a merchant which brings out the 
[...] with him [...Do not] utter a complaint before you hear their words [...] 
exceedingly. First, hear their explanation, and then answer [...] patiently bring them 
out. Answer correctly in the midst of princes and do not [...] with your lips. Be very 
careful of causing offense with your tongue [...] lest you be entrapped by your lips [and 
ens]nared together with [your...] ... [...] from me and [...]” (4Q525).10 
 
“And He was saying, ‘That which proceeds out of the man, that is what defiles the man. 
For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed the evil thoughts, fornications, 
thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wickedness, as well as deceit, 
sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness. All these evil things proceed from 
within and defile the man’” (Mark 7:20-23). 
 
“You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT MURDER [Exodus 
20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17]’ and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.’ 
But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the 
court; and whoever says to his brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,’ shall be guilty before 

 
9 Neusner, Mishnah, 686. 
10 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, 425. 
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the supreme court; and whoever says, ‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the 
fiery hell” (Matthew 5:21-22). 
 
“You brood of vipers, how can you, being evil, speak what is good? For the mouth 
speaks out of that which fills the heart” (Matthew 12:34). 
 
While we cannot know for certain what James may have been thinking as he originally 

communicated, “For we all stumble in many ways. If someone does not stumble in speech, 
he is a perfect man, able to bridle the whole body as well” (TLV)—that James placed a high 
priority on control of the tongue cannot be denied. That there was a strong emphasis seen in 
the above quotations, on watching what one says, being quick not to speak, being wise with 
speech, and recognizing that what people say is what is in their hearts—only intensifies the 
need for Messiah followers to seek maturity in this area. James wants each of his listeners to 
be a teleios anēr. This involved not only the Jewish members of his original audience, but 
likely various Greeks and Romans as well. Richard Bauckham comments, 

“The tongue is portrayed now as the key element in attaining ‘perfection’...This is 
intelligible if we supply the close relationship in Jewish thought between the heart (or 
mind) and the tongue (e.g., Ps 15:2-3; Sir 27:4-7; 4Q525 2 ii 1; Matt 12:34). The evil of the 
heart becomes manifest in speech. This also helps to explain the images of the tongue as the 
bit by which the whole horse is guided and the rudder by which the whole ship is directed 
(3:3-5). These images had a long history in Greek literature, in which they were mostly used 
to portray the mind’s control of the body. James can use them of the tongue because the 
thoughts and intention (v. 4....) of the heart are expressed by the tongue. Therefore anyone 
who can control the tongue (cf. 1:26) can also control the whole body (3:2).”11 

Much sin can occur as a result of using the tongue improperly. In more than a few 
cases, it is better for a person to remain silent than to speak at all. Proverbs 10:19 
admonishes, “When there are many words, transgression is unavoidable, but he who 
restrains his lips is wise.” Teachers need to be careful with what they say, especially because 
they impact others and their opinions about God and other people. People in general also 
need to be careful with what they say, not only so that negative opinions about others are 
not unleashed and wreak havoc, but also so that misinformation regarding a topic or issue is 
not passed along. Talking simply for the sake of talking, where there is unrestrained banter 
occurring, is not at all a productive or useful exercise according to the Scriptures. A 
viewpoint encountered in the Mishnah is, “whoever talks too much causes sin” (m.Avot 
1:17).12 

A person, who is able to control the tongue, should then be able to control the rest of 
his or her being as well: “able to keep his whole body in check” (NIV). Burdick validly 
observes, “Since the person resides in the body and uses the body as his instrument, James 

 
11 Bauckham, in ECB, 1488. 
12 Neusner, Mishnah, 674. 
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seems to use ‘body’ to refer to the whole man. In reality, he is not referring to the tongue of 
flesh but to the intelligent, communicating mind that uses the tongue as its instrument. So 
the mind corrupts the whole person.”13 This is because, as Yeshua says in Luke 6:45, “The 
good man out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth what is good; and the evil man 
out of the evil treasure brings forth what is evil; for his mouth speaks from that which fills 
his heart.” A Talmudic tradition notes how the tongue is often directly associated with evil 
and slander: 

