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Unit 2: Practical Christian Living (James)



May 10, 2009

Lesson 11

How Christians Live in Peace

STUDY TEXT: James 3:1-18

PRINTED TEXT: James 3:1-18

James 3:1 My brethren, be not many masters, knowing that we shall receive the greater condemnation.

2 For in many things we offend all. If any man offend not in word, the same is a perfect man, and able also to bridle the whole body.

3 Behold, we put bits in the horses’ mouths, that they may obey us; and we turn about their whole body.

4 Behold also the ships, which though they be so great, and are driven of fierce winds, yet are they turned about with a very small helm, whithersoever the governor listeth.

5 Even so the tongue is a little member, and boasteth great things. Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth!

6 And the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity: so is the tongue among our members, that it defileth the whole  body, and setteth on fire the course of nature; and it is set on fire of hell.

7 For every kind of beasts, and of birds, and of serpents, and of things in the sea, is tamed, and hath been tamed of mankind:

8 But the tongue can no man tame; it is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison.

9 Therewith bless we God, even the Father; and therewith curse we men, which are made after the similitude of God.

10 Out of the same mouth proceedeth blessing and cursing. By brethren, these things ought not so to be.

11 Doth a fountain send forth at the same place sweet water and bitter?

12 Can the fig tree, my brethren, bear olive berries? either a vine, figs? So can no fountain both yield salt water and fresh.

13 Who is a wise man and endued with knowledge among you? let him show out of a good conversation his works with meekness of wisdom.

14 But if ye have bitter envying and strife in your hearts, glory not, and lie not against the truth.

15 This wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish.

16 For where envying and strife is, there is confusion and every evil work.

17 But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be entreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.

18 And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace.

BIBLE FOCUS: “The wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be entreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.” – James 3:17

Lesson Objective

To be warned of the destructiveness of unchristlike words and attitudes, and abstain from these evils.

Central Truth

Christlike words and attitudes promote peace.

Evangelism Emphasis

Christlike speech and attitudes can lead sinners to be open to accepting Christ.

Lesson Outline

1. By Recognizing the Tongue’s Power. James 3:1-6

2. By Taming Our Speech. James 3:7-12

3. By Using Wisdom From God. James 3:13-18

Study Helps for the Lesson
Clarifying the Text

James 3:1 – “My brethren, be not many masters, knowing that we shall receive the greater condemnation.” The phrase “my brethren” signals that a new topic is being introduced. The word “masters” here means “teachers.” These two words preface a warning to anyone who is a minister of the Word of God. Such persons must know that because of their station and responsibility, they will come under a higher standard of judgment than other believers. 

James’ words did not likely refer to those who were recognized as teachers in the sense of being spiritually gifted as such (Ephesians 4:11). Rather, it is more probable that James had in mind the many Jewish Christians who were aspiring to teach or speak in the synagogue meetings. Much latitude was given to these strangers as they spoke.
 (The Apostle Paul often took advantage of this courtesy in various cities.) However, James’ concern was that many were abusing this privilege and that their words were creating problems. This verse introduces his subsequent discourse on “the tongue.”

James 3:6 – “The tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity: so is the tongue among our members, that it defileth the whole body, and setteth on fire the course of nature; and it is set on fire of hell.” The NIV provides clarity to this complex passage: “The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.” Human tongues can become inflammatory, turning people against each other. James’ comments seem to indicate that all the evil in the world can, in one sense, be traced to the untamed tongue. He used the word “body” to describe the entire person. The corrupt communication from a person’s mind, expressed through the tongue, affects every part of his or her being. The closing phrase “it is set on fire of hell” speaks of the source, which James was saying is ultimately the devil.

James 3:9 – “Therewith bless we God, even the Father; and therewith curse we men, which are made after the similitude of God.” The word “similitude” carries the idea of “likeness.” Here James made the point that it is incongruent for the same tongue that offers praises to God to be used to speak evil about or to people who have been made in the likeness of God (Genesis 1:27, 9:6; Colossians 1:10). This profound yet simple observation is irrefutable and greatly supports the writer’s thesis in this section.

Historical Background

James, the writer of the letter that bears his name, was uniquely chosen and qualified to write this portion of Scripture, which focuses more on the tongue than any other New Testament passage. His own speech proved to be influential in the days of the infant Church. Readers of the Bible are first introduced to James in Acts 12. The ruthless ruler, Herod, had put the Apostle Peter in prison. (The same Herod put to death another prominent James, one of the 12 disciples and the brother of John.) When Paul was supernaturally released, Peter went to the home of John Mark’s mother, where many believers had gathered to pray. After the Apostle shared with them how he had been delivered, his first words of instruction were, “Go show these things unto James…” (Acts 12:12-17). This is a hint that James served as the pastor, or elder, of the church in Jerusalem. 

