James 3

Study Questions

Introductory Questions

How do you choose the fruit you want to buy from the supermarket? Is there any special technique
you use to try and work out if a fruit is fresh, or sweet, or ripe? Or can you tell just by looking at it?

Background

This part of James’ letter is primarily directed to those who have (or are considering) the role of
being teachers or leaders within a community of believers. Observing the speech and life of a person
can help discern whether it is appropriate for them to teach or to be considered wise. But chapter 3
also has relevance for the believer who does not have any such aspirations. It can help an individual
believer to look introspectively at their own life, and consider whether their own speech and actions
reflect people that have been saved and changed by the gospel.

We all stumble but those who teach will be judged more strictly

Please read James 3:1-2.

1. James begins chapter 3 by stating that not many people should become teachers. What is the
reason he gives (vs 1) and do you agree that this should be the case?

2. Does James think that teachers are capable of living perfect lives? What aspect of their life does
James focus on (vs 2) and why?

3. If those who teach will be “judged more strictly”, what standard or principle do you think James
would apply to “judge” the speech and actions of a teacher? Consider James 2:12-13 in your
response.

Although we don’t need to be perfect, we should live as those who have been saved and changed by
the gospel. We accept the gospel when we understand the mercy we have received, and seek to
show mercy to others by the way we speak and act. In the remainder of chapter 3, James will write
about some of the ways that people are imperfect in their speech or actions. These examples are by
no means exhaustive but appear to have been chosen because they may be particularly applicable to
those who teach or who consider themselves wise, and what they might reveal about that person.

The tongue can endanger one’s whole life

Please read James 3:3-6.

4. What type of things does James compare a tongue to? In what ways are they similar?



5. How can the tongue corrupt the whole body, or set the whole course of one’s life on fire?
Consider in your response the type of evil speech that James singles out in these verses.

The tongue can be a deadly poison

James goes on to describe another type of evil about a person’s tongue. Please read James 3:7-12.

6. What does James mean when he writes that “no human being can tame the tongue” (vs 7-8)?

7. What type of speech can result when we fail to tame the tongue (vs 9-10)? What might this
reveal about a person. Consider in your response Matthew 7:15-21.

The humble life of the truly wise

James shifts his focus from a person’s speech to the way they live their life; that is, their actions and
deeds. He addresses those who might consider themselves as wise and understanding. Please read
James 3:13-18.

8. According to James, what does the life of someone who considers themself wise and
understanding look like (vs 13)?

9. James compares two types of “wisdom”:

a. What is the type of wisdom that does not come from heaven? What results from this
type of wisdom? (vs14-16)

b. What is the type of wisdom that comes from heaven? What results from this type of
wisdom? (vs 17-18)

Reflect and Pray

A wise believer is a humble person that has understood the mercy they have received. Their speech
and actions should reflect people who have been saved and changed by the gospel. Proud and
unmerciful speech, envious and selfish actions are incompatible with the way of life that God desires
for his people. This is especially so for those who teach.

10. Reflect on your own speech and way of life, and consider if there are any areas that may fall
short of the way to live wisely as described in James 3:17. If there are things you feel should
change, is it simply a matter of just “trying harder” or “doing better” in the future?

Please pray for one another that we might grasp the depth of God’s love and mercy given to us in
Christ Jesus, and to ask God to help us live with heavenly wisdom in our speech and actions.
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