“From the specific case we turn to the general principle that gossip and slander are evil. 
This is richly illustrated in the following composite. Said R. Yohanan in the name of R. Yosé 
b. Zimra, ‘What is the meaning of the following verse of Scripture: “What shall be given to you 
and what more shall be done for you, you lying tongue” (Psa. 120: 3). Said the Holy One, 
blessed be he, to the tongue, “All the parts of the human body stand upright, but you recline. 
All the parts of the human body are outside, but you are inside. Not only so, but I have set up 
as protection for you two walls, one of bone [the teeth] and one of flesh [the cheeks]. What 
shall be given to you and what more shall be done for you, you lying tongue!”’ Said R. 
Yohanan in the name of R. Yosé b. Zimra, ‘Whoever repeats slander is as if he denied the 
very principle [of God’s rule], as it is said, “Who has said, Our tongue will we make mighty, 
our lips are with us, who is lord over us” (Psa. 12: 5)’” (b.Arachin 15b).14 

J.A. Motyer’s general observations on controlling the tongue should also be noticed: 
“Sin remains our universal experience and it takes all sorts of forms. Among them, as 

every self-aware believer will admit, sins of speech are prominent—the hasty word, the 
untruthful statement, the sly suggestion, harmful gossip, innuendo, impurity. Indeed, not 
to sin in speech would demand perfection, and we would be unrealistic not to see James’ 
thoughts going back as he voices this thought to a thirty-year experience, within his own 
home, of one who ‘committed no sin; no guile was found on his lips’ (1 Pet. 2:22). Yet James’ 
purpose in this section of his letter is not to warn us to be on our guard against the hasty or 
impure or lying tongue—or whatever our weakness may be—but to make the positive point 
that control of the tongue leads to a master-control of ourselves and of our lives.”15 

Scot McKnight directs his conclusions on v. 2, more in the direction of James’ words 
about controlling the tongue pertaining to teachers. Surprisingly from a Christian 
interpreter, he has more of an appreciation for the role that the Torah plays in proper 
speech, than many teachers and leaders across the broad Messianic movement tend to have: 

“[W]hen James speaks of a ‘perfect’ teacher in 3:2, his concern is more focused than on 
just Torah observance. This person is a fully developed follower of Jesus’ own teachings of 
the Torah as the Torah of loving God and loving others. The perfect teacher is one whose 

 
13 Burdick, in EXP, 12:187. 
14 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 
15 Motyer, pp 119-120. 
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love shapes how he or she teaches and speaks of others. Indeed, the term speaks of maturity 
and completeness or, even better, of having arrived at the destined goal designed by God.”16 

Learning how to control the tongue, and with it our entire selves, is indeed an art and a 
science that can only be mastered by men and women who are born again and filled up with 
the Holy Spirit! 

3:3 James compares the human tongue to a bit that would be placed within a horse’s 
mouth, in order to control the horse while riding: “When we put bits into the mouths of 
horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole animal” (NIV). This was obviously a 
common enough element of either Jewish or Greek or Roman life, with horses as one of the 
main forms of transportation, and with the point made that a rather small object can direct a 
rather large creature. 

A mature Believer allows the Holy Spirit to bridle him or her, and what is always said 
in the context of Biblical teachings needs to be from the leading of the Spirit. Such will be 
evidenced by a person’s demeanor not being offensive, condescending, or condemning. This 
is because a person’s tongue or speech can have great effect, either for the better or the 
worse. Job 33:2-3 says, “Behold now, I open my mouth, my tongue in my mouth speaks. My 
words are from the uprightness of my heart, and my lips speak knowledge sincerely.” The 
Psalmist declares, “The mouth of the righteous utters wisdom, and his tongue speaks 
justice” (Psalm 37:30). 

While it is most natural for readers to take “the whole body” (holon to sōma) as being a 
reference to individual people, some have thought that the reference to “body” by James is 
not a reference to an individual human being, but rather to the Body of Messiah. This is a 
possible factor that should not be disregarded. Ralph P. Martin is reflective of this view, 
stating, “James’ intention is to show that the tongue is the means by which a body of great 
size...namely, the church [or, the assembly/ekklēsia]—is controlled by a separate part of a 
much smaller size, namely, the teachers who are decisively influential out of proportion to 
their number, as they control...the direction of the whole body.”17 If this is the case, than 
what a teacher says not only will direct his or her own person, but also the lives of many 
other people. Regardless of whether or not James specifically intended to refer to the Body of 
Messiah in v. 3, a teacher who speaks to an assembly does have influence over others, and 
needs to be highly cautious of what is said. And, individual people in general, if they speak 
rather loudly about a particular issue, can have an inappropriate influence over many, 
many others within a local faith community. 

