Epistle of James
Lesson 4 – James 3:1 – 4:10
In the third lesson on Chapter 2 on James 2 there were two main themes. The first theme was the importance of not showing partiality for one class over the other or one person over the other. The second theme was that just having “the faith” or Word of God wasn’t enough. The belief in the truth of that Word needed to be expressed in actions to prove its genuineness. This lesson will begin with James 3:1.
I believe that virtually all of James 3 is a warning against the false teaching that seemed so prevalent among Jewish Christians. Nearly all the troubles Paul encountered in the building of the church congregations that he had established was caused by Jewish Christians. They didn’t even understand the Age of Israel that was past. They certainly didn’t understand the Age of the Church which had replaced it. They tended to corrupt grace and exalt outgrown traditions. With this background in mind we can proceed to verse 1.
James 3:1 Not many of you (Jews) should presume to be become teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach 
 will be judged more strictly. 
This comment by James reinforced Paul’s comment to the Jews in Hebrews 5:12 written just a few years later, a little after James’ martyrdom. There Paul also commented on the spiritual immaturity of the Jews:

Hebrews 5:12 -13 “In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God’s word all over again. You need milk, not solid food! Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is unskilled with the word of righteousness.”

A few years earlier Paul had made this comment to the Jewish Christians in Rome on their general spiritual immaturity:

Romans 2:17-21a “Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; if you rely on the law and brag about your relationship to God; if you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the law; if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants, because you have in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth-- you, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself?”
James 3:2 We all stumble in many ways. If anyone is never at fault does not stumble in what he says at the word, he is a perfect mature man, able to keep his whole body in check bridled.
 
I have substituted the literal translation from the Greek of the second sentence. Where the NIV says “never at fault” there are three errors. First, there is no “never” here, only the simple negative of the Greek πταίω {ptī'-ō} which means “to stumble, fall, or trip.” It is the same word used in the first sentence of the verse. It is the same rare Greek verb that James used in James 2:10 where he said; “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.” This signals to the reader that James is revisiting that thought. 
Second, the words which the NIV translates “in what he says” are the Greek words ἐν λόγῳ. The word λόγῳ is the dative of the Greek word here is λόγος {lo'-gos}. It could connote “what he said,” but there is no “he” here. There is no “the” either. However, considering all of the emphasis James put in James 1:18-23 on how our attitude toward the “word” λόγος {lo'-gos} was so critical, I think that is what is the proper meaning here and it should be translated “because of the word.”

Third, the Greek word the NIV translates “perfect” here is τέλειος {te'-lā-os}. In this context it has more the meaning of “finished” or “mature.” The maturity of such a man was “spiritual maturity.” That was what was needed in anyone who aspired to teach the Word of God. Their ill-advised teaching came out of their mouths uttered by their tongues. That was what subsequent verses were about. They are not about ordinary lying, gossip, or slander, but about using the tongue against Spiritual truth.
James 3:3 When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole animal. 
Here James used the illustration of the ability of people to turn powerful horses by a little pressure on their mouths by means of a bit.
James 3:4 Or take ships as an example. Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go.
Here James used another illustration of large ship driven by a strong wind which could similarly be turned by a very small force.
James 3:5a Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts.
 
The tongue, like the bit and the rudder is very small. The tongues of those Jewish teachers who were immature and stumbling over the word were capable of doing great harm. Paul warned of them to the Ephesians:
Acts 20:28-31 “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood. I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears.”
Peter also warned about them:

2 Peter 2:1-3 “But there were also false prophets among the people (of ancient Israel), just as there will be false teachers among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the sovereign Lord who bought them—bringing swift destruction on themselves. Many will follow their shameful ways and will bring the way of truth into disrepute. In their greed these teachers will exploit you with stories they have made up.”
James 3:5b-6a How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! And the tongue is a fire. NRSV
Here James made a third illustration of something small that could cause large and potentially destructive results. That small fire is also like the tongue.
James 3:6b a world of evil unrighteousness 
 among the members of the body.

I think James was speaking of the body and its members in the same sense that Paul had spoken of it in 1 Corinthians and Romans. 

1 Corinthians 12:27 “Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.
Romans 12:4-5 “For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another.”