Some time later, the first Church council in history took place in Jerusalem. The council was initiated because of the demand from some Jewish Christians that Gentile believers be circumcised and required keep the law in order to be saved. Even though a number of prominent people were present, including the apostles Paul and Peter, this James was the eloquent spokesman whose words brought peace to a potentially divided Church (Acts 15:13-21). The verdict determined by the Council, as expressed by James, proved to be pleasing to the great number of gathered leaders and to the Holy Spirit (Acts 15:22, 25, 28). 

James’ leadership ability enabled him to continue to play a key role in the emerging Church of the first century. Paul esteemed James so highly that he called him an apostle (Galatians 1:19). James certainly met the criterion for an apostle, having seen the risen Christ (1 Corinthians 9:1; 15:7). Paul viewed James as a pillar of the Church. Obviously someone could not be used of the Lord in the capacity in which He used James unless that person lived a Spirit-controlled life, which included having a sanctified tongue.

Literary Background

In the Bible, the tongue stands for either the language used by the person or an individual utterance. The former includes glossolalia, or speaking in tongues (Acts 2:4-11; 1 Corinthians 13:1; 14:2), as well as a delineation between people groups (Genesis 11:1-9; Revelation 7:9). However, most of the scriptural references to the tongue have to do with the utterances of individuals. A large number of these texts are located in the wisdom literature of Psalms, Proverbs, Job, and Isaiah. 

The theme of the potential danger of the tongue emphasized in our Printed Text is also addressed frequently in the Old Testament. For example, the tongue is likened to a sword (Psalm 57:4; 64:3); a serpent’s tongue (Psalm 140:3); and a deadly arrow (Jeremiah 9:8). Yet the Word of God also declares that the tongue can be an instrument for healing (Proverbs 12:18) and is likened to a “tree of life” (Proverbs 15:4). James’ words echo the truth that “Death and life are in the power of the tongue” (Proverbs 18:21). It is also noteworthy that James is not the only New Testament writer to extol the importance of the tongue. The Apostle Peter wrote, “For he that will love life, and see good days, let him refrain his tongue from evil, and his lips that they speak no guile” (1 Peter 3:10). Every Christian should be extremely grateful for his or her tongue, for when it is sanctified, it is able to convey worship and glory to God (Psalm 51:14; 126:2; Acts 10:46; Romans 14:11).

Plan Ahead

( DAILY READINGS: Review the Daily Bible Readings and prepare to incorporate them into the lesson. Give special attention to the following points: Jesus is called the “Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:3-7), Jesus promises peace to His disciples prior to His death (John 14:23-27), and Christ has become “our peace” by reconciling man to God (Ephesians 2:14-18).

Introducing the Lesson
( REVIEW: It is essential that the class see the connection between the lesson title “How Christians Live in Peace” and the trouble caused by the tongue. A brief review of the truths from the Daily Bible Readings will confirm that Jesus is the “Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6), that He has given us His peace (John 14:23-27), and that He Himself is “our peace” (Ephesians 2:14-18). Share with the class that this understanding should function as both a preventive measure and a cure for the conflict-causing misuse of our speech.

The Power of the Word
1. By Recognizing the Tongue’s Power

(James 3:1-6)

COMMENTARY

a. Perfection of the Tongue – James 3:1, 2. “In many things we offend all. If any man offend not in word, the same is a perfect man, and able also to bridle the whole body” (v. 2).
In the opening verse of this chapter, James warned those who aspired to teach that if they spoke without proper restraint, they would reap unwanted consequences. Some readers might expect him to have then continued a discourse about the high standard for teachers; however, James focused instead on the power of the tongue to yield both good and bad fruit. He thus broadened the scope of the importance of “tongue control” beyond teachers to include every believer in Christ. 

In verse 2 the apostle’s initial clause acknowledged that Christians stumble in many different ways. To James’ credit, he did not point an accusatory finger at others, but included himself in that observation with the pronoun “we.” Evidently the writer perceived the tongue to be the primary culprit for many of the negative situations in which believers find themselves. In fact, James made the intriguing statement that if a Christian is never at fault in his or her speech, that person is “perfect.” In this case, the word “perfect” does not mean sinless. Rather, James defined “perfect” in 1:4 as meaning complete or mature. The closing clause indicates that if the tongue can be tamed, every part of the believer can be tamed also. 

b. Portraits of the Tongue – James 3:3, 4. “Behold, we put bits in the horses’ mouths, that they may obey us; and we turn about their whole body” (v. 3).

The two analogies in verses 3 and 4 are fitting and direct. In his first example, James cited the tiny bit placed in the mouth of a horse, which is used to move the entire creature in a certain direction. James then presented a second comparison that is irrefutable. Great ships are large and impressive and can sail powerfully through mighty storms. However, “they [are] turned about with a very small helm.” 