These admonitions from James have remained true to Bible teachers and religious 
leaders since he composed them in the First Century. However, we in the Messianic 
community need to take them very seriously. As a still-developing and rather small 
movement, there are teachers who do not exemplify the qualities of which James speaks. 

 
16 McKnight, 275. 
17 Martin, 110. 
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Rather than being careful with what they say, especially in an effort not to unnecessarily 
offend, there are teachers who specifically do their best to offend, and will not hesitate to 
speak condemning words about our Christian brothers and sisters who have yet to even 
hear about the existence of the Messianic movement, much less about their Hebraic Roots or 
a restoration of Torah to the Body of Messiah.18 We all need to consider what James has to 
say seriously, and speak words of edification, true wisdom, and above all have our speech be 
bridled by the Holy Spirit. In some instances, as it has already been observed, it is likely 
better for us to remain quiet than say anything at all. 
 

 
4 Look at the ships also, though they are so great and are driven by strong winds, 
are still directed by a very small rudder wherever the inclination of the pilot 
desires. 5 So also the tongue is a small part of the body, and yet it boasts of great 
things. See how great a forest is set aflame by such a small fire! 6 And the tongue 
is a fire, the very world of iniquity; the tongue is set among our members as that 
which defiles the entire body, and sets on fire the course of our life, and is set on 
fire by hell. 
 
3:4 Having just compared the human tongue to a bit in a horse’s mouth (v. 3), James 

further observes, “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” (NIV). 
While ships driven by wind power with a rudder were a common part of First Century 
Mediterranean society, v. 4 is a particular, key area of James’ letter, that serves to strongly 
support the idea that his audience was mixed and included some Greeks and Romans, and 
was not exclusively Jewish. 

There is a huge bevy of possible classical references that concern the image of a ship or 
helmsman.19 A poignant example to consider, per what James says in v. 4, includes the 
following thought from Plutarch. Plutarch compares out of control words to a ship that has 
been carried away with no definite course: 

 
“The Poet, in fact, says that ‘words’ are ‘winged’: neither when you let go from your 
hands a winged thing is it easy to get back again, nor when a word is let slip from the 
mouth is it possible to arrest and control it, but it is borne away Circling on swift wings, 
and is scattered abroad from one to another. So when a ship has been caught by a wind, 
they try to check it, deadening its speed with cables and anchors, but if a story runs out 
of harbour, so to speak, there is no roadstead or anchorage for it, but, carried away 
with a great noise and reverberation, it dashes upon the man who uttered it and 

 
18 Consult the relevant sections of Hebraic Roots: An Introductory Study by William Mark Huey and this 

author, as well as the author’s book Introduction to Things Messianic. 
19 Cf. Davids, 139. 
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submerges him in some great and terrible danger. With but a little torch one might set fire 
to Ida’s rock; and tell one man a tale, soon all the town will know” (On Talkativeness 10).20 
 
At times, such a classical sentiment, possibly present in this letter, has been used by 

some examiners to think that the Epistle of James is a much, much later piece, incorporating 
thoughts expressed in customary Greek materials. Yet, even though holding a two-stage 
composition of the letter, Peter Davids informs us, 

“It would require no great knowledge of Hellenistic literature to be aware of such 
proverbs wherever one lived. Second, since horses and boats were the sum total of what 
men steered in those days, the linkage of the two was so natural from common observation 
that there is no need for any given author to depend on a traditional usage...One recognizes 
that the author of James knows his Greek well, so he undoubtedly had read some Greek 
literature. Also the usage of traditional material is not unknown to him.”21 

