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How to Deal With Tough Times:

Being Slow to Speak
A Study of James 3:1-18
Characteristic of Completeness:  Kindness/Gentleness
Big Idea:  Live gently the lesson you want to teach.
Related Scriptures:  Proverbs 10:19; 15:23, 28; 17:28; 18:21; 20:15;


Ephesians 4:29; 1 Thessalonians 2:3-4; 1 Peter 2:1-3

Introduction:

A.
We’ve been studying our way through the book of James.  Last week, we studied one of the hardest passages to understand.  Today we’re going to study one that’s a lot easier.  It’s easier to understand, but very difficult to put into practice.
B.
Let me provide a little background.  In the first 18 verses of his letter, James introduces the primary topic:  How to deal with tough times.  Then in  James 1:19, he provides a handy three-point outline for how to deal with tough times.  In dealing with tough times, James says,

NAU James 1:19 . . . everyone must be [first] quick to hear, [second] slow to speak and [third] slow to anger;

For the rest of the letter, James  expands on what he means by these three things, in order.  We have covered what it means to be quick to hear.  We now come to James’  expansion on what it means to be slow to speak.  The text is  James 3:1-18.
C.
Being slow to speak is a critically important idea because of a universal reality we all face:  When we get squeezed, stuff comes out.  Is that not true?  When we get squeezed, stuff comes out of our mouths.  When the pressure’s on, stuff pours forth from our tongue.  When the heat is on, stuff bubbles up from our lips.
You probably have in mind what I mean by “stuff.”  You might call the stuff words.  You might even call the stuff angry words.  You might call the stuff hurtful remarks.  You might call the stuff things we say that we’d like to take back.

But you might be surprised what James calls it.  James calls it wisdom.  Wisdom?  Yes, wisdom.  Let me explain.

In our text, James tells us about two kinds of wisdom.  He talks about one kind wisdom in James 3:17; it’s  “the wisdom from above.”  It’s wisdom from God.  It’s true wisdom revealed to us by God through His Word, through His Son, and through His Spirit.
James also mentions the other kind of wisdom.  We might call it  the wisdom from below.  James explains it in Verse 15, saying,
NAU James 3:15 This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natural, demonic.

This is worldly wisdom.  It’s the set of unwritten and ungodly norms by which people live naturally, apart from God.  It’s the selfish perspective with which we are born.  It’s the point of view promoted by Satan as “wise.”  But it’s counterfeit wisdom.
So, we’ve got two kinds of wisdom:  wisdom from and above, and wisdom from below.  Each kind of wisdom comes out in words.  When we get squeezed, wisdom comes out.  Each kind of wisdom has something to say—an evaluation to give, a judgment to render, an explanation to offer, a path to promote, a lesson to teach.
The key question about what comes out of our mouths is this:  What kind of wisdom is it?  As believers, we can speak both kinds of wisdom.  We can be fluent in the wisdom from above and the wisdom from below.  When it comes to wisdom, we’re bilingual.
We are like  frozen yogurt machines.  Life presses down on us on one side, and our mouths produce vanilla wisdom from above.  Life presses down on the other side, and our mouths produce chocolate wisdom from below.  Life presses down in the middle, and our mouths produce a strange swirl of each.  (My sincere apologies for demonizing chocolate in my illustration.)
D.
James is trying to save us.  He’s not trying to save us from hell.  He’s trying to save us from the trouble our tongues can get us into.  He’s trying to save us from deep yogurt in this life.
I.
He begins our text by issuing a lengthy warning.  It’s a warning about the danger of using words to convey wisdom.  Words can be a dangerous vehicle in which to deliver wisdom.

On one occasion, wisdom can be delivered by the vehicle of words effectively, efficiently, and without mishap.  On another occasion, the vehicle of words can carelessly drift across the line into oncoming traffic, killing or maiming the passengers involved.  Words can be a dangerous vehicle in which to deliver your wisdom.
On one occasion, the vanilla wisdom from above is served from our mouths to the encouragement and edification of all who hear.  On another occasion, we serve up the chocolate wisdom from below, and it makes everybody sick.
A.
In  James 3:1-2, it says,
NAU James 3:1 Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we will incur a stricter judgment. 2 For we all stumble in many ways. . . .
1.
Teachers are purveyors of wisdom.  Teachers have something to say—an evaluation to give, a judgment to render, an explanation to offer, a path to promote, a lesson to teach.