These illustrations demonstrate the potential power, inherent in some very small things, to direct massive objects. In the same way the tiny tongue leads the entire body. James pointed out that just as a pilot turns a tiny wheel to guide a massive vessel, so also must believers make certain their tongues are not leading their lives into sin.

c. Power of the Tongue – James 3:5, 6. “Even so the tongue is a little member, and boasteth great things. Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth!” (v. 5)
Here, James left no doubt about the meaning of his metaphors. In explicit language he identified the small human organ located inside a person’s mouth as being capable of producing devastating and extensive damage. The image in verse 5 is of a tiny spark setting off a forest fire that spreads across thousands of acres. (The NIV says, “…Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark.”)
In the first two illustrations, animals and ships are controlled by small objects. In this third object lesson, a huge forest is destroyed by a tiny fire that quickly spreads. Thus, James was teaching that the tongue can control, but even more importantly, it can destroy. In verse 6 the author continued his warning about the tongue as he shared how utterly sinful and dangerous it can be when it “defileth the whole body” and is “set on fire of hell.”

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( ILLUSTRATIONS: In this section of the letter, James used three illustrations to contrast the smallness of the tongue with its enormous influence. He wrote of the (1) bit and horse, (2) rudder and ship, and (3) spark and forest. Ask your students to name other illustrations of something small that has the potential to influence something large. As you conclude this exercise, once again bring the discussion back to the spiritual application of controlling the tongue.  

( EXPLANATION: When James said the tongue is “set on fire of hell” (v.  6), he was using the Hebrew word Gehenna, which is translated here as “hell.” Gehenna was the place in the Valley of Hinnom, south of Jerusalem, where human sacrifices had been offered in Old Testament times (Jeremiah 7:31). For those living at the time James wrote this epistle, Gehenna had become the place where the refuse and garbage of Jerusalem was burned outside the city. James’ audience would have understood this reference well because the smoke from Gehenna constantly infiltrated their air, and the stench was unbearable. Gehenna serves, then, as a fitting illustration for the eternal lake of fire (Revelation 20:15), as well as the horrific consequences the tongue can produce during one’s earthly life. 

2. By Taming Our Speech

(James 3:7-12)

COMMENTARY

a. The Untamable Member – James 3:7, 8. “The tongue can no man tame; it is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison” (v. 8).
From describing the uncontrolled tongue as a raging fire, James proceeded to contrast it with wild beasts that had been tamed. In verse 7 he listed various categories of species that included mammals, birds, reptiles, and sea creatures. As wild as many of these creatures are by nature, humanity has proven capable of taming even the most ferocious. 

However, in this eighth verse James declared the tongue to be humanly untamable. He stated two reasons why this is so. First, it is an “unruly evil.” (The NIV, NASB, and several other translations say “restless evil.”) It carries the idea of an unsteady, staggering, and reeling evil. Early in his letter James asserted, “A double minded man is unstable in all his ways” (James 1:8). He used similar language in 3:8, indicating that the tongue, or one’s speech, is similarly dangerous because of its unstable nature. 

Second, James again employed a metaphor by writing that the tongue is “full of deadly poison.” This expression conveys the image of a deadly serpent ready to inject venom into its victim. It must be noted that James’ contention that no man can tame the tongue was a reference to someone using human efforts, apart from divine intervention. The preponderance of Scripture indicates that the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit does enable believers to bring their speech under God’s subjection, which serves as a witness that God is molding His people into the likeness of His Son (Ephesians 4:22-32). 

b. The Untenable Mixture – James 3:9-12. “Therewith bless we God, even the Father; and therewith curse we men, which are made after the similitude of God” (v. 9).
One aspect of the perverseness of the tongue is the inconsistency it frequently manifests. The same instrument that believers use to magnify the Lord should not also curse humanity, but it does. Human beings were God’s unique creation, fashioned after His own likeness (Genesis 1:26, 27). Even though sin has drastically marred the masterpiece of man and woman, enough of the divine imprint remains upon this crowning achievement of creation to merit James’ words of rebuke. 

In verse 10 James succinctly observed, “Out of the same mouth proceedeth blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not so to be.” The same voice used to sing, shout, praise, and proclaim the glory of the Lord should not be heard simultaneously denigrating people. 

The phrase “my brethren” signifies that James was directing these remarks not to the unsaved, but rather to those who knew Christ. He repeated this expression, “my brethren,” in verse 12 and in the midst of three rhetorical questions regarding nature. The first of these asked if fresh water and salt water could come from the same source. The obvious answer is “no.” Likewise, a fig tree cannot produce olives, nor can a grapevine bring forth figs (v. 12). Thus, just as certainly as a fresh water spring can produce only fresh water, so also should only good speech proceed from children of God. Those with pure hearts will utter pure and clean speech. 

