James 3:5



 is the adverb of manner HOUTW, which means “In this manner; In this way; So; or Thus” and is used here referring to what preceded in the context.  With this we have the adjunctive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “also.”  Then we have the nominative subject from the feminine singular article and noun GLWSSA, which means “the tongue.”  This is followed by the predicate nominative from the neuter singular adjective MIKROS, which means “small” and the noun MELOS, which means “a part of the human body, member, part, or limb.”  Then we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb EIMI, which means “is.”

The present tense is an aoristic present, which regards the action as a simple fact without reference to its beginning, end, progress, result, or any time aspect with regard to the action.


The active voice indicates that the tongue produces the action of being what it is.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

“In this way also the tongue is a small part of the body,”
- is the adversative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and yet.”  Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter plural adjective MEGAS, used as a substantive and meaning “great things.”  This is followed by the third person singular present active indicative from the verb AUCHEW, which means “to boast of” with the accusative case following.

The present tense is a durative present for an action that began in the past at the beginning of human history with Cain and continues until the end of the millennial reign of Christ.


The active voice indicates that the human tongue produces the action of boasting and bragging.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

“and yet it boasts of great things.”
- is the particle of attention IDOU, meaning “Behold, See, Notice, etc.” to get the attention of one’s listeners or readers.  This is followed by the nominative subject from the neuter singular interrogative adjective of size occurring in indirect questions HĒLIKOS, which means “how extensive, how large, how small;
 how great, large; how small; how great a struggle I have Col 2:1.”
  With this we have the nominative subject from the neuter singular noun PUR, meaning “fire.”  Then we have the accusative direct object from the feminine singular adjective HĒLIKOS and feminine singular noun HULĒ, meaning “wood, pile of wood, forest.”  This play on words is translated “how small a fire” and “how great a forest.”  Finally, we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb ANAPTW, which means “to kindle” as in Lk 12:49.

The present tense is a gnomic present for a universal truth, an axiom, a maxim, a principle of truth or reality.


The active voice indicates that a small fire produces the action of kindling a great forest fire.

The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of truth.
“Notice how such a small fire burns up such a great forest.”

James 3:5 corrected translation
“In this way also the tongue is a small part of the body, and yet it boasts of great things.  Notice how such a small fire burns up such a great forest.”
Explanation:
1.  “In this way also the tongue is a small part of the body,”


a.  James continues with another example and an indirect comparison between the tongue and what a small fire can do to a forest.

b.  The tongue is not the smallest, but it is one of the smallest parts of the body.  Even though it is relatively small, it is extraordinarily powerful.  A single word can start a war, end a marriage, reject Christ as savior, or make or break you in business.


c.  But the most damage done by this little part of the body is what it does to the spiritual life.

2.  “and yet it boasts of great things.”

a.  The tongue is very small, but it speaks as if it is the greatest thing on earth.

b.  The tongue always thinks it is bigger than it really is.

c.  The tongue expresses some of the greatest arrogance we will ever have.


d.  The tongue is an expression of the old sin nature.


e.  The problem of the tongue is described in many Scriptures:


(1)  Ps 12:3-4, “May the Lord cut off all flattering lips, the tongue that speaks great things; who have said, ‘With our tongue we will prevail; our lips are our own; who is lord over us?’”



(2)  Ps 73:8-9, “They mock and wickedly speak of oppression; they speak from on high.  They have set their mouth against the heavens, and their tongue parades through the earth.”



(3)  Job 5:21, “You will be hidden from the scourge of the tongue, and you will not be afraid of violence when it comes.”


(4)  Job 20:12, “Though evil is sweet in his mouth and he hides it under his tongue,”


(5)  Job 20:16, “He sucks the poison of cobras; the viper’s tongue slays him.”


(6)  Job 27:4, “My lips certainly will not speak unjustly, nor will my tongue mutter deceit.”


(7)  Ps 5:9. “There is nothing reliable in what they say; their inward part is destruction itself. Their throat is an open grave; they flatter with their tongue.”


(8)  Ps 10:7, “His mouth is full of curses and deceit and oppression; under his tongue is mischief and wickedness.”


(9)  Ps 15:3, “He does not slander with his tongue, nor does evil to his neighbor, nor takes up a reproach against his friend;”


(10)  Ps 34:13, “Keep your tongue from evil and your lips from speaking deceit.”


(11)  Ps 39:1, “I said, ‘I will guard my ways that I may not sin with my tongue; I will guard my mouth as with a muzzle while the wicked are in my presence.’”