The “body” that both James and Paul were talking about was the Church which was composed of members exercising different functions. The member in James’ illustration was exercising the communication function of the tongue.
James 3:6c It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and has set on fire the course from the beginning and is itself set on fire by hell. 
The tongue had been used from the beginning in the Garden to corrupt the truth of God’s word. First of all, the tongue of the serpent had been used to lie to Eve. Then Eve had lied to Adam. The source of it all was Satan, the fountainhead of Hell and lies. He is “the father of lies”:
John 8:44b “When he (Satan) lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.”
James 3:7-8 All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have been tamed by man, but no man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 
This just points out that the tongue can be very dangerous if it chooses not to respect the truth. It could be poisonous to the life of the body.

James 3:9 With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness. 
The tongue of teaching was indispensable. It could be used to glorify God. However, it could also be used to bring a curse on members of the body by teaching lies. This brings us back to James’ admonition in verse 1, “Not many of you should become teachers.”
James 3:10-12 Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be. Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water.
The very same people who were purporting to glorify God were cursing and undermining the efforts of men like Paul, Peter, and James. True praise and such cursing could not come out of the same source.
James 3:13 Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show it by his good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom.
 
Before they decided to try to teach true wisdom and understanding they should test whether they had any by their own life. True wisdom should reflect itself in a life of good deeds and humility.
James 3:14 But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth.
 
Instead, the Judaizing teachers were full of envy and selfish ambition and were enemies of the truth. Paul had described them to Timothy:
1 Timothy 1:4b-7 “These promote controversies rather than God’s work household 
 - which is - by faith. The goal of this command (to correct false teaching) is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. Some have wandered away from these and turned to meaningless talk. They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm.”
James 3:15 Such “wisdom” does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil. 
Like the tongue of Satan in the Garden, what their tongues were doing was against the plan of God.
James 3:16 For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice. 
Their own evil motivation could only result in evil and the chaos that Satan loves to sow.
James 3:17-18 But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness.
If they had been teaching truth, they would have seen a different result.
James 4:1 What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? 
What James was commenting on was what he had seen in Jerusalem in those last decades. During those years they had exported their division and legalism to the detriment of the Church at large.
Here James seemed to switch more to the principals which ruled all mankind under the influence of their Old Sin Nature. In other words, in this and subsequent verses he was speaking to the wider Jewish community. When he spoke of murder in the next verse and in James 5:6, he was not necessarily saying that the church had a problem with murder, but that Jewish society had a problem. He himself would be murdered by them not long afterward.
James 4:2a You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. 
Read what Flavius Josephus said about this generation: 
“It is therefore impossible to go distinctly over every instance of these men's iniquity. I shall therefore speak my mind here at once briefly: That neither did any other city ever suffer such miseries, nor did any age ever breed a generation more fruitful in wickedness than this was, from the beginning of the world. Finally, they brought the Hebrew nation into contempt, that they might themselves appear comparatively less impious with regard to strangers. They confessed what was true, that they were the slaves, the scum, and the spurious and abortive offspring of our nation, while they overthrew the city themselves, and forced the Romans, whether they would or no, to gain a melancholy reputation, by acting gloriously against them, and did almost draw that fire upon the temple, which they seemed to think came too slowly; and indeed when they saw that temple burning from the upper city, they were neither troubled at it, nor did they shed any tears on that account, while yet these passions were discovered among the Romans themselves; which circumstances we shall speak of hereafter in their proper place, when we come to treat of such matters.” Book 13, Chapter 6, Paragraph 6 “And here I cannot but speak my mind, and what the concern I am under dictates to me, and it is this: I suppose, that had the Romans made any longer delay in coming against these villains, that the city would either have been swallowed up by the ground opening upon them, or been overflowed by water, or else been destroyed by such thunder as the country of Sodom perished by, for it had brought forth a generation of men much more atheistical than were those that suffered such punishments; for by their madness it was that all the people came to be destroyed.” Wars of The Jews, Book, V, Chapter 10, Paragraph 5:
Here is what Josephus said about the High Priests:

“But as for the high priest Ananias, he increased in glory every day, and this to a great degree, and had obtained the favor and esteem of the citizens in a signal manner; for he was a great hoarder up of money: he therefore cultivated the friendship of Albinus, and of the high priest [Jesus], by making them presents; he also had servants who were very wicked, who joined themselves to the boldest sort of the people, and went to the thrashing-floors, and took away the tithes that belonged to the priests by violence, and did not refrain from beating such as would not give these tithes to them. So the other high priests acted in the like manner, as did those his servants, without any one being able to prohibit them; so that [some of the] priests, that of old were wont to be supported with those tithes, died for want of food.” Antiquities, Book XX, Chapter 9, Paragraph 2
James 4:2b-3 You do not have, because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures. 
They were ruled by their worldly desires. If they had been legitimate desires, they could have asked God and He would have answered their prayers. Since they were worldly desires, God was merciful in not giving them what they had prayed for. 
James 4:4 You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. 
God knew that those worldly things they thought they needed for happiness would only lead them away from the true happiness which is found in God.
In the Prophecies of Ezekiel the LORD had commented on the adulterous behavior of the Jews and its results. This applied to both the Jews of Ezekiel’s day in 585 BC who were destroyed by the Babylonians and the Jews of James’ day in 61 AD who would be destroyed by the Romans in 70 AD:
Ezekiel 16:32-42 “‘You adulterous wife! You prefer strangers to your own husband! Every prostitute receives a fee, but you give gifts to all your lovers, bribing them to come to you from everywhere for your illicit favors. So in your prostitution you are the opposite of others; no one runs after you for your favors. You are the very opposite, for you give payment and none is given to you. “‘Therefore, you prostitute, hear the word of the LORD! This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Because you poured out your wealth and exposed your nakedness in your promiscuity with your lovers, and because of all your detestable idols, and because you gave them your children’s blood, therefore I am going to gather all your lovers, with whom you found pleasure, those you loved as well as those you hated. I will gather them against you from all around and will strip you in front of them, and they will see all your nakedness. I will sentence you to the punishment of women who commit adultery and who shed blood; I will bring upon you the blood vengeance of my wrath and jealous anger. Then I will hand you over to your lovers, and they will tear down your mounds and destroy your lofty shrines. They will strip you of your clothes and take your fine jewelry and leave you naked and bare. They will bring a mob against you, who will stone you and hack you to pieces with their swords. They will burn down your houses and inflict punishment on you in the sight of many women. I will put a stop to your prostitution, and you will no longer pay your lovers. Then my wrath against you will subside and my jealous anger will turn away from you; I will be calm and no longer angry.

James 4:5 Or do you think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to live in us envies intensely is jealous?
 
Among the Old Testament scriptures that speak of the fact that the LORD is “jealous” is Exodus 20:5-6 “I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God.” Others are Exodus 34:14, Deuteronomy 4:23-24, Deuteronomy 5:9-10, Deuteronomy 6:14-15, Joshua 24:19, Psalms 79:5, Nahum 1:2-3.
James 4:6a But he gives us more greater grace. 
The Greek word here translated by the NIV as “more” is the Greek word μείζων {mā'-zōn}. It is most often translated “greater.” This grace is “greater” than anything that the world can give.
James 4:6b-7 That is why Scripture says: “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”
 Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.

The people to whom James was appealing were suffering from the great sin of Satan, they were proud. Such people would never have the blessing of God. First they had to humble themselves before God. Satan is always defeated by those who submit themselves to the advocacy of God.
James 4:8 Come near to God and he will come near to you.
 Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.
 
As far as they had fallen, God was always waiting to lift them up if they would purify their hands and hearts before God by acknowledging their sin.
James 4:9 Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. 
They had reason to mourn when they realized how far they had turned from the LORD.
James 4:10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up. 
The promise the LORD had made to the people of Israel 1500 years before still stood:
Deuteronomy 4:30-31 “When you are in distress and all these things have happened to you, then in later days you will return to the LORD your God and obey him. For the LORD your God is a merciful God; he will not abandon or destroy you or forget the covenant with your forefathers, which he confirmed to them by oath.”
� The words “who teach” is not in the original Greek. The word “we” may refer to Jewish Christians in general or to Jewish Christian teachers in particular.


� Most versions translate this “bridled.” This is a better translation because it makes clear the connection to the word “bridle” in the next verse, translated here” bits.”


� One of the valid translations of the Greek word ἐν {en} is “because of.”


� What great boasts were the Jews making? That they could save themselves by their own works!


� The Greek here is ἀδικία {ä-dē-kē'-ä} which is more literally translated “unrighteousness.”


� This returns us to the same thought at the end of Chapter 1.


� This verse encapsulates the attitude of the Judaizers to the ministry of Paul.


� The Greek word here is οἰκοδομία { oi-ko-do-mē'-ä} which is better translated “household.” 


� See also Jeremiah 3:6-8, 9:2, 13:26 ,23:10.


�  i.e. is intensely jealous. Exodus 20:5.


� This quotes Proverbs 3:34.


� The same principal is in Psalms 97:10.


� This reasserts the point of James 1:5.


� The same Greek word δίψυχος {dē'-psü-khos} is used in James 1:8 to refer to a man who doubts God’s word.
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