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( VISUAL AID: Illustrate the analogies encapsulated in verses 11 and 12 with two containers of water. Prior to class, mark one container as “fresh” and the other as “salt.” Allow everyone in your group to see the containers and labels. Discuss how one source cannot produce the other, but that they must come from different fountainheads.
( CLARIFICATION: Explain that James’ prohibition about cursing men (3:9) was not referring to examples such as Paul’s denunciation of those who would preach another gospel (Galatians 1:6-9). It is clear from the context that James was addressing spoken curses that flowed from a heart of malice, hate, and bitterness.

3. By Using Wisdom From God

(James 3:13-18)

COMMENTARY

a. A Query of Wisdom– James 3:13-16. “Who is a wise man and endued with knowledge among you? let him show out of a good conversation his works with meekness of wisdom” (v. 13).
This verse reveals one of James’ major themes, which is wisdom. Verse 13 also explicitly justifies the designation some have given this book as New Testament “wisdom literature.” 

The words contained here should be viewed as an extension of verse 1, which James initially addressed to teachers. Those who possess wisdom and knowledge should demonstrate each, not merely by what they teach, but also by how they apply the truth they teach to their lives. For James, practical wisdom enables a person to live a godly life. The phrase “meekness of wisdom” refers to genuine humility, which is a trait all wise people possess. 

In contrast to this humble wisdom of Christian meekness, in verses 14-16 James described another kind of “wisdom” of which the Holy Spirit has no part. This “worldly wisdom” has its roots in envy and selfish ambition. Such characteristics provide no basis for boasting, for these attitudes deny the truth (v. 14). 

In verse 15 James explained the origin of this pseudo-wisdom with a disclaimer that it does not come “from above.” This reference to the divine source reminds the reader of James’ well-known statement from earlier in the letter that “every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights…” (James 1:17). The writer noted that instead of flowing from God, this self-serving wisdom is “earthly, sensual, devilish” (3:15). Christian spirituality does not exist amidst the presence of such carnal and demonic pride. The author did not view such behavior as inconsequential, but rather as a cause for “confusion and every evil work” (v. 16).   

b. A Quality of Wisdom – James 3:17, 18. “The wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be entreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy” (v. 17).

James again displayed his mastery of comparisons and contrasts as he identified evidence of God-given wisdom. His description of heaven-sent wisdom began by classifying it as “pure” (or holy). Next, he said this wisdom loves peace and is considerate, submissive, impartial, and sincere. The absence of the self-seeking motives and ambitions of sensual wisdom allows purity to permeate the life of the believer.

In verse 18 the writer added, “And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace.” In this context, “peace” was at the pinnacle of importance to James, for he mentioned it in the previous verse, and then echoed it again here. Righteous living will not be produced by sowing bitterness and self-seeking practices. Only peace, planted by lovers of peace, will inherit righteousness. This practical holiness must be seen as one of the overarching themes of the entire epistle. For James, the mastery of the tongue was the key to producing peace.

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( MARKER BOARD: Make two columns on the board, designating one as WORLDLY WISDOM and the other as WISDOM FROM ABOVE. List the characteristics from verses 14-16 under the former and the characteristics from verse 17 under the latter. Use this visible distinction to set forth the major differences between these two forms of wisdom. 
( QUOTATION: A.W. Tozer said, “May not the inadequacy of much of our spiritual experience be traced back to our habit of skipping through the corridors of the kingdom like children through the marketplace, chattering about everything, but pausing to learn the true value of nothing?”

Closing the Lesson

( REVIEW: Now that we have studied the first three chapters of James, conclude this lesson with a summary statement from each of these studies. For example, James told us that believers should (1) stand confidently (chapter 1), (2) serve compassionately (chapter 2), and (3) speak carefully (chapter 3).
  

( HYMN LYRICS: As you conclude, emphasize the truth from verses 17 and 18 about peace coming “from above.” Share with the class a verse and a chorus of W. D. Cornell’s classic hymn, “Wonderful Peace”:
Far away in the depths of my spirit tonight rolls a melody sweeter than psalm;

In celestial-like strains it unceasingly falls o’er my soul like an infinite calm.

Peace! Peace! Wonderful peace, coming down from the Father above;

Sweep over my spirit forever, I pray, in fathomless billows of love. 


Looking Ahead


As we have readily seen, one could make a strong claim that the Epistle of James is the most practical book in the New Testament. Next week’s lesson from chapter 4 builds on what we have just received. It is not only our speech but also our attitudes and actions that indicate the wholesomeness of our relationships with the Lord and others. The title of the upcoming study is “How Christians Overcome Worldliness.” The primary godly trait that James emphasized is humility. Some of the greatest texts in the New Testament are found in this chapter, including “He giveth more grace” and “Draw nigh unto God and he will draw nigh unto you.”
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