If anything, likely classical connections, to what is expressed in v. 4, should be used to 
support a broader audience for the Epistle of James, than what is commonly asserted. As 
Moo observes, “So widespread were the images of horse, ship, and fire in the literature [of 
the day] that they must have been common sources for illustrations in the everyday world 
of James’s environment. And, indeed, all three were so common that they would have been 
natural sources for illustrations.”22 His main conclusion, weighing in the wider themes of 
the letter, and encountering something classical such as the appeal to a ship with its rudder, 
is that “The picture of James that emerges is of a reasonably well-educated Jew who knows 
his OT thoroughly and who is well acquainted with Hellenistic-Jewish culture, language, 
and literature.”23 The Jewish philosopher Philo compared and contrasted disciplined and 
undisciplined minds to a charioteer and a shipmaster, which might be said to parallel the 
thought of vs. 3-4: 

 
“And the mind is better than the outward senses. As, therefore, when the charioteer 
has his horses under command and guides the animals with the rein, the chariot is 
guided wherever he pleases; but if they become restive, and get the better of the 
charioteer, he is often dragged out of his road, and sometimes it even happens that the 
beasts themselves are borne by the impetuosity of their course into a pit, and 
everything is carried away in a ruinous manner. And, as a ship holds on her right 
course when the pilot has the helm in his hand and steers her, and she is obedient to 
her rudder, but the vessel is upset when some contrary wind descends upon the waves 
and the whole sea is occupied by billows; so when the mind, which is the charioteer or 
pilot of the soul, retains the mastery over the entire animal, as a ruler does over a city, 

 
20 Plutarch: Moralia: On Talkativeness, Loeb Classical Library edition (1939). Accessible online at: 

<http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Plutarch/Moralia/De_garrulitate*.html>. 
21 Ibid., pp 139-140. 
22 Moo, 154. 
23 Ibid., 148. 
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the life of the man proceeds rightly. But when the outward sense, which is devoid of 
reason, obtains the supremacy, then a terrible confusion overtakes the man, as might 
happen if a household of slaves were to conspire and to set upon their master. For then, 
if one must tell the truth, the mind is set fire to and burnt, the outward senses handling 
the flame and placing the objects of their operation beneath, as fuel” (Allegorical 
Interpretation 3.223-224).24 
 
The need for Messiah followers to control their tongue and speech is true whether one 

originally encountering James’ letter would have been Jewish, Greek, or Roman. A small 
part of the human body has a seemingly unbalanced influence on the whole person—which 
means that how it is used must be carefully monitored and controlled, lest a man or woman 
veer dangerously off course. 

3:5 How significant is the tongue to the human being? James describes, “the tongue is a 
small member, yet it boasts of great things” (a, ESV). The tongue is mikron melos, “a small 
part,” although it is able to make megala auchei, extrapolated as either “it makes great 
boasts” (NIV) or “it boasts of great exploits” (NRSV). That a small organ such as the tongue 
can make outlandish and arrogant claims, is something recognized by the Psalmist: 

“They speak falsehood to one another; with flattering lips and with a double heart they 
speak. May the LORD cut off all flattering lips, the tongue that speaks great things; who have 
said, ‘With our tongue we will prevail; our lips are our own; who is lord over us?’ ‘Because of 
the devastation of the afflicted, because of the groaning of the needy, now I will arise,’ says 
the LORD; ‘I will set him in the safety for which he longs’” (Psalm 12:2-5). 

James’ further thought on the tongue is, “Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a 
small spark” (b, NIV), or “What an immense stack of timber can be set ablaze by the tiniest 
spark!” (NEB). The point made is that the human tongue is like the ignition of a fire, which 
can then cause a significant disaster. Martin is forced to conclude, “With the setting of a 
hillside covered with dry brush or wood, such an environment is literally a tinderbox just 
waiting to explode at the slightest spark.”25 The description of the tongue, or speech to a fire, 
is one which is found in the Books of Proverbs and Sirach, as well as in the Pseudepigrapha: 

 
“A worthless man digs up evil, while his words are like scorching fire” (Proverbs 
16:27). 
 
“For lack of wood the fire goes out, and where there is no whisperer, contention quiets 
down. Like charcoal to hot embers and wood to fire, so is a contentious man to kindle 
strife” (Proverbs 26:20-21). 
 

 
24 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 76. 
25 Martin, 113. 
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“In proportion to the fuel for the fire, so will be the burning, and in proportion to the 
obstinacy of strife will be the burning; in proportion to the strength of the man will be 
his anger, and in proportion to his wealth he will heighten his wrath” (Sirach 28:10). 
 
