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James in the third chapter of his epistle speaks of the tongue as the most powerful 

member of our body. In verse five we read: “Even so the tongue is a little member, and boasteth 

great things. Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth!” James uses a figure of a ship at sea 

driven by fierce winds in verse four. This ship is of great size, yet if it is to reach its home port it 

must depend on a small rudder to direct it. Likewise the tongue is a small but powerful member. 

One who with the new man controls the tongue by a living faith controls the whole body. 

In verse five James speaks of the evil power of the tongue, and by the contrast the positive power 

is emphasized. 

The power of the tongue is all out of proportion with its size. The tongue boasts great 

things, and the prideful boast of the tongue can be backed up! It boasts and can do great evil. 

The tongue can boast because of its unique position among the members of the body. The 

tongue refers to the entire power of speech. This is a tremendous power. It was a most important 

power given to Adam in Paradise. By it Adam was able to echo the Words of God which he saw 

in creation in a creaturely way. He was able to speak about God and to God. Because of this 

power Adam was able to enter into covenant fellowship with God. And through his power he 

could influence and have fellowship with the other creatures especially his wife. 

When the fall came Adam did not lose this great power, but it now became subservient to 

sin. As a result of the fall man uses his tongue to blaspheme God, to curse Him, and to deny 

Him. Hence the tongue was turned into the most powerful instrument of sin in the world. 

James uses another figure to illustrate the unbelievable capacity of the tongue for evil. He 

uses the figure of a forest fire. It takes only one small spark to kindle a whole forest. The forest is 

a place of life and beauty, but then comes a spark and the huge fire. All that remains is 

destruction, death, and the most depressing silence conceivable. 

Covenant youth this is exactly what the tongue does! It starts wars and spreads 

destruction. It speaks worldly philosophies that are empty and vain. The tongue is the most 

powerful agent of temptation. It said, “God is dead:” and carries the world into unbelief and 

destruction. The tongue is the member used for gossip, backbiting, and slander which spread like 

wildfire. Always in the wake of these fires started by the tongue is desolation, immorality, 

corruption, damnation, and death. 

Does the above characterize the way we use our tongues? Do we say things about our 

peers that will cause them no end of grief? Even if what we say concerning another is the truth, 

but is meant to harm him, it is slander and backbiting. Do we talk back to our parents and 

teachers denying their God given authority? Do we lead others astray with the words: “O come 

on your parents won’t find out,” or the vain philosophy, “Its O. K. everyone is doing it?” Do we 

not control our tongues? If we must answer any of these questions in the affirmative we sin and 

spread destruction. 

Answer these questions readers, and then remember the positive aspect of James’ 

instruction which is emphasized by the contrast. To the child of God with a living faith what a 

power for good is the tongue. By this power the gospel is spread, and the covenant youth are 

instructed. Think, for example, of the encouragement of words to the sorrowful and the sick 

when the tongue is controlled by the new man in Christ. The tongue is able to lift the weary soul 

brought low in the battle of faith. 



It is a wonderful thing to see the tongue of youth being used as such a power for good. I 

have seen covenant youth anxious to speak of the wonders of God in the discussion of a 

catechism lesson. I have seen members of young people’s societies eager to discuss the 

antithetical walk the child of God must engage in. I have seen young people visiting the elderly, 

and seen them comfort them in their own wonderful way. I have heard the voices of our P. R. 

young people singing God’s praises with joy upon their faces. I have heard our young people 

defend the truth of God’s Word over against error. This use of the tongue is a power for good; it 

is the opposite of apathy, and I have witnessed you, readers, use it as such. So we must strive 

always to use this great power. This is possible only when the new man controls our tongue. May 

God grant us the grace to use this powerful member for good.  
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