
Preached at St. Davids 9/9/12      Tongue Tied James 3/  1 

Tongue Tied 
James 3 

 
 
Are you tongue tied? 
It may be a surprise for you to learn that for the first 21 years of my life I was, 

medically speaking.  There was a little piece of skin which connected the end of my 
tongue to the floor of my mouth.  It is a medical condition called ankyloglossia.  Whilst 
it certainly didn’t stop my speaking it did mean that I couldn’t poke my tongue out very 
far, licking ice cream cones was a bit tricky and elocution lessons weren’t much fun, 
particularly trying to roll ‘r’s. 

My parents were told that there was no need to anything about it, one day when 
I was playing the tie would break and my tongue would be loosed.  But this never 
happened and in my early 20’s my dentist suggested that I have a frenectomy, to 
surgically make the cut. 

The few days after the operation were some of the oddest days of my life.  My 
tongue was certainly freed and I could experiment doing things I couldn’t do before, 
like licking my lips, but more worryingly there was suddenly this muscle in my mouth 
that I had to learn to control.  For 20 years it had been kept in place by a tie.  Now I 
had to learn to keep it in place or it this rather worrying habit of slipping out of my 
mouth.  I had to learn to control my tongue, I had to learn to be tongue tied, to work to 
keep my tongue in check. 

This is precisely the message of James as he continues his sermon to the early 
Christian believers.  They must learn to keep their tongues in check, to keep it under 
control, to be tongue tied. 

BIG RESULTS FROM A LITTLE SOURCE (1-6A) 

The starting point for thinking about controlling the tongue for James is the 
power that teachers have through there words, a power for which teachers will be held 
accountable.  This is something which the New Testament teaches in a number of 
places and is something that all teach God’s people need to remember. 

But as James goes on he is not speaking to only to teachers but to all, for all of 
us make mistakes, something is patently true, but again James is thinking particularly 
of our speech. 

James makes the claim that if can control our tongues then we would be 
perfect, able to control all our actions.  Makes me wonder how much effort we put into 
controlling our tongue if it is that pivotal. 

James goes on using some standard Greco Roman images of way in which 
although the tongue is small it can have great impact like the bridle of a horse the 
rudder of ship and small spark which starts a fire. 

I wonder when you think of mistakes in speech what event, memory comes to 
mind.  There are so many ways that we can say things which get away from us, when 
we wish we could take things back. 

I’d like to thank both Senator Cory Bernardi and Presidential hopeful Mitt 
Romney for providing me with great sermon illustrations of saying things that they 
wish they could take back. But once they are out there they are controlling the horse, 
guiding the ship and fanning the flames. 

It would seem to me here that James is thinking not so much of evil speech but 
of foolish speech and the unintended consequences of unwise words in line with the 



Preached at St. Davids 9/9/12      Tongue Tied James 3/  2 

warning of proverbs.  “The mouths of fools are their ruin, and their lips a snare to 
themselves.” (Prov 18:7) 

But as we look a bit deeper James is showing how words also show the desires 
of the speaker as both the horse and the ship image speak of the will of the rider or 
pilot.  By putting our thoughts into words they can then have the power to direct our 
lives and so we should think very carefully about what we say. 

A WORLD OF EVIL (6B-12) 

But having spoken of the tongue starting a blaze and indeed being a fire, 
James now clearly moved on to speak of the evil that can come from an uncontrolled 
tongue. 

The Greek of the second half of verse 6 is tricky but the overall sense is 
reasonably clear.  Within our bodies that will most likely defile us, stain our character 
is our tongue.  We are close to Jesus teaching in the gospels that it is not what goes 
into a man which makes him unclean but what comes out his mouth. 

It seems as he continues that he is reflecting on the stories from Genesis 1-3.  
He speaks of all creatures being tamed, with a list very similar to the creation 
narratives and perhaps with the idea of dominion that was given to humanity, but no 
one can tame the tongue, which he describes as set on fire by hell, a restless evil, full 
of deadly poison. 

Perhaps he has in mind here the words of the snake, with its forked tongue, 
with its demonic words it lead humanity away from God. 

But I find that this is not just a theological speculation, or philosophical 
reflection it is an experiential reality.   