“Lord, save my soul from the criminal and wicked man, from the criminal and 
slandering tongue that speaks lies and deceit. The words of the wicked man’s tongue 
(are) twisted so many ways; (they are) as a fire among a people which scorches its 
beauty. His visit fills homes with a false tongue, cuts down trees of joy, inflaming 
criminals; by slander he incites homes to fighting” (Psalms of Solomon 12:2-3).26 
 
Concurrent with the above thoughts about the tongue are the words of Isaiah 9:18: “For 

wickedness burns like a fire; it consumes briars and thorns; it even sets the thickets of the 
forest aflame and they roll upward in a column of smoke.” 

The tongue, immature and/or wicked speech, or an undisciplined mind or thought life 
that manifests itself in evil talk—is something that can have an influence the same as a 
forest fire getting started. It should not escape our notice, though, that given James’ likely 
location in the vicinity of Jerusalem in composing his letter, that some of the local geography 
might play a role in his example of a fire. McKnight indicates, “It might...be observed that 
forests are uncommon in the Land of Israel, and this leads some to suggest that hylē, ‘forest,’ 
might have its more common meaning ‘wood,’ suggesting brush fires instead of the 
conflagulation of a forest.”27 He references Isaiah 10:17: “And the light of Israel will become a 
fire and his Holy One a flame, and it will burn and devour his thorns and his briars in a 
single day.” 

It does have to be noticed that the majority of instances which take place within the 
Body of Messiah, regarding the tongue as a fire—are more likely to manifest themselves in 
proverbial “brush fires,” than in major “forest fires.” Most of what any of us encounter 
regarding improper speech, malicious gossip, rumors, and hearsay, will involve highly 
localized situations. 

Bringing together the thoughts expressed by James in vs. 3-5, Dan G. McCartney issues 
the following, important admonition: 

“One’s speech does not direct one’s literal body, although it does direct the course of 
one’s life, and a loose tongue can send shock waves into the future for its owner as well as 
for those around the owner. The point of the ship illustration, like that of the horse and also 
the forest fire, is that the tongue’s effectual power is grossly out of proportion to its size. 
Huge ships and the harsh winds that drive them are ruled, as it were, by a tiny rudder.”28 

The human tongue is a very small part of the body, and the boasting that almost always 
tends to originate from it is of a negative or derogatory context. In far too many cases, this 

 
26 R.B. Wright, “Psalms of Solomon,” in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 2 

(New York: Doubleday, 1985), 662. 
27 McKnight, 280. 
28 McCartney, 184. 
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involves elevating self above others. A proper Bible teacher or spiritual leader cannot do 
this, as he or she must serve the Body of Messiah faithfully with edifying words of support. 
People in general are to make sure to embody Paul’s word of Ephesians 4:29, “Let no evil talk 
come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for edifying, as fits the occasion, that it 
may impart grace to those who hear” (RSV). How we learn to do this as an emerging 
Messianic movement is going to become increasingly difficult in the future. Once again, we 
have to sadly observe how a small verse of a letter like James is being overlooked at best, but 
ignored at worst, by far too many of us. 

3:6 James the Just’s most damning evaluation of the human tongue is seen in v. 6: “And 
the tongue is a fire. The tongue is a world of evil placed among our body parts. It pollutes the 
whole body and sets on fire the course of life—and is set on fire by Gehenna” (TLV). The 
tongue is labeled as ho kosmos tēs adikias, “the world of the unrighteousness” (YLT). As John 
Calvin astutely noted, “A tiny part of our anatomy has all the evil of the world within its 
touch.”29 That the human tongue is directly associated with being a dangerous fire, and 
associated with the power of Hell, cannot and should not go unnoticed by readers of James’ 
letter. 