(12)  Ps 39:3, “My heart was hot within me, while I was musing the fire burned; then I spoke with my tongue:”


(13)  Ps 50:19, “You let your mouth loose in evil and your tongue frames deceit.”


(14)  Ps 52:2, “Your tongue devises destruction, like a sharp razor, O worker of deceit.”


(15)  Ps 52:4, “You love all words that devour, O deceitful tongue.”


(16)  Ps 57:4, “My soul is among lions; I must lie among those who breathe forth fire, even the sons of men, whose teeth are spears and arrows and their tongue a sharp sword.”


(17)  Ps 78:36, “But they deceived Him with their mouth and lied to Him with their tongue.”



(18)  Ps 120:2-3, “Deliver my soul, O Lord, from lying lips, from a deceitful tongue. What shall be given to you, and what more shall be done to you, you deceitful tongue?”



(19)  Ps 139:4, “Even before there is a word on my tongue, Behold, O Lord, You know it all.”



(20)  Prov 6:17, “Haughty eyes, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood,”



(21)  Prov 12:18-19, “There is one who speaks rashly like the thrusts of a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing.  Truthful lips will be established forever, but a lying tongue is only for a moment.”



(22)  Prov 15:2, “The tongue of the wise makes knowledge acceptable, but the mouth of fools spouts folly.”



(23)  Prov 15:4, “A soothing tongue is a tree of life, but perversion in it crushes the spirit.”



(24)  Prov 17:4, “An evildoer listens to wicked lips; a liar pays attention to a destructive tongue.”



(25)  Prov 18:21, “Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruit.”



(26)  Prov 21:23, “He who guards his mouth and his tongue, guards his soul from troubles.”



(27)  Prov 26:28, “A lying tongue hates those it crushes, and a flattering mouth works ruin.”



(28)  Isa 59:3, “For your hands are defiled with blood and your fingers with iniquity; your lips have spoken falsehood, your tongue mutters wickedness.”


(29)  Jer 9:3, “‘They bend their tongue like their bow; lies and not truth prevail in the land; for they proceed from evil to evil, and they do not know Me,’ declares the Lord.”



(30)  Jer 9:5, “Everyone deceives his neighbor and does not speak the truth, they have taught their tongue to speak lies; they weary themselves committing iniquity.”



(31)  Jer 9:8, “Their tongue is a deadly arrow; it speaks deceit; with his mouth one speaks peace to his neighbor, but inwardly he sets an ambush for him.”



(32)  Jam 1:26, “If anyone thinks he is pious [devout, religious] and he does, not bridling his tongue but deceiving his heart, the religious works system of this one is empty [useless, powerless, vain, worthless].”
3.  “Notice how such a small fire burns up such a great forest.”

a.  Then James has to wake up his audience again with another exclamatory particle to get our attention.  We should notice that our attention span between principles is not very long.

b.  The small fire is compared with the little tongue.  The great forest is the spiritual life.

c.  The small fire of what the tongue says can destroy the greatest spiritual life on earth.


d.  Paul did the greatest damage to his spiritual life because he wanted to talk to the Jewish crowds in Jerusalem.


e.  Moses did the greatest damage to his spiritual life when he chewed out the Jews for rejecting the teaching of the Law and doubting God.


f.  Abraham did the greatest damage to his spiritual life when he lied to Pharaoh about not being the husband of Sarah.


g.  David did the greatest damage to his spiritual life when he ordered the murder of Uriah the Hittite.


h.  Joseph did the greatest damage to his spiritual life when he asked Pharaoh’s nobleman to remember him after he got out of prison.


i.  Peter did the greatest damage to his spiritual life when he denied knowing the Lord three times.


j.  All the disciples and especially the brothers John and James did the greatest damage to their spiritual lives when they argued over who should be the greatest among them in the kingdom of heaven.


k.  We often speak without thinking, without remembering what Mt 12:36 states: “But I tell you that every careless word that people speak, they shall give an accounting for it in the day of judgment.”


l.  As believers in the Lord Jesus Christ, we shall not be judged (Rom 8:1), but we shall be held accountable at the evaluation throne of Christ for every word that proceeds out of our mouth.



(1)  Mt 15:11, “It is not what enters into the mouth that defiles the man, but what proceeds out of the mouth, this defiles the man.”



(2)  Mk 7:20, “And He kept on saying, ‘That which proceeds out of the man; that is what defiles the man.’”
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