The Letter of James

“CONTROLLING THE TONGUE”
JAMES 3:1-12

“[The tongue] pollutes the entire body. And even as it is inflamed from Gehenna, it sets aflame
the cycle of life.” (JAS 3:6b)

l. The Section as a Whole

James 3:1-12 forms a tightly crafted ethical discourse—a brachylogia, a brief but potent
wisdom-style reflection on the moral power of speech. It stands as a self-contained unit within
the letter, moving with deliberate rhetorical force from warning, to exempla, to judgment. The
section’s central concern is the use of the tongue, and James treats speech not merely as a
moral issue but as a covenantal one: human words must be measured against the word of God
that created, redeemed, and now governs the community. The essay contains a variety of
conventional motifs concerning the use of the tongue, chief among the motifs is the importance
of controlled speech.

The discourse is a self contained section of the letter in the style of brief ethical discourse
(technically: a brachylogia or “brevity”). This is a frequent tool associated with wisdom
literature. James announces the direction of his argument in 3:1-2, then unfolds a series of
exempla in 3:3-11 that move from cautiously optimistic (3:3-4), to starkly pessimistic (3:5-8),
to explicitly dualistic (3:9—10a). He concludes with metaphors that pass judgment on
double-mindedness (3:10b—12). The entire essay draws on conventional wisdom motifs about
speech, especially the need for controlled speech—a hallmark of righteous living in Israel’s
tradition.

Il. JAMES 3:1-12 - The Blessing & Curse of the Tongue

Throughout this section, James evaluates speech in relational and covenantal terms. Human
speech must be normed by the speech of the God who has bound himself to humanity. Three
insights shape this mini-essay:

e Double-tongued Speech — The theme of double-mindedness becomes behaviorally
concrete. To bless God yet curse a human being made in God’s likeness is to betray the



very allegiance one claims. Because the likeness of God is a Torah teaching, this is not
merely a moral inconsistency but a failure of proper perception regarding God’s creation.

o Gehenna and Cosmic Dualism — When James says the tongue is “inflamed from
Gehenna,” he invokes not only Jewish symbolic language but a cosmic polarity. The
central religious polarity in James is between the “wisdom from above” that manifests in
friendship with God and “wisdom from below” that manifests in friendship with the
world. All human activity—including speech—is defined by these two allegiances.

e Human Speech within God’s Word — James place human speech within the context of
God’s word. Reminded of the “word of truth” (1:18) and the “implanted word” able to
save souls (1:21), the reader sees human speech as qualified by reference to the creative
and saving word of God. The tongue must be governed by the reality into which
believers have been reborn.

James’s argument is both pastoral and piercing. Speech is not neutral; it is covenantal. It can
bless or curse, build or destroy, align with God'’s creative word or burn with the fire of Gehenna.
The tongue reveals the heart’s allegiance.
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