Proverbs 18:21 says, “Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love 
it will eat its fruit.” As previously referenced, Proverbs 16:27 issues the most condemning 
word, “A scoundrel plots evil, and his speech is like a scorching fire” (NIV). The Hebrew ish 
belia’al is widely rendered as “scoundrel” or “worthless man” (RSV/NASU). TWOT describes 
how “The concepts of Belial became a proper name for the prince of evil, Satan, in the 
pseudepigraphical literature…and II Cor 6:15 and II Thes 2:3.”30 

Is anyone speaking evil or speaking things not edifying to one’s fellow brothers and 
sisters, effectively a servant of Satan? In His Sermon on the Mount, Yeshua said, “But I tell 
you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be subject to judgment. And whoever 
says to his brother, ‘Raca’ shall be subject to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ shall 
be subject to fiery Gehenna” (Matthew 5:22, TLV). A further word from the Lord is, “You are 
of your father the devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He was a murderer 
from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him. 
Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of 
lies” (John 8:44). Those not speaking the truth of God are speaking lies and serve the father 
of lies, the Devil himself.31 

To an interpreter like Davids, “the tongue represents the evil world itself among the 
parts of the body....the tongue does not stop there, for it sets fire to the whole course of life, 
as anyone who has seen a plot develop into action or an argument turn into a fight will 
testify.”32 Motyer is more to the point, saying, “The first feature of the tongue was that it is 

 
29 Calvin, 290. 
30 Walter C. Kaiser, “belîya‘al,” in TWOT, 1:111. 
31 Also to be considered can be Romans 3:13-14; with its appeals to Psalm 5:9; 140:3; 10:7. 
32 Davids, pp 142, 143. 
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anti-god (the world); the final feature is that it is pro-Satan.”33 A human tongue which is not 
bridled by the power of God’s Spirit and the example of Yeshua the Messiah to guide it, is 
most probably going to be (actively) accomplishing the Adversary’s objectives. 

James says that an uncontrolled tongue “defiles the entire body” or is “staining the 
whole body” (ESV). It also “sets on fire the cycle of nature” (NRSV). He employs the Greek 
phrase, ton trochon tēs geneseōs, which can be literally translated as “the cycle of genesis,” 
with the Moffat New Testament having “the round circle of existence.” This expression 
likely originates from classicism, as would be seen in a work such as Plato’s Timaeus, where 
Timeaus tells Socrates about the Creator making the universe as a series of circles: “he 
established a single spherical universe in circular motion, alone but because of its existence 
needing no company other than itself, and satisfied to be its own acquaintance and friend. 
His creation, then, for all these reasons, was a blessed god” (4.46-50).34 Martin concludes, 
though, that “By the time of James...the expression had probably become popularized and 
was used in a nontechnical way.”35 In the later literature of the Talmud, for example, one 
sees “A Tannaite statement of the household of R. Ishmael: ‘What goes around comes around’” 
(b.Shabbat 151b).36 Within the period of the broad First Century, the Roman Virgil, writing 
his Aeneid, employed similar terminology when talking about “time’s wheel”: “All these 
others whom you see, when they have rolled the wheel for a thousand years, are called out 
by God” (6.748-749).37 

James uses the terminology “the wheel of nature” (Kingdom New Testament) to 
describe the common cycle of human life. The fact that the Greek and Roman authors 
employed similar terms, which steadily worked their way into Jewish discussion as well, 
only universalizes James’ overall message. As an eloquent communicator, James may be 
making use of terms with which his broad audience would have been familiar. 

James says that the tongue is a fire which has actually been “set on fire by hell” itself, or 
“it is set on fire by Gei-Hinnom itself” (CJB). Gehenna is the Greek transliteration of the 
Hebrew Gey-Hinnom or the Valley of Hinnom on the southern side of Jerusalem. It appears 
in the Tanach as a place where there was a cult that forced children to pass through fire in 
the worship of Molech (1 Kings 23:10; 2 Chronicles 28:3; 33:6; Jeremiah 7:31; 32:35). “In the 
first century B.C., this name came to be used in a metaphorical sense, to denote the place of 
fiery torment believed to be reserved for the wicked either immediately after death or 
ultimately after the Last Judgment” (IDB).38 Yeshua uses the term Gehenna numerous times 
in the Gospels describing the place of eternal punishment for sinners.39 Whether one views 