I find it very revealing that "Talkative" a character in Bunyan's Pilgrim's 
Progress is described as "a saint abroad and a devil at home." 

I suspect I am not alone in thinking 'Why did I say that?" or more alarmingly at 
times "Why am I saying this?"  When I say something hurtful tearing someone else 
down.  When I say something completely unedifying.   

When I swear with no provocation.   
When I lie for no good reason that I can see.   
When I say something I said I wouldn't, or break a confidence. 
Now I wouldn't want you to think that I do this all time, but there are times I do 

and it seems to happen almost out of my control.   
To put it the other way round.  I can't think of a time when I have surprised 

myself by saying something nice and complimentary about someone when I didn't 
mean to.  But I all too often do the opposite. 

I need to work hard to control my tongue and I suspect that I am not alone. 
Interestingly verse 8 literally says "no human can tame the tongue".  This is 

often taken as simply emphasis, but Augustine thought that something more subtle 
was going on.  If we are going to tame the tongue we need divine help, help from the 
one who will save us from all evil. 

BLESSING ONLY PEOPLE 
Finally in this section James notes the appalling inconsistency there is between 

using our mouth to bless God, the Lord and Father, and yet we use our same mouths 
to curse others who are made in God's image. 

This looks back to Genesis 1 where all humanity is said to be have been 
created in God's image and in his likeness.  What makes this point so telling is that he 
is not speaking here only about how Christians speak about each other, this is about 
how we speak about any human. 

This then not only challenges us about how we speak about each other in the 
Cathedral, and whether we are building each other up in what we say.  It impacts on 
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how we speak about those who are outside, about refugees, about those of other 
faiths, about those of differing lifestyles.  In all we speak we are to watch our tongue. 

PRACTICAL ADVICE 

How are we to do this?  Well James was not adverse to using good old 
fashioned wisdom so that may help us.  Archbishop Phillip Aspinall spoke on this 
passage at the Anglicare service last week and he gave some advice that I would like 
repeat, with a few of my own. 

 Firstly your mother was right when she said "If you can't say something 
nice about someone don't say anything at all." 

 “The words of the tongue should have three gatekeepers:  Is it true?  Is it 
kind? Is it necessary?" ― Arabian proverb 

 It is better to remain quiet and be thought a fool, than to open your 
mouth and remove all doubt. 

 “Remember not only to say the right thing in the right place, but far more 
difficult still, to leave unsaid the wrong thing at the tempting moment.” ― 
Benjamin Franklin 

 We have two ears and one tongue so that we would listen more and talk 
less.  Actually James gave his own version of this. "You must 
understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to 
speak, slow to anger" (James 1:19) 

 Do not write emails when you are angry, and really don't send them. 

 For Tweeters, tweet rarely and carefully.  Always remember the Mercury 
rule, how would you feel if what you are now writing was to appear on 
the front page of the paper. 

 Praying for someone will change what you say about someone. 

 If the tongue can start a fire, with sorry it can pour on water. 
 
If we could learn some of these lessons we would good along way to be 

properly tongue tied.. 

YOU’RE ACTING TOO LOUD 

As the chapter ends James seems to move from tongues and words to actions.  
Perhaps this is because he knew the saying of a lovely old saint from my previous 
parish "I can't hear what you're saying because you are acting too loud." 

It all very well to have good words to say but they are unlikely to be heard if you 
life does not match up.  In so doing in his usual blunt way he points to the dangers of 
bitter envy and selfish ambition, how this will be expressed in unhelpful words and 
cause division and sin.  Rather James points to a wisdom that is not primarily based 
on words but in action.  It will be based in purity, It will be peaceable, gentle, willing to 
yield (or teachable), full of mercy and good fruits without a trust of partiality or 
hypocrisy.  And then in words echoing Jesus blessed are the peacemakers, a harvest 
of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace. 

How much more impact would the Christian church have in our community if 
this is what we were known for rather than half cocked and ill-informed letters to the 
editor.  I can't help but think in our current debates that if we want people to listen to 
the wisdom that we have we need to show a good life lived with gentleness born of 
wisdom. 

And if we were to see such a community then we should not be tongue tied 
hopefully many would be loosed to proclaim thanks be to God. 