In this context, I think James is talking specifically about those of us who teach the word of God.  In the New Testament, the word, “teacher” is used most often to address Jesus Himself.  It is also used to describe those who teach the word of God in the church or synagogue.  A teacher, then, is in a position of authority, instructing others in the way of wisdom.
James warns us about the risk associated with putting ourselves in a teaching position.  We will incur a stricter judgment.  I take this to mean that when I one day appear before the judgment seat of Christ as a teacher of God’s word, I will be held accountable for what I taught.  There will be greater accountability because there is more at stake.
This is sobering, but it makes sense.  For example, if I put myself and others at risk by driving a car without using the brake, that’s bad.  But it’s not as bad as making myself out to be a driving instructor and teaching countless others the “wisdom” of driving without the brake.  As a teacher, my wisdom is multiplied, and so is my judgment because James says, “we all [including teachers] stumble in many ways.”
This puts a healthy fear in me—a fear that motivates me to teach carefully.  I often imagine that the Lord and the author of the book through which I’m preaching—in this case, Jesus and James—are seated in the front row when I teach.  I imagine what it would be like to receive their evaluations after my sermon.  What would they say?  My dream is that they would say, “That was pure vanilla, Bob; that’s just what we had in mind.”  My worst nightmare is that they would say, “That was nothing but chocolate; what were you thinking?”  Or, “Bob, you’ve got some swirl going on.”
2.
Some of you may be thinking, “Boy, I’m glad I’m not a teacher.  This doesn’t really apply to me.”  Not so fast.
Have you ever gotten into a heated argument?  In the middle of that argument, have your ever offered to “teach” the other person a thing or two from your own wisdom?  “Let me tell you where you’re wrong.  Let me set you straight.  Let me provide an evaluation of your character.”  Is this not teaching?  You don’t have to have a title to be a teacher.

Are you a parent?  Deuteronomy 6:7 tells parents that we have a responsibility to teach our children the word of God.
Are you a believer?  Jesus tells believers that we have a responsibility to make disciples (Matthew 28:19), and He calls the disciplemaker a teacher (Matthew 10:25).
So it seems that if we, as believers, are doing what God wants us to do, then teaching is unavoidable.  In fact, it’s required and good.  If that is true, why does James seem to be discouraging us from becoming teachers?
James recognizes our capacity for pumping chocolate wisdom from below.  He knows that there’s a prideful part of us that likes to wield power and tell people what to do.  There’s a prideful part of us that likes to be viewed as the wise authority.  In the language of the Apostle Paul, there’s a prideful part of us that arrogantly fancies ourselves as “a guide to the blind, a light to those who are in darkness, a corrector of the foolish, a teacher of the immature” (Romans 2:19-20).  James is simply saying, let’s not all carelessly rush to play the role of teacher without examining our motives.  Are you just dying to dispense your chocolate wisdom from below?  Or is it a genuine desire and duty to dispense the vanilla wisdom from above?  James is trying to save us from deep yogurt of the chocolate kind.
B.
In a  series of vivid metaphors, James explains one reason why we need to be very careful about the stuff that comes out of our mouths as teachers:  Words are incredibly powerful.  Don’t let the small size of the tongue fool you; it wields surprising power.
1.
In Verses 2 and 3, James compares the tongue to a small bit that is powerful enough to control a big horse.  He  says,

NAU James 3:2 . . . 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.
2.
In  Verses 4 and 5, he compares the tongue to a small rudder that is powerful enough to control a big ship.

NAU James 3:4 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. . . .

3.
In  Verse 5, he compares the tongue to a small flame that is powerful enough to set a forest ablaze.

NAU James 3:5 . . . See how great a forest is set aflame by such a small fire!

The tongue is such a powerful vehicle.
C.
And because the tongue is so powerful, it is all the more dangerous and destructive when the wrong stuff comes out.

1.
In  Verse 6, James says,
NAU James 3:6 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.
In saying the tongue is “set on fire by hell,” James is using a figure of speech known as metonymy.  Metonymy uses a word to represent something else closely associated with it.  For example, when a reporter says, “The White House denied the allegations,” the term “White House” is being used to represent the president and his staff.  Similarly, when James says, “the tongue . . . is set on fire by hell,” the term “hell” is being used to represent Satan and his demons.  His point is that the tongue—even the tongue of a believer—can be inspired by Satan and his demons.  The proof is in the yogurt.
2.
To further explain the danger of the tongue, James says it is untamable.  In  Verses 7 and 8, he says,
NAU James 3:7 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.

Now, I don’t think this means that controlling the tongue in a particular circumstance is utterly impossible; otherwise, James is wasting his time writing to us.  The point is that, not matter who you are, no matter how mature you think you have become, it is always possible that the wisdom from below could come flowing from your mouth.  When pressed, the godliest person on earth is fully capable of producing chocolate wisdom.
D.
To complicate things, we even have the capacity for swirl.  In  Verses 9-12, James decries this mixture of wisdom from and above and below.  He says of the tongue,
NAU James 3:9 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in the likeness of God; 10 from the same mouth come both blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not to be this way.  11 Does a fountain send out from the same opening both fresh and bitter water? 12 Can a fig tree, my brethren, produce olives, or a vine produce figs? Nor can salt water produce fresh.