 
33 Motyer, 123. 
34 Plato: Timaeus and Critias, trans. Desmond Lee (London: Penguin Books, 1977), 46. 
35 Martin, 115; cf. Davids, 143. 
36 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 
37 Virgil: The Aeneid, trans. David West (London: Penguin Classics, 1990), pp 135-136. 
38 T.H. Gaster, “Gehenna,” in IDB, 2:361. 
39 Matthew 5:22, 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33; Mark 9:43, 45, 47; Luke 12:5. 
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Gehenna as the final place of judgment for condemned sinners, a place which epitomizes 
evil and Satan (and which was originally intended for them), or some combination of the 
two—those who are unable to control their tongues are directly associated with a place 
opposite of the Kingdom of Heaven!40 
 

 
7 For every species of beasts and birds, of reptiles and creatures of the sea, is 
tamed and has been tamed by the human race. 8 But no one can tame the tongue; 
it is a restless evil and full of deadly poison. 
 
3:7 The need ,for people to know how serious it is to control the tongue, is exemplified 

by James’ assertion, “For every species of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be 
tamed and has been tamed by the human species” (NRSV). Humankind, man and woman, 
was made in the image of God and given dominion over Planet Earth and the animal 
kingdom (Genesis 1:28). Even though people are to be regarded as having this authority over 
such creatures, there is little human control over the tongue or speech. The verb damazō 
means, “to reduce from an uncontrolled to a controlled state, subdue, tame, control” 
(BDAG).41 

Whether James is referring to every single animal species in the First Century being 
tamed by people is uncertain, but he is certainly referring to the ability of people to tame 
animals. This is because human beings, made in the image of God, have the ability to reason, 
think, and act on much more than instincts for basic survival and reproduction. However, 
improper usage of the tongue can and will reduce people to their baser instincts, and can 
cause their behavior to be little better than the animals. 

Cain was admonished all the way back in Genesis 4:7 to master sin: “And if you do not 
do well, sin is crouching at the door; and its desire is for you, but you must master it.” The 
Hebrew verb mashal appears in the Qal stem (simple action, active voice), and means “to 
rule,” perhaps pertaining to a “ruler, the one in authority” (HALOT).42 Human beings in 
their own strength actually have some capacity to “conquer it” (ATS), mastering sin to an 
extent—and the struggle to not be able to control one’s tongue or speech is reflected in 
religious and philosophical literature all during the ages, from many cultures. Ancient 
Judaism, in particular, considered the evil tongue to be a grave sin, and this sentiment is 
certainly reflected in James’ epistle. The Talmud makes some interesting observations about 
the tongue: 

 
“R. Hama bar Hanina said, ‘What is the meaning of the verse of Scripture, “Death and 
life are in the hands of the tongue” (Pro. 18:21)? ‘Now does the tongue have a hand? 

 
40 For some further, useful discussion, consult the author’s publication Why Hell Must Be Eternal. 
41 BDAG, 211. 
42 HALOT, 1:647. 
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Rather it is to indicate to you that just as the hand can commit murder, so the tongue 
can commit murder. If you wish then to reason that just as the hand can commit 
murder only in the case of one who is nearby, also the tongue can commit murder only 
in the case of one who is nearby, [to prevent one’s reaching that false conclusion,] 
Scripture states, “Their tongue is a sharpened arrow” (Jer. 9: 7). [It can commit murder 
even from a distance like an arrow.] If you wish then to reason that just as the arrow 
can reach only what is forty or fifty cubits away, so the tongue can reach only for forty 
or fifty cubits, [to prevent one’s reaching that false conclusion,] Scripture states, “They 
have set their mouth against the heaven and their tongue walks through the earth” 
(Psa. 73: 9).’ [Pursuing the analysis of the cited verse], since it is written, ‘They have set 
their mouth against the heaven,’ why did the author find it necessary to say as well, 
‘Their tongue is a sharpened arrow’? In this latter part of the verse, we are informed 
that [the tongue] kills like an arrow. And since it is written, ‘Their tongue is a sharpened 
arrow,’ why was it necessary to state, ‘Death and life are in the hands of the tongue’ (Pro. 
18:21)? It is in accord with what Raba said. For Raba said, ‘Whoever wants life will find it in 
his tongue, whoever wants death will find it in his tongue’” (b.Arachin 15b).43 
 
If those who do not recognize Yeshua the Messiah as Redeemer have some human 

ability to control their speech and attitudes—how much more should born again Believers 
in Him have the supernatural compulsion to control themselves!? 

