FAIR OAKS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
James: Lesson 4

James 3:1-18

Some Bible scholars think that this book was written as a primer for Christians who were new in their faith to instruct them how to live out that faith in the world.  It is clear that James saw the idea of a belief system which did not impact how one lived in the world as ineffective at causing that person to draw nearer to God and he writes in strong terms to encourage Christians not to take their faith for granted but to seek God daily.  However, other commentators feel that this book was indeed a letter sent to a specific church to address specific issues in that church.  We have already seen some hints of the problems they may have been facing:  angry speech, favoritism toward the wealthy, possibly frivolous or destructive lawsuits.  In this chapter James will address the problem of our tongue—how we use and abuse it—and again this can be taken as general instruction to all Christians but may well have been yet another warning to the erring members of the church he was writing to.

He begins with a warning to teachers.  What do you think James means in warning them that teachers will incur a stricter judgement?  

See also:

· Jeremiah 23:16

· Matthew 7:15-20
· Matthew 24:24
· Acts 20:28-30

· 2 Timothy 4:3-4

Again, some commentators think that James is writing to confront specific teachers—possibly fostering favoritism in the church, as well as teaching people that once they have accepted Jesus as Savior they could live however they wanted to—why would this bother James so much? (Hint James came from Judaism—how had the Jews made a similar mistake in their past?  See Jeremiah 7:4-10.)  How is this a warning to us in the church today?  Does James expect us to be perfect? (Hint see verse 2!).  What is he trying to teach us?

James confronts us with the need to control our tongues (i.e. speech).  Why is this so hard to do?

Note that James uses some analogies to help explain his point.  How does each advance his argument?

· Horses and bits

· Ships and rudders

· A forest fire

What are some of the problems that James points out about our tongues?  What is the ultimate source of our problem with our tongues?  What is his conclusion (verse 8)?  What are our options here?
The Bible teaches that humans are made in God’s image (Genesis 1:27)  I have always believed that perhaps the most important way we share God’s image is our speech.  God’s speech has creative power (see the creation account in Genesis 1).  What are some ways that our speech can do the same things (with perhaps less impressive results)?    In other words, how does our speech have creative power (See vv 9-10)

So what does James believe is the source of our choice of speech?  What natural examples does he use to prove his point?  How is his teaching here similar to that of Jesus?  (Matthew 15:11)
James contrasts 2 kinds of hearts, and 2 kinds of “wisdom”.  He wants us to understand that the things we choose to be the guiding principles in our lives are the things that shape our heart (affections, priorities, desires) and this in turn shapes our speech.  Contrast the qualities of earthly and heavenly wisdom.  

It is clear that James has specific teachers and church leaders in mind here who are driven by bitterness, jealousy and selfish ambition.  How can this be a problem in any church?  What does James want us to do about this?  His obvious concern is the way these attitudes and speech affect the body of Christ—see his concluding verse (18).  Contrast this to what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:9)