Indeed, the tongue can be a dangerous vehicle in which to deliver wisdom.
II.
 Still want to be a teacher?  That’s essentially what I think James is asking in  Verse 13, when he says,
NAU James 3:13 Who among you is wise and understanding? . . .

Still think you have something to say?  Still think you have some wisdom to deliver?  Still think you have some understanding to impart?
A.
James anticipates an affirmative response.  To the one who responds affirmatively, he calls for action.  James says in  Verse 13,
NAU James 3:13 . . . Let him show by his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom.

The word,  “show” is a synonym for “teach.”  So James says, if you’re ready to teach, teach.  But the primary vehicle for teaching—the primary vehicle for delivering wisdom is not words; it’s works.
James says “Let him show . . . his deeds.”  The word,  “deeds” comes from the Greek word ER-gawn.  It’s the word elsewhere translated “works,” as in “faith without works is dead” (James 2:26).

How are these works to be shown?  “By . . . good  behavior.”  “Behavior” comes from the Greek word, a-na-stro-FAY.  It literally means, “a turning about in a place.”  It describes a way of life, a lifestyle.  James is saying that we ought to live the lesson we want to teach.  A host of clichés come to mind.  “Lessons are better caught than taught.”  “Actions speak louder than words.”  “Walk your talk.”  “I’d rather see a sermon than hear one.”  They all make the point.
James is not saying that we should never teach with our mouths.  We must.  But words alone won’t cut it.  We’ve got to live the lesson.

But there’s more.  James says this living the lesson ought to be done in  “gentleness.”  The Greek word is PRAU-tes.  It’s a word not easily translated into English.  I want to point out  three facets of the word.

1.
First, gentleness is  unselfish.  It describes a “strength that accommodates to another’s weakness” (Friberg).  It is others oriented.  It is sensitive and deferential toward others.
2.
Second, gentleness is  humble.  It describes “the quality of not being overly impressed by a sense of one’s self-importance” (BDAG).  It is involves humility, courtesy, considerateness, and meekness (BDAG).

3.
Third, gentleness is  self-controlled.  Gentleness was used to describe a horse that had been broken and trained to submit to the bridle.  So it is strength under control (Burdick, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, James, 190).
So James is saying, live gently the lesson you want to teach.  That’s  the big idea of this message:  Live gently the message you want to teach.  And the  characteristic of completeness in Christ we’re talking about is gentleness.

B.
James tells us why gentleness so important.  He says in  Verse 14,
NAU James 3:14 But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your heart, do not be arrogant and so lie against the truth.
The “if” in this verse signals something called a first-class condition that is assumed to be true.  The “if” could be translated, “since.”  James assumes that his readers do in fact have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in their hearts.  Left unrecognized and unconfessed and unguarded, bitter jealousy and selfish ambition can produce teachers who are not gentle—teachers who want to teach their way to personal prominence and respectability and adulation.  Teachers who want to wield their power.  Teachers who are secretly jealous of other teachers who have a bigger audience.
I wish I could say that I see none of that in my own heart.  I can’t.  There’s some jealousy and selfishness gurgling around in my yogurt machine.  When pressed, it could come out.  James opens the door of my frozen yogurt machine and says, “The chocolate is there, Buddy.  So don’t arrogantly pretend it’s not.  Don’t lie against the truth.”  The action verbs of being arrogant and lying against the truth are presented in something called the middle voice which emphasizes that it’s something we do to ourselves.  We can be self-deceived.
We need to humbly acknowledge our own sinfulness; we’ve got chocolate.  That’s a part of being gentle because gentleness includes humility.  And because we’ve got chocolate, we’ve got to keep ourselves under control because gentleness includes control.  We have to constantly watch and control the wisdom that’s coming out of our yogurt machine.
This gentleness will save us from deep yogurt when we teach.  Gentleness won’t get too puffed up when people are wowed by our teaching; and it won’t get too bummed out when they’re not.  According to one dictionary, gentleness “is neither elated nor cast down, simply because it is not occupied with self at all” (Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words).
C.
While  James has the door open to our frozen yogurt machine, he describes the two kinds of wisdom inside.  He shows us how to tell chocolate from vanilla.  He contrasts wisdom from above with wisdom from below.
1.
In  Verses 15 and 16, he starts with wisdom from below.  He says,
NAU James 3:15 This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natural, demonic. 16 For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every evil thing.
Let’s catalog the words used to describe the wisdom from below.