3:8 James says “no single human is able to tame the tongue. It is an irrepressible evil, 
full of deadly poison” (Kingdom New Testament). The tongue is an akatastaton kakon, “a 
restless evil” (NASU), “an unruly evil” (KJV), or “a plague of disorder” (Moffat New 
Testament). The adjective akatastatos, while most often rendered as “restless,” can also 
mean “unstable, unsettled” (LS).44 No matter how it is rendered, though, the tongue “is an evil 
always liable to break out, and the poison it spreads is deadly” (Phillips New Testament). 

The fact that the tongue is “full of deadly poison” is not a new concept for a figure like 
James to describe. King David attests in Psalm 140:1-3, “Rescue me, O LORD, from evil men; 
preserve me from violent men who devise evil things in their hearts; they continually stir up 
wars. They sharpen their tongues as a serpent; poison of a viper is under their lips. Selah.” 
David also would say, “I will guard my ways that I may not sin with my tongue; I will guard 
my mouth as with a muzzle while the wicked are in my presence” (Psalm 39:1). In early 
Christian writing, we see the view expressed, “For slander is evil and an unsteady demon. It 
never abides in peace, but always remains in discord. Keep yourself from it, and you will 
always be at peace with all” (Hermas Mandate 2.3).45 

The spiritual instability inside of a person can be most definitely wielded by an evil 
tongue. This is especially poignant of those who might be in a position of spiritual authority, 

 
43 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 
44 LS, 26. 
45 BibleWorks 8.0: Ante-Nicene Fathers. MS Windows Vista/7 Release. Norfolk: BibleWorks, LLC, 2009-

2010. DVD-ROM. 
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as one who does not know how to control his or her speech—and is not as mature as should 
be desired—can infect others with his or her instability. Unregenerate people, no matter 
how hard they try and no matter how hard human beings have tried to philosophize about 
the tongue, speech, or their thoughts—ultimately cannot control them. Yeshua the 
Messiah, or Jesus Christ, is the only answer. As born again Believers, when it relates to 
what we say with our tongues, or however we conduct ourselves, we have to be able to 
master the temptations of the Adversary. God has given us His Holy Spirit to convict us and 
control us when we go off course. Thankfully, with the power of the Holy Spirit, we have the 
advantage over non-Believers. But, we all must make the conscious, free will decision to 
choose the right way over the wrong way. We have to be conscious of what we say and 
realize that the tongue is an animal that needs to remain tamed. All too frequently, even the 
best of us still have progress to make in this area. 
 

 
9 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been 
made in the likeness of God; 
 
3:9 James says that “With [the tongue] we bless ADONAI and Father, and with it we curse 

people, who are made in the image of God” (TLV). The human tongue is an element which 
can bless and praise the Creator God, and with that same human tongue, people can find 
themselves cursing and damning their fellow human beings, who compose the pinnacle of 
God’s Creation. To curse others is to effectively curse God... 

The famed word of Yeshua from His Sermon on the Mount, which is most worthy of 
repeating, is where He says, “You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘YOU SHALL NOT 
COMMIT MURDER’ [Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17] and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be 
liable to the court.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be 
guilty before the court; and whoever shall say to his brother, ‘Raca,’ shall be guilty before 
the supreme court; and whoever shall say, ‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the 
fiery hell” (Matthew 5:21-22, NASB). Transliterated into the Greek text as rhaka, BDAG 
defines this word as “a term of abuse/put-down relating to lack of intelligence, 
numskull, fool,” but indicates that it is “fr. the Aramaic [reiqa] or [reiqah] ‘empty one.’”46 It 
is entirely possible that this was a First Century curse word employed by many in the Jewish 
community, and the Messiah specifically used it to make an important point to His listeners. 

The mouth is supposed to be a venue where the people of God bring forth words of 
edification, encouragement, and above all praise for God. Yeshua admonished, “bless those 
who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you” (Luke 6:28). Concurrent with this, Paul 
told the Romans, “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse” (Romans 12:14). 
Cursing someone—a practice, which most lamentably, every single man or woman has 
committed at some point in their lives—may be regarded as tantamount to murder. 

 
46 BDAG, 903. 
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