a.
It is  earthly.  The opposite of heavenly, wisdom from below is driven by human philosophy, not godly wisdom (BDAG).
b.
It is also  natural.  It is governed by sensual, physical, worldly appetites, not by the Spirit of God (Friberg).
c.
It is also  demonic.  It is the wisdom promoted by Satan and his demons.
d.
It is also  jealous.  It has intensely negative feelings about the success of another (BDAG).
e.
It is also  selfishly ambitious.  It has an attitude of self-seeking, self-interest, and rivalry (Friberg).
f.
It is also  disorderly.  That is, it is in opposition to established authority (BDAG).  It surrenders to no authority but its own.
g.
Finally, it is  evil.  It is immoral and unethical.
This provides a scary portrait of many good teachers gone bad in the Church today.  They start out well.  But as they develop a following, as some fawn over their teaching, as more and more look to them for wisdom, they begin to be ungentle.  They begin to lose sight of the needs of other people and begin to think of teaching as a way to get strokes for themselves.  They enjoy their growing power and they like to wield it.  They begin to focus on how they stack up to other big-time teachers in terms of the “a-b-c’s” of Bible teachers:  attendance, buildings and books, and cash.  They can drift into that which is unethical or immoral because they begin to think they’re above the rules.  And when those in authority in the Church call them to account, they run from accountability and start again somewhere else to be purveyors of the chocolate wisdom from below.  And God is grieved.  And James is giving a warning:  It could happen to us.  Particularly if we think it can’t.  Keep a close eye on your heart, and live gently the lesson you want to teach.
2.
In  Verse 17, James gives us a contrasting description of wisdom from above.  He says,

NAU James 3:17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy.

Let’s catalog the words used to describe the wisdom from above.  This would be a good checklist for what we should be like as teachers and what we should look for in a teacher.
a.
The wisdom from above is  first pure.  “First” means that “pure” is in some way primary or foundational.  To be pure means to be without intent to do wrong (Friberg).  I take this to be a matter of motive.  Wisdom from above has no hidden, selfish agendas.  I suspect this is “first” because it is possible to exhibit some of the other characteristics with mixed motives.  It’s possible to put on a godly face in order to manipulate people.  The wisdom from above is not that way.  It’s pure vanilla, not swirl.
b.
It is also  peaceable.  It seeks harmony in relationships (BDAG).
c.
It is also  gentle.  This is not the same Greek word translated gentleness back in Verse 13.  This means to be kind and forbearing.  It is to be courteous and tolerant toward those who may hold different views.  It doesn’t necessarily validate opposing views, but respects the people who hold them.
d.
It is also  reasonable.  This word carries the idea of being open to reason.  It’s recognizing that you don’t have all the answers and that, in fact, you might be wrong on some things (Friberg).  It’s being approachable (Robertson) and open to correction.
e.
It is also  full of mercy and good fruits.  To show mercy is to show compassion, to show sympathy, to show lovingkindness (Friberg, BDAG).  You may recall James called us to show mercy in James 2:13.  The “good fruits” are the works that spring from such mercy.
f.
It is also  unwavering.  This can mean being unshakable.  It can also mean to be without favoritism or prejudice (Friberg).  Given that James just talked about favoritism back in Chapter 2, I think that’s what he’s talking about here.
g.
It is also  without hypocrisy.  This literally means “without play-acting” (BDAG).  It’s being without pretense.  It’s genuine, authentic, sincere.
As I look at the list of characteristics of the vanilla wisdom from above, it is interesting that James doesn’t say that it’s true or right or orthodox or doctrinally correct.  Does he have no concern for these things?  I think he does.  I think James would agree that it is critically important to teach accurately the truth that God has revealed to us by His word.

James’ emphasis here, however, is on the teacher living gently what he wants to teach.  It is quite possible and, I fear, quite common in the Church for a teacher to deliver a correct interpretation of Scripture without exhibiting the other characteristics of wisdom from above.  That would be swirl.  And that would be wrong.  That will get us into deep yogurt.  James says, live gently the lesson you want to teach.

D.
James concludes with a word picture of the process of imparting wisdom.  In  Verse 18, he says,

NAU James 3:18 And the seed whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.

Let’s look at the various elements of this beautiful word picture.

a.
There is  the seed.  I take this to mean the wisdom from above.
b.
There is an implied  soil in which the seed is sown.  It is defined as peace.  I take this to be the harmony enjoyed by a church family that’s gathered together like soil and getting along.
c.
There are the  sowers described as “those who make peace.”  These are the teachers previously described as “peaceable”—teachers who are not out for themselves but for the harmony of the whole.
d.
And finally there’s  the fruit.  It’s what happens when a godly teacher delivers the seed of wisdom from above in the context of the church.  It’s the result of dispensing pure vanilla.  Not chocolate.  Not swirl.  What is the fruit?
It’s not attendance.  It’s not buildings.  It’s not book deals.  It’s not cash.  It’s not worldly prosperity.  It’s not popularity.

It’s  righteousness.  It’s the righteousness of God manifested in growing measure by His people.  It’s transformed lives.  It’s God’s children becoming more and more complete in the righteousness of Christ.  It’s God’s people themselves living gently the lesson they want to teach the world.
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